“THE RIVER OF LIFE” 
Revelation 22:1-6

It never ceases to amaze me how God, the Holy Spirit continues to coordinate the work of the Church. For example, we have today and next week to finish our study of the Book of Revelation. Today, briefly, and more extensively next week; we will conclude our series of messages with the content of Revelation 22. Most of the time, people believe that a series of sermons on a portion of Scripture can be handled the same way people view an episode of their favorite program on TV or watch a game featuring their favorite team in sports. For many church-going Christians it appears that if one misses a sermon it is like missing a game or an episode. Things are fine for they will be able to pick up right where they left off without missing anything, when they return. But: when exploring a book of the Bible, to miss a chapter or two (here or there) leaves huge gaps that destroy the entire flow of the message of the book. People do not skip chapters of segments when they read a novel. With that in mind, I return to the observation that it is amazing how the Holy Spirit ties together so much teaching in the life of a teaching church!
Let me give you a fresh example to highlight the truth of what I am saying. On Sunday evenings our evening Bible study has embarked on a study of “Reclaiming the local church as a community of oneness!” I planned that series of lessons following a time of prayer in October. We have had one lesson so far. In it we learned that God created man and woman in “His own image”, God has for all of eternity been a community of 3 personalities in 1 being. And so when He created Adam He stated that “It was not good for man to be alone”. Therefore God created a (fe-male from male: a wo-man from man) to complete Adam. God made human beings to be complete by being part of a community. We were designed to never be alone.
Then one of our Elders, Don Williams, last week, opened the Word of God in his message to explore the role of Christian men found in God’s Word. The Holy Spirit prompted Don, for over a month, to speak on this issue. And Don went to the same place in Scripture where the evening study began: THE GARDEN OF EDEN. Don focused attention on the role of men and women in God’s family in life today. He pointed out the mismanagement of both men and women escalating the brokenness of human relationships as a result of sin.  
When you think it is an awesome tie-in from God in these two instances, we come to Revelation 22 and dive into a description of “life in the Holy City, the New Jerusalem, the People of God, the Church in eternity”! Everything that we know in this life, today, will be gone, done away with. There will be a new creation and the “inner life” of God’s community is portrayed for us. Please note that in the last two chapters of Revelation there is no presentation of Christians as individuals. In the new creation things will be remade and on par with how things were in the Garden of Eden, BEFORE SIN ENTERED THE WORLD! Again, aren’t we amazed at the continuity of God, the Holy Spirit directing the course of Bible study at First Baptist Church. One of the strengths of this church is its Biblical teaching. And in one week’s period of time look at how the sequence of teaching all fits together! 
Yet, we have now begun providing handouts since so often the sheep of this flock miss whole chapters of study due to infrequent attendance. We are attempting to fill gaps in the training of our members concerning Biblical teaching. With this observation of our church’s priority for the Word of God, we come to the first verses of Revelation 22.
The Holy City is described in 21:9-27 as it will appear in the center of a WHOLE NEW CREATION. In these verses of chapter 21 an angel takes John to a mountain overlooking the city and states: “I will show you the bride, the wife of the Lamb”. The New Jerusalem is literally the people of God: THE CHURCH! It is NOT a city as we know cities today! It is a picture. We have moved to chapter 22 and we see “the inner life” of the community of God: HIS PEOPLE AS ONE!

Returning to the Holy Spirit’s fit of Scripture, we need to understand that before the fall into sin, life in the Garden was perfect. In the portrayal of the Garden (Genesis 2) Eden had a river which watered it. It also had a Tree of Life (3:22-23). After sin became a part of everyday life Adam and Eve were banished from the Garden so they could not eat of the Tree of Life! It is a culmination of the curse issued by God concerning men and women. Please notice with me 2 things that occurred as a result of sin! (You can look it up on your own at home). #1. When the humans sinned their relation with God was broken. Community with God was stymied. #2. And the relationship between man and woman was broken as well. The curse consists of God defining a curse for each of them. Previously, when God created Eve; she and Adam were one, they were equal, they completed one another in every way. The Word says they were naked and had no shame. It was a joy to see their oneness and unity. And the curse for both of them was rooted back at the element from which they were created.

