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But wait, it gets better!  Look what’s waiting for you!
I.  The river of the water of life
II.   The Tree of Life
III.   No more curse
IV.    You will see his face
V.   He will write his name on your forehead
VI.   You will reign forever and ever
 
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  2 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.  3 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.  4 They will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads.  5 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.
 
I don’t know about you, but when I hear the words, “But wait, it gets better,” usually the story that follows is not so good and is about to get worse.  Sometimes, however, this phrase can lead to a better story with a happy ending.    
 
This morning our lesson is from the Apostle John’s revelation of Jesus Christ.  The apostle John had been exiled to a tiny island called Patmos, 50 miles off the coast of modern day Turkey.  John received this sentence because he had been preaching the message of Jesus as Savior and God.  Many other Christians who lived in Italy and Greece were receiving the same treatment.  Those were rough years to be a Christian.  The government had outlawed the religion and put to death those who practiced it.  It was easy for a believer to want to abandon the faith and say, “It’s just not worth it! Life is not going to get any better.”  
 
As you read Revelation you will discover that John had a total of seven visions of Jesus and of heaven.  John was told to write down these revelations and send them to the churches in Asia Minor.  These visions were meant to give hope to John and to other persecuted Christians.  Throughout these visions Jesus was saying to his saints, “This life is not going to get any better.  After this life it gets better.  Just listen to what I have shown you in heaven; the great things I have waiting for you.  So hold on.  Don’t lose the faith.  Be strong.  It gets better.”       
 
You and I don’t have it as bad as the Christians who lived in the days of the apostle John.  We thank our Lord that we do not have to live in fear every time we gather to worship our God.  But, like the Christians in John’s day, it is still true life in not getting any better.  Everyday I come to grips with the fact that I’m getting older.  I keep having to go to the doctor for this that and the other thing.  People today still persecute me for my faith in Christ.  Life wasn’t always this way.  Life wasn’t mean to be this way.  
 
We go back to the first book of the Bible, Genesis.  Everything was perfect in the beginning.  The first man and woman enjoyed a perfect marriage relationship were both spouses understood and carried out their roles as husband and wife.  Mankind also enjoyed a perfect relationship with their Creator.  There was no reason to be afraid of God.  Work wasn’t really work at all, and there was no sickness, no death.  It doesn’t get any better than that.  However, Paradise was soon lost.  Man and woman broke the one rule their Creator had given them.  Now their relationship with God was severed.  Their relationship with each other was torn and would never be the same.    
 
Paradise has been lost, but Paradise will be regained.  Just as the Bible began so it ends in this final chapter of Revelation, with a picture of Paradise.  Each of you may have a picture locked away in your imagination as to what heaven will be like.  Today I’d like to share with you what the Holy Spirit allowed the Apostle John to behold with vivid imagery.  
 
In the previous chapter of Revelation John is led by an angel through the new Jerusalem, the heavenly city.  Now he sees this, Vs1 “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.”  As Lutherans we can’t help but think of the great meaning those words, “the water of life,” hold for us.  It reminds us of our baptism, when the water of life was poured out on our heads and we were given the forgiveness of sins and eternal life.  We see in this vision the source of the power of baptism.  The river of the water of life flowed from the throne of God and the Lamb, God the Father, who sent his Son, to die as the Lamb of God, to take away the sin of the world, to take away your sin, and give you eternal life.  Because you have been baptized in Christ’s name, heaven is waiting for you, where you will be able to drink from the crystal cool waters and thirst no more.  But wait, it gets better.
 
Next in his vision John saw the Tree of Life between the river and the great golden street of the city.   What a glorious sight!  When Adam and Eve were banished from the Garden of Eden, the LORD set cherubim with a flaming sword flashing back and forth to guard the entrance so that man and woman would not be able to eat from the Tree of Life and live forever in sin.  But now, in Paradise, you and I will have access to the Tree of Life once again.  All the saints will eat abundantly and live forever.  But wait, it gets better.  The leaves of this tree have medicinal value.  Vs2, “And the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations.”  Right now, because of sin, you are subject to disease and illness, suffering and depression, sadness and grief.  Prescription drugs can only help for so long.  But the Tree of Life is waiting for you in heaven.  It cures you of the disease of sin, death and your sinful nature.  The afflictions from which mankind suffered in the former world because of sin will be completely removed.  But wait, it gets better.
 
