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May God’s grace, love, and mercy flow like a river, the water of life, from the throne of God into your hearts, into your lives, and into your thoughts.  Amen. 

The Word of God which I will share with you on the last Sunday of the Church Year, the Sunday we designate as Memorial Sunday, is written for us in the last chapter in the Bible, chapter 22, of the Book Revelation, beginning with verse 1:

  Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, as clear as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb down the middle of the great street of the city.  On each side of the river stood the tree of life, bearing twelve crops of fruit, yielding its fruit every month.  And the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations.  No longer will there be any curse.  The throne of God and of the Lamb will be in the city, and his servants will serve him.  They will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads.  There will be no more night.  They will not need the light of a lamp or the light of the sun, for the Lord God will give them light.  And they will reign for ever and ever.

  The angel said to me, “These words are trustworthy and true.  The Lord, the God of the spirits of the prophets, sent his angel to show his servants the things that must soon take place.”

  “Behold, I am coming soon!  Blessed is he who keeps the words of the prophecy in this book.”

These are the words of our Lord.

In Jesus Christ, who came a Savior, who reigns as our eternal King, and who will come again as King of Kings and Lord of Lords, my dear Friends:

When I was back in college at Northwestern College, I had Professor Sy Quam for most of my English classes; and, well, I read most of the stuff assigned to me.  One of the books I remember reading in particular was gripping.  It was a book by the author John Milton, and its title was “Paradise Lost”.  It’s the story of the fall of man into sin and the consequences of that fall, which reach out and touch each and every one of us today.  

There is another book.  Its author is Jesus Christ.  He is called in the Bible “the author of our salvation”.  And that book could be entitled “Paradise Restored”.  The whole sum and substance of Jesus’ life and ministry could be summed up in those two words “paradise restored”.  I toyed with the idea of titling this “A Tale of Two Gardens” because in reality, it is.  It’s a comparison of the very first garden, The Garden of Eden we see in the very beginning of the Bible, and another garden, The Garden of Heaven which we find at the end of the Bible.  And if we were to draw a comparison between these two gardens, we’d realize that the first garden, The Garden of Eden, was created by God, as was the second garden, the garden we read of right here in our text.  

The first garden God created and prepared for man, the crown of his creation.  The second garden God has also created and prepared for man.  Remember when Jesus had his disciples before him in the upper room the night he was betrayed? He looked at their faces and he knew they were troubled and they were grieving because he talked about leaving them and returning to his Father in heaven.  And the words that he shared with them are words that I almost always share with a person when I am at their deathbed.  In John, Chapter 14, Jesus says

  “Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God, trust also in me.  In my Father’s house are many mansions; if it were not so, I would have told you.  I am going there to prepare a place for you.  And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and take you that you may be where I am.  You know the way to the place where I am going.”

  “I am the way and the truth and the life.”

Those are hope-giving words, my friends, that heaven has been prepared, that God, our Savior, is now preparing a mansion for you and for me.  And either he will come again in glory with all of his angels and take us up to heaven; or he will call us individually, one by one, as he did forty-one brothers and sisters from our congregation this past year, and take them to be with him.

The first garden was perfect in every way.  When God took a look at all that he had made, he said it was very good.  It was perfect.  There was no pollution, there was no litter, there was no crime, there was no disease. There was no suffering or pain or sorrow or death because there was no sin. The second garden, the one we also call Paradise, is also perfect in every way; and it will remain perfect forever and ever because there will never be any sin in that garden.

The first garden had a river running through it, whose origin came out of Eden, and it flowed out into the land, giving life and helping trees to bear fruit.  The second garden also has a river running through it.  Its source is from the throne of our God and of the Lamb, and it is a river of the water of life, the water of salvation and God’s grace flowing from his throne.

In the first garden, we find abundance.  There were fruit trees everywhere, which were pleasing to the eye and good for fruit.  This second garden, we are told, also has two trees on either side yielding its fruit every month -  in abundance, more than enough to take care of every need. 