Adam was made from the dust. And so his curse was to be enslaved to toil, work, and the ground. Then, it was farming or working the dust and soil. Since that time men find their identity, their fulfillment in striving to labor and strain to exceed in their profession. But notice this is the effect of sin. The difference between (2:15), “taking care of the garden” and (3:17-19), “painful toil, all your days, the sweat of your brow, thorns and thistles”! 
Eve is likewise given a curse. She came from Adam, as Adam came from the ground. For her the curse has to do with her husband. (3:16) It encompasses her role in life. To be sure it included pain in childbirth but even more significantly “Your desire will be for your husband and he will rule over you”! The desire of the woman would be to have him again as the servant partner she knew in the goodness of their oneness; instead he would now “rule over” her! 

The separation of man and woman was so radical that the man and the woman also became separated according to role distinctions. Earlier, in the Garden, the oneness of the couple was expressed in their shared responsibility to fulfill the domestic and dominion mandates together. The breakdown of oneness put an end to their cooperative involvement in these tasks. After the fall, the dominion command was given to the man as he faced a lifetime of subsistence at the cost of struggle and pain. The woman was now to handle the domestic aspects of painfully seeking the authority of her husband and painfully raising children. 
The man and the woman found themselves separated from each other, isolated in their pain, locked into separate roles, and caught in a structure of hierarchy that demeaned both. The breakdown of community and its degradation into hierarchy had devastating effects on human relationships. The beautiful community of oneness God designed was replaced by a monstrous, dehumanizing system of relationships that we are thoroughly locked into today.

Note with me a couple of more things! The incredible drive of men to be workaholics and yet to find a way to spend their “free time” at play and recreation stems from the curse. The disillusionment with most men at work stems from the toil and dehumanization that usually causes a man to grate under the work load. The humbleness with most women needing to knuckle under the authority of their man grinds them to despise the subservient role they are now assigned. It, too, stems from the curse. Male rulership has also become totally abhorrent by how men use it today: still following the dictates of sin. It produced polygamy among the Old Testament men, and it has spread to rampant abuse on the part of men today by misusing their power. 

Right now, we have to live under the consequences of the fall. Don clearly pointed out some of the features of such a command by the Lord of Heaven and Earth, last week! 

Many Christians think that having a personal relationship with God through Christ is all there is to Christianity. They are sorely mistaken! There is another dimension to the cross: it not only has a vertical trunk in our relationship with God above; it has a horizontal beam in our relationship with others. Notice how many times Jesus equated love of God with love of man! We even see it in the answer of Jesus as to the “greatest commandment of all”. 
AND that brings us to the verses of Revelation 22. In the New Jerusalem, the Holy City, the old will be gone and the original design will be restored. At that time the entire people of God will be seen as one: A COMMUNITY OF ONE!!!!! In this context all of God’s people will be the River of Life flowing from the throne of God. He is the source of Eternal Life. The Tree of Life will be right alongside the River and it will be totally complete in what it offers to all of God’s people. Again the number 12 signifies completeness. And His servants will serve Him as Adam and Eve did many, many years ago.
At this time equality will once again be in place. Man and woman will be devoid of role distinctions. Remember that we are told in the New Testament that “in Christ, there is no male or female”. We are also told that in Eternity “there will be no marriage or given in marriage”. Surely people who have spent a lifetime together will recognize and be together in Glory: yet the roles of husband and wife will be no longer. Get the picture? In a sinless environment all of God’s people will be ONE: equal in status, equal in position under the foot of the Throne, equally in the very presence of the King, and equal in identity. How can I tell you what it will be like? “Now we see through a glass darkly”! But there will be a total oneness that we have never experienced in our lives on this fallen earth. 

God has one priority project throughout history, one He will bring to climatic conclusion at the end of history – the formation of the new community. Since community alone will survive from this world into the next, it is ultimately the only thing God is doing today that has eternal significance. 

We are to give ourselves to it today as we await the future New Creation. And we hold onto it as our hope in the future. AND that is what we even celebrated around this table this morning: WE ARE COMMUNITY: ONE IN THE LORD!  
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