In Vs3 Jesus says, “No longer will there be any curse.”  This is a significant statement.  Because Adam and Eve did not obey God in the Garden of Eden God cursed them and said, “You will surely die.”  Since that time all people have inherited that curse.  Like a broken record on the pages of Scripture we read, “Adam lived so many years, and then he died.  His son lived so many years, and he died.  And he died.  And he died.”  All will die.  But we curse ourselves in another way.  In Galatians 3:10 the Apostle Paul wrote, “Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the Book of the Law.”   Let’s be honest.  You and I have not faithfully put all of God’s 10 commandments into practice every day of our lives, every moment of our lives.  Because of that fact, you and I are cursed with certain spiritual death, which is separation from God and his grace.  In the new Paradise we read that mankind is no longer cursed.  Paul explains why in Galatians 3:13, “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us.”   The curse of sin and death that you and I deserve, the Lamb took on himself when he allowed himself to be slaughtered.  The Lamb removed that curse from you when you were washed in the water of his Word.  In heaven you will no longer be cursed to die, but blessed to live forever. That’s what you have waiting for you in Paradise.  But wait, it gets better.    
In vs4 the Apostle John says, “They (that is, the servants of the Lamb, see vs3) will see his face.”  Do you remember what Adam and Eve did in the Garden of Eden after they sinned?  They hid.  They did not want to see the LORD’s face.  He was a holy God.  They were sinners.  They knew he would not be happy.  Do you remember in the book of Judges when the angel of the LORD appeared to Gideon and to Samson’s parents and how did they react when they first realized that they were speaking to the angel of the LORD?  “We are going to die!” (stories are found in Judges 6 & 13)  In Paradise regained, to stare at the face of God is a blessing.  You will not stand in fear and trembling before God, because you will be holy and sinless.  In heaven we will repeat the words of Peter, when he and James and John saw our Lord’s glory when he was transfigured, “Lord, it is good for us to be here.” (Matt 17:4)  There we will stare at the face of our Lord Jesus for eternity and marvel at the mystery of his great love for us.  But wait, it gets better. 
 
Not only will we talk to God face-to-face, in vs4 John continues and says, “…and his name will be on their foreheads.”   In the movie Toy Story, a little boy named Andy, writes his name in black marker on the bottom of the foot of his favorite toys, a cowboy named Woody and a spaceranger called Buzz Lightyear.  When you were a child and you wrote your name on your baseball glove or lunchbox.  That meant those were special to you.  They were yours.  Earlier in the book of Revelation, on two separate occasions Jesus says that he will write his name on those who believe in him and keep the faith.  (3:12, 14:1)  In heaven you will have Jesus’ name written on you. That’s his way of saying, “You are mine forever.  The saints will be my possession through all eternity.”  But wait, it gets better.
 
Finally, John says of the saints, “And they will reign forever and ever.” (vs5)   At your conversion the Lamb made you kings and priests, as the apostle wrote in 1Peter 2:9,10, “You are a royal priesthood, a holy nation…”  Do you look like kings and priests?  Do I?  Your kingship and priesthood is hidden under the dark clouds of suffering and persecution.  But in the presence of the Lamb, with face of the Lamb clearly visible to you, the glory of that royal priesthood will no longer be secret or hidden, but visible and manifest.  You will reign forever and ever with the Lamb of God.
 
With such promises to give them hope, it is not really surprising that the early martyrs could face the lions in the arena and sing songs of praise to their God and Savior while they waited for the doom that had been decreed on them by emperors whose rule could last but a few years.  They were thinking, “But wait, it gets better.”  For the rest of your life you will suffer and be persecuted.  But you too will wait and sing praises to your God and Savior, because it gets better.  Look at what Jesus has waiting for you.  To him alone be the glory!  Amen.     
