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In the bestselling book, Heaven is For Real, four-year old Colton emerges from a life-saving 
surgery claiming he went heaven. He tells his parents that during his surgery he left his body and 
went where angels sang to him, and Jesus rode a rainbow horse, which he petted. Will we be 
greeted by singing angels and Jesus on a rainbow horse? My daughter showed me a Tik-Tok 
video of a young girl giving an impassioned description of a personal vision of heaven, and 
asked Is it true? What should we think about these claims? There’s a lot to say, but let’s start by 
making an observation. We often privilege individual testimony over biblical witness. We default 
to trusting a finite person instead of divine revelation. Let’s reverse the trend and test these 
notions against Revelation, where we discover a New creation, New Jerusalem, and New 
Vocation. 

New Creation
John begins: Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had 
passed away, and the sea was no more. Now you might ask, what’s wrong with the first heaven? 
Did God not like where he lived? But heaven is not referring the invisible realm. Heaven and 
earth is a merism, a literary device refers to the whole of something, in this case everything from 
the bottom of the sea to the outer reaches of the cosmos. So in what sense are the physical 
heavens and earth made new? Well, there are essentially three views. The first is a replacement 
approach—burn it all—out with the old in with the new. Turn or burn. What we might call the 
conservative view. It’s Christ against creation: no eating in heaven, burn your secular cds, global 
warming is a hoax. The second is the enhancement approach. We don’t need to burn everything; 
we just need to upgrade it. What the world needs is more tech, therapy, rainbow horses, 
transhumanism. The progressive view. But Revelation consistently shows God judging the earth 
through de-creating acts: fire, earthquakes, the sea fleeing away, Babylon razed to the earth. 
Why? Because no matter how much you upgrade a broken system the virus remains. It has to be 
purged. Enter the biblical view. The first heaven and earth pass away, which looks like 
replacement but the word means to go away or leave not disintegrate or destroy. So the biblical 
view includes a dissolution of the cosmos not to discard it but to reconstitute it. As God says in 
verse 5, Behold, I am making all things new not all new things. In fact, the word new means new 
in kind not in substance. So the third view is a renewed heavens and earth not replaced or 
enhanced. You might even call it a gospel view. Here’s why. God doesn’t look at the human/
creation problem and say as a conservative burn it all. Nor does he say as a progressive, You just 
need an upgrade. Instead, he looks the sin problem squarely in the face, and instead of discarding 
or overlooking broken humanity, he become a human broken by our sin and death, and rises to 
restore our humanity. He renews not replaces us. So when it comes to creation, God’s does the 
same thing. In the words of Miroslav Volf, it’s a planetary enactment of the gospel. The renewal 
of all things. Now the gospel view has huge implications for what we do with creation. We 
should: 1) Care about the Environment, eliminate waste, minimize junk and pollution. 2) Care 
about Bodies: honor their race, sex, gender, steward them not overwork, neglect, reassign, 
euthanize, abort them. We are a renewal people, which means we approach others, conservatives 
and progressives, with the same grace God approached us. Not from above but from below, 
entering their stories to understand their brokenness to offer hope of a restored humanity in 
Christ. So you see, the biblical view of the new heavens and the earth makes a tremendous 
difference to how we live. 