In the first garden, we find two trees in the middle of the garden.  One was the tree of life; the other was the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  In this Paradise, this garden near the end of the Bible, we hear that there are two trees, one on either side of the river.  Each one, however, is the tree of life because, you see, in this Paradise, in heaven, there will be no tree of the knowledge of good and evil, because there will be no evil.

In the first garden we find the first curse.  Man in his disobedience heard those awful words from God, “Cursed are you”.  In the second garden we call Paradise, we are told there will no longer be any curse.

The first garden was created for Adam and Eve to serve God, which they did gladly and willingly, and in this second garden we call Paradise, we are told that God’s servants will serve him day and night.  In the first garden Adam and Eve were privileged to walk with God, to talk with him and to see him face to face until the curse when they were driven out of the garden.  But in this second garden we call Paradise, we who walk on earth know that the veil that separates us from eternal life is like looking through a dim glass.  We see the shapes, but we can’t see details clearly.There – in the 2nd Garden – those who died in the Lord will see his face.

In the first garden, man was given reign over the birds of the air, the fish of the sea, and over all of the livestock and animals until he fall into sin. That’s when man’s reign was broken and shattered and now is imperfect.  But in the second garden we call Paradise, we are told that they  (the saints in glory) will reign forever and ever.  And see, this is what we picture our loved ones who have died in the Lord experiencing - this Paradise, this second garden.  The first Paradise was lost.  It was lost and stolen by Satan through man’s disobedience.  The second garden was restored by Jesus Christ.  And so, yes, this is a tale of two gardens.  

As he wrote this part of God’s Word, the Apostle John was in exile on the Island of Patmos.  There was an intense persecution breaking out throughout the land.  Christians were persecuted for their faith.  Those stories of Christians being thrown to lions - they were true.  People were being put to death because of their faith and their confession in Jesus Christ.  They refused to bend the knee and say “Caeser is lord” because their confession of faith was “Jesus is Lord”; and many died for their faith.  So things were tough for Christians.  It looked bleak and dark on every side, and they were wondering “where is Christ?  Where is this victory?”  The Book of Revelation was written to give them snapshots of time; and we get several snapshots.  They get different pictures or perspectives from God’s point of view. It does look dark, and it does look like Satan is winning; but each and every end of those snapshots shows Christ victorious.  It was written to give them hope that we are on the winning side, that Satan has already been defeated, crushed by Christ on the cross, and has no power over us.  His is all bark and no bite.  And so it was a very comforting book, filling believers with hope – the hope of eternal life.   

It is also a book written to give us a picture of where our loved ones are even now.  You see, it says “there will no longer be any curse”.  Gone is the curse of sin.  In that first garden, we hear Adam and Eve stunned by the consequences of what they done, realizing that the consequences of their disobedience was going to pass on to their children and their children’s children and on to you and me today.  And you and I live under the curse of their disobedience.  We live under the curse of sin.  We see it all around us. We see it in our own hearts and minds.  We feel it all the time.  It doesn’t take much to see the curse of sin in broken homes and neglected or abused crying children, in drinking problems, in people who live self-centered, selfish lives, or people who stubbornly refuse to submit to God’s will, who do not come under his Word, and totally ignore his gift of grace.  We see the curse of sin.  

