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Today we reach the end of Revelation, the end of the Bible, and almost the end of City Life 
Church. I confess, it has been very tempting to only see the end. What will our community be 
like with our church gone? Will my friendships endure? Did our ministry matter? Will marriages 
get stronger or weaker? Will you love Christ and his Church more than yourselves or the world? 
Endings raise many questions. But endings also occasion new beginnings. As Scripture closes, it 
opens up a whole new world, but not by moving on, forgetting, dismissing our questions. No, 
this new beginning was written to strengthen struggling saints, to help us endure. Revelation is 
here, not merely to tell us the future but to transform the present. Three images: The River, the 
Trees, the Words. 

The River
Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing from the throne 
of God and of the Lamb through the middle of the street of the city. The first feature that stands 
out in the garden-city is the river. It’s previewed in Ezekiel, where the eschatological river 
streams out of the temple: deep enough to swim in, gentle enough not to be a threat. Converging 
on the Dead Sea, the river purifies what’s polluted. Fish come to life, trees bear fruit in every 
season, leaves take on healing properties. What does it all mean? The river is a symbol of eternal 
life: let the one who is thirsty come; let the one who desires take the water of life without price 
(17). The quest for life fills our culture: intermittent fasting, CrossFit bodies, Botox, and 
cryopreservation of bodies till cures are found. In Don DeLilo’s Zero K, Jeffrey discovers his 
dying father’s plan to put his body on ice. Jeff objects: What’s the point of living if we don’t die at 
the end? Good question: what would be the point of an endless life? But eternal life isn’t just 
unending life; it’s life with the unending God. He is the point of life. That’s why the river is here. 
Notice it flows from the throne of God and of the Lamb. Life flows from God and the Lamb. 
Which means if you don’t have the Lamb you miss the whole point of life. Career won’t do it; 
family won’t do it; church won’t do it. Only God gives life, but not any God. The trinitarian 
God: Father, Son, Holy Spirit. The river flows from God, through the Lamb, as they generate the 
life-giving water. Where’s the Spirit? Flowing right through the city. The Spirit is the river of life. 
Jesus said, “If anyone thirsts, let him come to me and drink. Whoever believes in me, ‘Out of his 
heart will flow rivers of living water.’” Now this he said about the Spirit (Jn 7:37–39). You see 
life isn’t something we get into: career, fitness, philanthropy, family; eternal life is something 
that gets into us. Which is why we have to drink it. If you believe in Lamb for forgiveness of 
sins, if you come to Jesus for life, if you drink his water, the Spirit gets into you, and you 
truly live! Fellowship with the triune God: nothing more life-giving. Perhaps you don’t feel that 
way? Earlier this week I spent a few days with pastors from around the country, and we got into 
a discussion about how we could help our churches nourish the inner life. Suggestions bounced 
around: sermons, programs, discipleship, until one pastor said I think it’s just taking Jesus at his 
word when he says, Go into your chamber and the Father will reward you in secret. That’s it. 
Not a program, a reading plan, a person: communion with God. But you have to come to Jesus, 
drink of the Spirit, seek the Father. Don’t miss the point of life. Come, drink, and life will flow 
not just into you but out of you, and irrigate the world. 

The Trees
If the river is that satisfying why would we need leaves to heal? John continues: also, on either 



side of the river, the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit, yielding its fruit each month. The 
leaves of the tree were for the healing of the nations. The Greek word for healing is therapeai, 
from which we get therapy. But why would we need therapy in a new creation? I suspect bc we 
will not arrive like the victims of Men in Black, memories wiped by an electric wand. Rather, our 
stories will follow us into the garden-city as Jesus scars followed him. A leafy compress will be 
applied to our memories so that there is no more pain but plenty of perspective. The tree and its 
leaves are an emblem of Christ’s redemptive work, healing sin and comforting sorrow. But what 
of my present injuries: a church closed, a friend lost, a sin coddled, an undying ache? Notice two 
things about the tree: it is collective. There are many trees, Ezekiel says, on either side of the 
river. A garden city must be tree-filled! Good thing since the leaves are for the healing of the 
nations. We need one another. The tree is also Christ-centered. Jesus hung on a tree to heal the 
nations. Verse 14: those who wash their robes in Christ have the right to the tree of life (cf. 7:14). 
The healing tree is planted by the wounds of Christ. We need both: Christ and collective, Jesus 
and his Church. Our pain is meant to be shared, nations attending to one another by the tree, 
plucking its leaves, applying them to one another. Dipping our robes to take its joyful fruit. But it 
often tempting to isolate when we suffer. While suffering through bone cancer Christian Wiman 
insisted that if we refuse to share sins and sorrows, our joy will wither, that even if you are 
socially shy and inarticulate about spiritual matters, as I often am, we must not swerve from 
engaging the people around us. For Christ is often stronger in our brother’s heart than in our 
own. A Christ-centered collective. Over years of pastoring, I have turned to my wife to share my 
heartaches and sins and have found Christ stronger in her than me, as she lifts me up with a word 
of godly counsel. This has also been true of my friends/CG. We were not made to slip in and out 
of a pew but to gather around the tree to apply Christ’s healing love to one another. For the love 
of Christ is something you can never hoard. When we truly take it in, we know it must be shared! 
With that Rev 22 tells us the curse is reversed. The throne of God and the Lamb move from 
outside creation to inside creation. We will see his face, and his name will be upon our foreheads. 
What does that mean? Beholding God with eternal life means never questioning our belonging. 
Ever again. How do you respond? And his servants will worship him. Worship reminds us that 
every joy and every pain finds a blessed justification in God and the Lamb. C.S. Lewis says, 
heaven, once attained, will work backwards and turn even agony to a glory. But what should 
worship look like now?

The Words
The river, eternal life; the leaves, healing joy; and the words: And he said to me, “These words 
are trustworthy and true.” The same two words used to describe the rider on the white horse: 
Faithful and True. We name people or objects because of their character. The geyser in 
Yellowstone National Park faithfully erupting. Even old faithful falters but not the Faithful and 
True. Until he returns, we must trust his words to receive his life, healing, and joy. They are as 
reliable as Christ himself, unlike any other words. They are so weighty and wonderful John falls 
down to worship at the feet of the angel, who promptly corrects him: keep the words of this 
book. Worship God! That is what it’s all about. Don’t worship a leader or a church, a type of 
leader or type of community. Worship God and keep his words. The word keep means to guard, 
cherish, hold dear. I have kept a letter from by my best friend in my sock drawer for twenty-five 
years. They were the last words I received from him. Do you know what he said in his death? I 
know Jesus will never leave me nor forsake me. Keep God’s words. Cling to Jesus Christ. 
Everyone else will eventually leave, but he will remain. The lamp that does not go out when all 
else fade. So fasten his words to your heart, keep them and he will keep you. Trust the words, 



keep the words, and finally heed the words: The Spirit and the Bride say, “Come.” The Spirit 
who is not just behind you or ahead of you, but in you, beckons: Come. Come where? Come to 
Christ. Let the one who is thirsty come; let the one who desires take the water of life without 
price. Come drink to your heart’s delight. Heed his words. The Spirit and the Bride, gone on 
before us, beckons us to Come. The Church living beside the river, gathered around the tree, says 
Come. Come to Christ. And when you falter, remember Jesus does not. He is Faithful; he is True, 
and he says, Surely I am coming soon. You will not be forgotten. And God’s people said: Come 
Lord Jesus! The grace of the Lord Jesus be with you all, City Life Church. 