New Jerusalem
That’s the place but what about the people? And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming 
down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. The city comes 
down out of heaven, the invisible realm. It’s a tear in the sky, as Colorvault puts it, and a new 
city emerges from the plane of God’s existence into our ours. With the metaphysical barrier 
removed, the new city descends. What is this city? It’s a metropolis and a bride, a place and a 
people, literal and symbolic, like Babylon was. But here the focus is on the Bride—why?— 
because at the cross Jesus wed himself to people not a city. He knew our sorry estate; he knew 
we would wander from him, cheat on him, spurn his love, and he chose us anyway. You are 
fiercely loved. Not just you, the entire church stretching from the OT 12 tribes inscribed upon the 
golden gates, to the NT 12 apostles, inscribed upon the 12 foundations. Do you feel lonely this 
season, overlooked, snubbed? God moves heaven and earth to love you. And not just that. He 
adorns you. How? The holy city is having the glory of God, its radiance like a most rare jewel, 
like a jasper, clear as crystal (11). She is stunning, radiant, like jasper. Jasper is a red stone but 
when infused with the glory of God, its goes up in flames. Like Katniss Everdeen in the Hunger 
Games, paraded through the capitol in a chariot in a red dress that bursts into colorful flame. You, 
Church, Bride, Beloved will burst with the colorful glory of God’s righteousness. A beautiful 
bride on her wedding day. And it gets even better. The city is also the dwelling place of God: 
“Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his 
people, and God himself will be with them as their God. Up to this point, God only dwelt in the 
tabernacle or temple, in the holy of holies, accessible only by the high priest. Then because of 
Christ’s cleansing work, God’s Spirit dwells in his people. But never the unhindered glory of 
God dwelling with man. But with the cosmos cleansed, God’s glory dwells with us, his people a 
veritable holy of holies, every man, woman, and child, a high priest! What will it be like? To 
dwell means to take up residence, to move in. We are most ourselves in our homes, where we let 
our hair down, where you can find the real us. And God is saying, that’s where I want to be, 
where I’m going. Just as Jesus promised, God will make his home in us. Now, for some home 
wasn’t a safe place. It’s not a place you feel like you can be yourself and be loved. Instead, home 
surfaces feelings of rejection, fear, performance, even harm. Will these feelings linger when God 
makes his home in us? Well, immediately God says, He will wipe away every tear from their 
eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore. 
It’s like God knows we will arrive in the new creation with our stories, like Christ arrived with 
his scars. God does not sweep away our past but gathers it up into his redemptive, healing, 
comforting presence, where somehow, the wiping of those tears is more validating and loving 
than if there were no tears at all. Perhaps it will be as James K.A. Smith imagines: sitting at the 
banquet feast of the Lamb, someone turns to us to ask, Tell me about that scar, and somehow we 
will revisit our history without pain, not because we have been replaced or enhanced but 
because we have been renewed, because perfect love moved in and made us its home. And 
we will live safely forever in the New Jerusalem, angels at every gate, never a threat under the 
cover of night. 

New Vocation
We’ve thought about the new place, a renewed heavens and earth; what it will be like to be a new 
people, loved, beautiful, and safe; and finally, what will we do there, a new vocation. Two 
thoughts: temple and tribute. Temple: And I saw no temple in the city, for its temple is the Lord 
God the Almighty and the Lamb. And the city has no need of sun or moon to shine on it, for the 



glory of God gives it light, and its lamp is the Lamb. The absence of a temple would be shocking 
to a first century Jew; it was the center of Jewish life. But in the new creation there is no need for 
a temple because the entire city has become a temple. This means all of life will be worship in 
the presence of the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb. What do the worshippers do? the kings of 
the earth will bring their glory into it, and its gates will never be shut by day—and there will be 
no night there. They will bring into it the glory and the honor of the nations. What is being 
carried into the city? Glory and honor. How do you carry that? The word pair appears in Exodus 
28:2 describing the elaborately woven robes of the high priest, meaning the glory and honor 
includes physical things, like clothing. It’s an allusion to Isaiah 60, where the nations stream to 
the cosmic mountain of the Lord to bring cultural tribute—the wealth of the nations: sheep, 
camels, gold, frankincense, silver, iron, cypress, pine. Now this stuff doesn’t just fall off of trees. 
Camels and sheep have to be fed, herded. Gold and silver have to be mined and purified. 
Frankincense tapped from Boswellia trees and converted into perfume. You see this cultural 
tribute is the result of a new vocation. New in the sense that work will be 100 percent worship, 
without the frustration, work-life imbalance, or stress of work in the fallen world. No haves and 
have nots. All for his glory and perpetual human flourishing. Maybe I’ll learn to play the violin, 
participate in an orchestra with some of you, build a time-travel device and witness the glories of 
God throughout history? Whatever it will look like, it will be far from angels serenading us; 
rather, we will bring glory to God in a thrilling, new vocation. 