Sometimes we bring the curse of sin upon ourselves by our own actions.  We fail to take care of our bodies for years and years, and then we wonder “why am I getting sick, why is this disease coming on me”, when really it was the product of my own neglect. And sometimes things come upon us and happen to us even if we do take good care of ourselves because you and I live in a state of sin.  As long as we live in this world, sin will touch us, sin will affect us, and sin will hurt us. That’s why we have arthritis and cataracts and heart problems and diseases of all kinds. They come to the healthy, they come to the sick, they come to all because we live under the curse of sin. And for those who feel they’re really not that bad – they are living fairly good, decent lives – well, I think of what it says in Galatians, chapter 3:  It says All who rely on observing the law are under a curse, for it is written: “Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the Book of the Law.”  Clearly no one is justified before God by the law, because the righteous will live by faith.  And that is the way out from under the curse.  You see, for our loved ones who have died in the Lord, those forty-one brothers and sisters who are now sainted in heaven, there is no longer any curse.  I imagine my wife’s little nephew, Stevie, which was her godchild, who was born into this world prematurely, lived on oxygen, and it ate part of his brain away. He was blinded at birth, he was totally incapable of caring for himself.  He couldn’t see.  He could hear, but he couldn’t walk or talk, he couldn’t crawl, he couldn’t care for himself. He died at age 3-1/2, awaiting a brain operation.  When I went to that funeral – it was the very first Christian funeral I had ever been to – I came out of there walking on clouds, because I could envision little Stevie seeing for the first time, walking for the first time, seeing his Savior hold out His arms to him.  There is no more curse of sin for those who live in the presence of God. The Bible says that they will only experience eternal pleasures and joy in the presence of God.

Some times the Bible grasps at words to describe what heaven will be like, and we can never, this side of heaven, fully picture, fully imagine how beautiful and wonderful it is.  It will use negative terms: what it will not be.  There will be no longer any more crying or pain, for God will wipe all tears from their eyes; and there will be no more death.  All of these are the curse of sin; and the curse of sin has been removed for them and for you and me.  I was reminded of a little story I heard of a father taking a trip with his boy.  His little boy was in the car, and they found a bee buzzing around inside.  The little boy was cowering and ducking in fear.  The father reached out and grabbed ahold of that bee; then he let it go.  The bee continued to buzz all around the boy’s head, and the boy continued to duck in fear; so the father said “You don’t have to be afraid of that bee any longer, son.  It can’t harm you.  I’ve taken the stinger out of it.  See, it’s right here in my hand.  It can’t hurt you.”  You see, Satan is like that.  He buzzes around our heads and our lives.  He wants to make you feel like you are worthless, like you are beyond being saved, like the sins that you have committed are beyond forgiveness, that you are beyond the help or the hope of God’s grace.  And he buzzes around us, and he reminds us of our sins and our failures, and he reminds us of the curse of God over us.  But he can harm us none.  One little word can fell him; and that word is Jesus Christ and the cross.  For you see, the venomous poison of his sting has been removed.  It was fully imbedded in the body of Jesus when He hung on the cross, and He has removed the curse of sin from you and from me.  

It says also in the book of Galatians Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written:  “Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree.”  And that’s why you and I are healed by the blood of Jesus Christ.  And that’s why we have no fear of any curse because there is now no condemnation for them that are in Christ Jesus (Ro 8:1).  Our brothers and sisters who died this past year received a rich welcome into glory in heaven.  They were not condemned, because they died in the Lord, trusting and believing in Jesus Christ, who bore their condemnation, who had already paid for their sin; and they were justified (declared not guilty of their sin) in the presence of God, and then glorified into his presence forever.  

God has done that for you and for me as well.  Even though we wrestle with the effects of sin in this life, we know that the curse of sin has been removed, and not even death can separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus.  Gone is the curse of sin.  It’s been replaced by the river of the water of life that flows from the throne.  This river is God’s salvation, his grace and his forgiveness which flows freely to you and to me.  It’s flowing to you right now from this word that you drink in.  It is clear as crystal.  It is both pure and purifying.  You will drink of it.  For those of you who remain to receive the Lord’s Supper, you will drink that pure and purifying grace of God, which washes us clean of every sin and makes us holy in God’s eyes.  That is why we are saints on earth and they are saints in heaven.  

Gone is the dark of night.  It says “There will be no more night”.  Night has always been a picture of the sunset of life.  Today is the last Sunday of the church year, and in the last Sunday of the church year, we are reminded of the end of all time, the end when Christ will come.  We don’t know the day, we don’t know the hour.  We do know that Christ says “I am coming soon”  and that we are to be prepared with hearts full of faith at any time, at any place for His coming.

That’s why we want to spend so much time in God’s Word. That’s why we want to be in church every chance we have. We want to be found ready, with a strong faith in Christ.

