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Sermon 5 May 2013 - “Vision of wholeness” 
 

Wesley Uniting Church, Forrest, ACT 
 

Gregor Henderson 
 

Revelation 21:9 – 22:5,  John 5:1-9 
 
Eleven days ago two leaders of the Syrian Orthodox Church were kidnapped. In the midst of 
the civil war in Syria, their car was stopped with gunfire near Aleppo and their driver was 
killed. Metropolitan Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim and his colleague Metropolitan Boulos 
Yazji were captured.  
 
Three days earlier Bishop Gregorious was a key leader in an inter-faith conference in 
Istanbul. There Syrian faith leaders from Islam – Sunni, Shia and Alawite – plus Christians 
and Druze met together, including representatives from the World Council of Churches and 
the Vatican, and established a Syrian Religions for Peace Council. It’s unknown whether the 
kidnapping is some odd form of protest against the inter-faith peace initiative or not.  
 
In quite a few countries of the world Christians are under pressure. In 3 or 4 countries there 
are periodic bursts of outright persecution – in Iran, Iraq and Pakistan for instance. In several 
other countries there are occasional bouts of violence between faiths – in Nigeria or Egypt or 
Indonesia for instance, and nowadays in Syria. In many countries Christians in minority 
situations feel pressured and occasionally unsafe – in India, Burma, China and Palestine, for 
instance. In other countries Christians live with some discomfort in relationship with their 
governments – in French Polynesia for instance where the largest church, the Protestant 
Church with a membership of more than half the indigenous Polynesian people, supports 
independence from France – or here in Australia, where churches disagree strongly with our 
government on issues like asylum seekers, welfare support and Indigenous aspirations.  
 
The perplexing book of Revelation was written at a time of growing persecution of Christians 
– probably around 95AD when the Roman emperor Domitian instigated a period of 
discrimination and harassment against Christians, in some Roman provinces it was direct 
overt persecution. Revelation is one of the most difficult, misunderstood and abused pieces 
of writing ever produced. For a starter it’s not really a book, it’s a letter addressed to the 
seven churches of the Roman province of Asia. It was certainly not written for Christians 
1900 years later on the other side of the world – it’s anchored in a time and a place, which is 
not to say it has nothing to teach us.  
 
The other most misunderstood aspect of Revelation is that’s it’s all a vision. It was never 
intended to be taken literally. It’s an imaginary work, with the author John asserting time and 
again that the Spirit of God was inspiring him to write.  
 
Revelation recounts an imaginary cosmic conflict between God and the forces of good, 
against the devil and the forces of evil. In our passage today from the last paragraphs of 
Revelation, God emerges as victorious, and creation is renewed. A new heaven and a new 
earth emerge from the battlegrounds, with a new holy city, the new Jerusalem bestowed on 
earth from heaven. As we heard from our reading today, perhaps with some bemusement or 
bewilderment, this new Jerusalem is full of precious stones, with the number 12 (one of the 
numbers which the ancient world regarded as symbolising wholeness, perfection) 
predominating in its measurements. The pearly gates provide the grand entrance and the 
streets are paved with gold, which with typical paradox and obscurity are described as 
“transparent as glass”.  
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But what appeals to me most in this vision of newness is that God’s will has triumphed. Evil, 
violence, darkness and death have been overcome. There’s a beautiful symmetry in this the 
last chapter of the Bible, balancing off the story of the Garden of Eden from the first chapters 
of the Bible. The river of life is there in the new Jerusalem, as is the tree of life, and they 
sustain eternal life for all those admitted to the new holy city, as was intended by God from 
the very beginning – as depicted in the Garden of Eden where human life was to be forever, 
and forever peaceful, happy and perfect in its wholeness.  
 
For Christians undergoing persecution, Revelation has always been a source of comfort, 
assurance and hope. Sure, the suffering is real, the misery is genuine – but it’s not all there 
is. God will prevail. Life will be restored, even into eternity.  
 
The healing miracles of Jesus are further evidence of God’s will for human wholeness. For 
38 years a paralysed man had lain by the pool of Bethzatha in Jerusalem, unable to take 
advantage of the occasional healing effects of the water. But Jesus heals him, and moreover 
on a Sabbath day – demonstrating again that compassion for human need counts more than 
restrictive regulation or command and that God’s will is for humans to live lives of 
wholeness, free from oppression, free from sickness.  
 
That is what Revelation ultimately teaches us too. In the new Jerusalem there is nothing evil 
or defective or wrong. Sinfulness no longer exists, suffering and dying no longer exist, the 
nations are healed, people live forever, God is fully known and fully loved.  
 
So friends, Christians are called to believe in God’s final victory, that all will indeed be well. 
And Christians are called to action to live out the values and principles of this final victory, as 
exemplified in Jesus. That’s why Syrian Christians, at the risk of their lives and wellbeing, 
join in multifaith efforts for peace. That’s why Christians in Egypt and Nigeria and Indonesia 
continue to hold fast to their faith despite harassment and discrimination. That’s why 
Christians throughout the world who are under pressure value the love and support they 
receive from the Christian family elsewhere in the world.  
 
God’s will is for lives of wholeness. For 1900 years and more Revelation has presented this 
strange and astonishing vision of God’s will prevailing. The new Jerusalem depicts for us 
God’s gifts of victory over evil and suffering, of eternal life, of lives lived in fulfilment and joy 
with God, forever. 
 
To the glory of God, Amen.  
 
 


