
THE CITY OF GOD 

Revelation 21:10, 22 - 22:5. (© John E. Fisk)  

M. Eugene Boring’s commentary on Revelation (in the 
Interpretation series) was very helpful in preparing this 
sermon. 

 The Book of Revelation is an apocalypse, which means 
the unveiling of a secret.  Popular interpretations like “The 
Left Behind” Series assume this refers to secrets about the 
end of the world.  I am convinced that such an 
interpretation misses the point altogether.   The Book of 
Revelation was not written to provide 2000 years of fortune 
telling about Middle East politics.  It is not the Christian 
version of Nostradamus.  The Bible always disapproves of 
fortune telling, so why should some of its books be used that 
way in the interests of a particular political agenda?   

 What then are the secrets being unveiled in the book?   
Simply put, the visions and poems of the book are intended 
to provide the secret of how to stay faithful to Christ during  
times of  stress and persecution ®.   It is the purpose of 
visions and poems to inspire those who are oppressed.  
 The passage from Revelation 21 and 22 read today is a 
beautiful vision, meant to encourage those who are 
oppressed by contemporary events.  It is a glorious vision of 
the City of God.   Although it is a vision of something in the 
future, the vision has great power for the present.  I’ll 
explain more about that later.  Let us look at what John’s 
vision says about this city of God. 

 First it is a city.   The vision is not of the idyllic 
countryside, nor of white sand and blue ocean, nor of the 
majestic mountains, but it is a vision of a city.   Cities have 
made a comeback in the last twenty years and have 
demonstrated that they can be beautiful places, not the run-



down inner city centers they used to be.  I watched on the 
National Geographic channel a program about a recently 
discovered ancient city in Peru, perhaps the oldest in the 
world.  The archeologists were puzzled because this city had 
no walls.  All ancient cities that had been discovered up to 
that point had walls.  So the question was: did they have 
them in the beginning or were they later additions?  It had 
always been thought that people gathered in walled cities 
for protection – that was the reason for forming cities in the 
first place.  But now this oldest of cities had no walls, which 
shows that the reason people gathered in cities in the very 
beginning was for sharing – for trade and social life.    

Likewise John pictures the city of God as a community, 
a symphony of people working and playing together.  It is a 
place where people gather for sharing, fellowship and 
worship.  There is no fear, no violence.  People live in 
harmony everywhere in the city of God. 

And foremost this is the city where God dwells, the 
heavenly Jerusalem.  There is no temple, no church, no 
cathedral – God is the temple, the place of the divine-human 
encounter.   There is no sun or moon, God is all the light 
that is needed. 

 Secondly, it is a big, inclusive city.   The New Jerusalem 
is no tiny village, reserved for an exclusive club of those who 
follow a particular set of doctrines.   The city is the shape of 
a cube, 1500 miles long and wide and high.   That’s a big 
city!  We might expect that the writer of Revelation, who is 
very conscious of his Hebrew ancestry, to be restrictive 
about those who might enter the city.  He quotes Ezekiel 
37:27 in 21:3: “My dwelling place shall be with them; and I 
will be their God, and they shall be my people.”  But wait a 
minute, he has changed the last word “people” to “peoples”.  



And what a radical change that was for someone with a 
Jewish backgound.  He does not take the narrow 
nationalistic viewpoint one might expect of a Jewish 
Christian.  The city of God is open to all the nations. 

Thirdly it is a healing city.  In 22:2 the Tree of Life is 
for the healing of the nations.  The Kings of the earth will 
bring their glory into the city (21:24).   “People will bring 
into it the glory and the honor of the nations”  (21:26).   

The gates of the city will never be shut (21:25).  All the 
nations will dwell together here and there are no security 
problems.  There are no wars, no superpowers throwing 
their weight around, no exploitation of workers or small 
businesses.   Justice will flow down like a river and 
righteousness and peace will kiss each other, as the Psalmist 
proclaims.   Unrealistic, you might say.  Ah yes, but this is 
God’s city and this is the way things are done in God’s city. 

It is not the way things are being done right now in our 
world.  Whatever American foreign policy is based on right 
now, it is not “for the healing of the nations.”    We are on 
the track of “an eye for an eye” revenge policy.  You do this 
to me, I do the same back.  That is not the teaching of our 
Lord Jesus.   

The tree of life, which was in the Garden of Eden, is 
now in the city of God is for the healing of the nations.  
Should not our foreign policy also be for the healing of the 
nations? 

 The city of God is a city and it is a big, inclusive, 
healing city.  Fourthly, it is a beloved, beautiful city.  I knew 
when I bought those stones at the Mansfield Country Store 
that I could get a children’s story out of them one day.  And 
I’m glad it was today.  Read 21:15-21 for the full description 
of the dazzling beauty of the precious stones, which make 



up the city of God.  “How is it possible to build a city out of 
precious stones?” you ask.  But we are in the realm of 
poetry here – everything is possible to the poet and the 
artist.   

Paris is one of my favorite cities and it is world 
renowned for its beautiful boulevards, vistas, gardens, 
monuments, museums, and restaurants.  If the heavenly city 
is better than Paris, it is sure a place I want to go! 

John even describes the city as a bride adorned for her 
husband.  In step with OT tradition of describing the people 
of God as the bride of God, John speaks of celebration and 
festivity at the wedding of God with his people, groom and 
bride together in an eternal union.  It is an intimate and 
beautiful picture.  

Fifthly, it is a holy city.   “Holiness” is not just moral 
correctness or doing a list of pious acts – holiness first of all 
describes God - it is the otherness of God.  Because God is 
creator and not creature, God is wholly other.   That is why 
when humans have a vision of God they are overcome by 
the holiness, the otherness of God.  We are truly humbled 
and aware of our low estate.   Even so God calls us to follow 
a life oriented to God’s will, and not to be conformed to this 
world. 

We are the saints of God –called to lead lives worthy of 
the citizens of heaven, practicing honesty, integrity and 
compassion.  Jesus’ values are our values and this brings us 
into conflict with the way things are done in the world.   

That is why there are walls around this city of God.  
Not for protection or to keep people out, for the gates are 
always open, but to mark off the holy community from 
outsiders, who refuse the way of God.  There is always the 
tension between being welcoming to all people and keeping 



the holy way of God.   We are called to be saints, the holy 
people of a holy God.   

Jesus said “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall 
see God.”  This is the privilege of the people of God in 
heaven.  There is no temple, for God’s presence is 
everywhere.  Everywhere you encounter God in personal 
relationship, and you do it face to face.  Remember Moses 
only got to see God’s back.  No one then could see the face 
of God and survive the experience.  See how far God has 
come closer to human experience, because of becoming 
human in Jesus.  Now we can behold God face to face. 

The city of God is a big, inclusive, healing, beloved, 
beautiful and holy city.   The picture speaks for itself – this is 
how it will be.  But the vision, as vision always does in the 
Bible, calls us to move towards it in the present.  It is God’s 
gift but also it is God’s assignment to his people.  Every 
thought, movement, deed that is not moving towards this 
vision is out of step with reality and is wasted time.  The 
vision does not answer speculative questions about the 
future – it calls us to work towards its implementation in the 
present, in the here and now.   

Walter Rauschenbusch, Prayers of The Social 
Awakening , p. 121  “Our City” 

 