Night is the picture of the sunset of life when we are tired and weak and our sight grows dim.  It is also a picture of things that we dread and fear.  Older people, especially, are afraid to go out at night.  Night has always been a picture of evil.  It’s been a picture of predators.  It’s been a picture of darkness and blackness.  It’s been a picture of sin.  But it says here “gone is the dark of night” because light has come.  Jesus says “I am the Light” that brings life to our world.  He is that light that shows us the way to salvation through faith in Him, the way to the Father in heaven.  They (our dearly departed loved ones) will have no need of a sun, which we welcome every morning, because their light comes from the throne and from the Lamb.  Gone is the dark of night.  The bleakness and the blackness of sin have been removed because light for us is the symbol of life. Jesus endured the blackness and darkness of sin on the cross so he could give us the light of life. And these words that the angel speaks are words meant to give hope.

It was from a tree (of the knowledge of good and evil) that sin and death were introduced to our world. That is when Satan stole the crown of God’s creation – man. That is when he destroyed the perfect joy and happiness they enjoyed in life. That is when he wrecked the perfect, harmonious relationship Adam and Eve enjoyed with God. That is how he has killed people over and over again. Jesus said of him, “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; but I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full” (Jn 10:10). Abundant life is found only in Jesus. You see, it was by another tree that life was restored – the tree of the cross. Jesus restored what the thief stole from us in the first garden. That is where Jesus restored lost Paradise to us. It cost him his life to give us life – eternal life. 

I picture and envision those I know and some of the ones that I have lost this past year, friends and relatives – I picture them in that perfection and in that glory in heaven, where there will be eternal pleasures forevermore at God’s right hand, where all of the negative things that we still struggle with and face in life are no more for them. They eat only from the abundant fruit found growing on the Tree of Life in Paradise. In the Book of Isaiah, it says “they enter into peace; they find rest as they lie in death”.  Peace and rest is a picture of the absence of sin forever, eternal pleasures forevermore.  What comfort God gives to those of you who are  here mourning the loss of someone you love who died in the Lord (a child or a spouse or a parent, a brother or sister or friend).  But these words are written for you and me who remain here on earth.  

The angel said “These words are trustworthy and true.”  This is the authoritative, inspired, inerrant Word of God on which you and I take our stand in life and in death, because this side of heaven we live by faith, not by sight.  And it says “The Lord, the God of the spirits of the prophets, sent his angel to show his servants the things that must soon take place”.  We see history coming full circle. Life as we know it began in a garden, the Garden of Eden. And life as we will know it will end in a beautiful, perfect Garden, called heaven.

The final words that ended this last vision John received are words from our Savior himself.  He says “Behold, I am coming soon!  Blessed is he who keeps the words of the prophecy in this book.”  You and I are called upon by God to be prepared throughout our life.  As I thought of this I wondered “how do we want to be found”.  Do we want to be found living a lie?  Do we want to be found hiding some sin?  Do we want to be found like that?  I don’t think so.  You and I will fail day in and day out, but you and I know what to do when we fail.  We go to our knees before the cross of Jesus Christ.  We unload when we confess our sins before Him, and we fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfector of our faith who scorned the shame of the cross for you and me; and we trust that in Him, we are forgiven.  And because of what He has done for us, we are now inspired to want to leave the life of sin and darkness and choose to live for Him.  I think of this in the Book of Peter.  In the last chapter of Peter’s last book, he said “what kind of people ought you and I to be?”  He said, “You ought to live holy and godly lives as you look forward to the day of God and speed its coming.”  Then he says, “So, then, dear friends, since you are looking forward to this, make every effort to be found spotless, blameless, and at peace with him.”  My friends, you are spotless, you are blameless, and you are at peace with him because of Him, because of Him who restored Paradise for you and me, the Lamb, our Savior, Jesus Christ.  He is the one who has taken your loved ones, individually, one by one to heaven.  He is the author of the final chapter of the Book of the Bible and of our lives called “Paradise Restored”.  Amen.

The peace of God which passes all understanding shall guard and keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.  Amen.

