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The book of Revelation is one of the most mysterious, most difficult and puzzling 
books ever written, at least to the eyes of 21st century westerners. Sometimes known 
as the Apocalypse of St John, it’s full of mind-boggling visions of angels and beasts, 
a dragon and the devil, plagues and trumpets and scrolls and bowls, horses and 
riders - and of heaven, of God, God’s throne and God’s Son and Lamb, and salvation 
and judgment. But despite its mysteriousness, it has given our language well-known 
phrases such as the pearly gates, streets paved with gold, the four horsemen of the 
apocalypse, the number of the beast - 666, the last trumpet and the new Jerusalem.  
 
I’m not going to try and explain the whole book of Revelation in one short sermon, 
although sometime in the next year or so we might run a four-or-six-week course on 
de-mystifying Revelation. Let me know if you’d be interested! But I do today want to 
explore parts of the very last verses of Revelation. 
 
I love the fact that here in the last chapter of the last book of the Bible, there is 
reference to the tree of life and the river of life. John writes “Blessed are those who 
wash their robes so that they will have the right to the tree of life” and “Let anyone 
who wishes take the water of life as a gift”. What always strikes me about these 
images of heavenly life is that they are present right at the beginning of the Bible too, 
in Genesis chapter 2 and 3 in the story of creation which features Adam and Eve. 
There in the garden of Eden is the tree of life. Adam and Eve were allowed to eat of 
this tree and it gave them life, forever, eternally. That was God’s purpose for human 
life. But when they ate of the fruit of the one tree that was forbidden them, when they 
sinned, then they were banished from the garden, then death became part of human 
destiny for the tree of life was no longer available to them. But Revelation tells us the 
tree of life is available to all who are received into heaven, it provides the gift of 
eternal life. 
 
The water or river of life is a similar concept. The very first verses of the Bible tell us 
that God’s wind or Spirit swept over the waters as God created the heavens and the 
earth. Genesis chapter 2 tells us that before there was rain, there was water that rose 
from the earth and helped to bring life, and the garden of Eden is the source of four 
rivers that bring life to the world. And again, John’s vision in the very last verses of 
the Bible is of the heavenly city through which flows the river of the water of life, and 
all are invited to receive this water as gift from God, and live, eternally. 
 
Revelation is written probably in the last decade of the 1st century, when Christians 
were suffering from persecution under the emperor Domitian. It presents in obscure 
coded imagery a vision of God’s victory over the powers of evil despite the suffering 
of Christians and despite the enormity of the heavenly battle that is envisioned 
between God and the powers of evil. It thus encourages Christians to remain faithful, 
to not succumb to the easy path of denying Christ, to “wash their robes” - that is, to 
refuse to deny Christ, to refuse to bow down to the emperor, to refuse to have any 
part of evil. Revelation assures faithful Christians they will receive the gift of eternal 
life, and that persecutors and idolaters and the powers of evil will be defeated. 
Turning aside from Christ means judgment and destruction, disobedience to Christ 
means eternal damnation. So today’s passage tells us that dogs (probably those who 
pretend to be faithful but are not), sorcerers, fornicators, murderers, idolaters and 
liars are granted no entry to the eternal city, eternal life is not for them. It’s 
extraordinary imagery. It’s scary stuff.  



What does Revelation have to teach us today? At least five things: 
 
1.  First, it reminds us that our relationship with those in power, with governments, 
can be difficult. While democracy gives us much more protection compared with a 
tyrannical empire, nevertheless power does corrupt. So we need always to deal with 
our governments with care. 
 
2. It reminds us there is evil and idolatry and temptation in tis world. In the face of 
oppression and violence, sexual exploitation, corruption and greed and enmity, we 
are to remain true to Christ’s way of love, compassion, service, justice, peace. In the 
face of false gods like personal wealth and power and popularity and arrogance, we 
are to worship only the one true God, the God who is love, self-giving love. 
 
3. Revelation reminds us we have a choice. The choice for Christ might require 
sacrifice from us, it might cost us; but the choice against Christ is far far worse. This 
morning it’s been a joy to celebrate the choice made for baby James Horner by 
Catherine and Jolyon, that they want him to grow up as part of God’s family, 
choosing for God.  
 
4. Fourthly Revelation promises there is entry into the heavenly city for those who 
have chosen for God. There is a gift of eternal life where the fullness of God’s love 
and peace is experienced and relished and celebrated for ever. 
 
5. And lastly, despite all the judgment and condemnation of those who have chosen 
against Christ, Revelation still, still holds out the invitation of God to every person - 
“let anyone who wishes take the water of life as a gift”, “let everyone who is thirsty 
come”.  
 
It deserves a closer look, the book of Revelation. Not least because it teaches us of 
God’s gifts of the tree of life and the water of life, offered to all. 
 
To the glory of God, Amen.  
 
 
 
 
 
 


