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The Beginning and the End 
Ascension Sunday 

June 1, 2003 
Sermon Background Study 

 
Scripture Passages 
 

Genesis 1:1-2 
1In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, 2the earth was a formless void and 
darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters. 
 

John 1:1-4,14 
1In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  2He was in the 
beginning with God.  3All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into 
being.  What has come into being 4in him was life, and the life was the light of all people. . . 14And the 
Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full 
of grace and truth. 
 

Revelation 21:1-6 
1Then 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.  2And I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, 
prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.  3And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “See, the 
home of God is among mortals.  He will dwell with them as their God; they will be his peoples, and God 
himself will be with them; 4he will wipe every tear from their eyes.  Death will be no more; mourning and 
crying and pain will be no more, for the first things have passed away.”  5And the one who was seated on 
the throne said, “See, I am making all things new.”  Also he said, “Write this, for these words are 
trustworthy and true.”  6Then he said to me, “It is done! I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning 
and the end. To the thirsty I will give water as a gift from the spring of the water of life. 
 

Today, we continue a nine-week sermon series on all the 
symbols in our glorious Rose Window.  Our third symbol is 
the Christ monogram, Chi Rho, Alpha and Omega. 
 

The Big Picture 
 
Sometimes it can be very difficult for us to see the Bible’s unity.  The 
sixty-six books that comprise the Bible are diverse, written over 
thousands of years in a variety of literary genres.  Yet, they do tell a 
single over-arching story about God and his creation.  Our readings for 
today are all key markers in this story, which we might think of as a 
three-act play. 
 
Act 1 – God Creates 
 
The opening verses of Genesis set the stage for all that follows.  God 
creates all that is and, a few verses later, pronounces it “good.”  He 
creates humans in his own image and gives them a beautiful garden in 
which to live and work.  He asks only one thing of them, that they not 
eat the fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  
Regrettably, indeed terribly so, the humans, desiring to be like gods 
themselves, disobey and eat the forbidden fruit.  God’s creation is 
ruptured.  No longer can the humans walk in the garden with God 
(Genesis 3:8-10).  Now, all creation groans awaiting its redemption 
(Romans 8:22).  But, thankfully, the story doesn’t end there.  God sets 
about to restore humans to right relationship with himself and to renew 

 
Chi Rho 

 
The Chi Rho is one of the 
most ancient sacred 
monograms of Jesus Christ.  
Chi and Rho are the first 
two letters of the Greek 
word, christos, meaning 
Messiah.  Over the 
centuries, this monogram 
has been stylized in many 
ways.  Ours in the Rose 
Window is an ancient form 
that incorporates the Greek 
letters, Alpha and Omega.  
These are the first and last 
letters of the Greek 
alphabet.  Thus, the symbol 
could be translated as 
“Jesus Christ, the first and 
the last, the beginning and 
the end,” similar to today’s 
passage from Revelation. 



all of the cosmos.  God chooses a people who are to be his agents in this renewal, those who are to be the 
light to the world.  Yet, despite God’s relentless pursuit of his chosen people, they are not up to the task.  
This is the story of Israel.  The people of God prove unable to live up to the covenant they had made with 
God, bringing us to Act 2. 
 
Act 2 – God Saves 
 
In the opening verses of his Gospel, John makes clear what is to happen in the second act.  God is about 
to send someone to do and to be for Israel, and thus for all creation, what Israel has been unable to do 
and to be for herself.  God sends someone who, though completely human, is much more.  “In the 
beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was in the beginning 
with God. . . and the Word became flesh and lived among us.”  Indeed, Jesus is God himself and through 
his sacrificial death on the cross, God’s people are restored to right relationship with God.  In truth, the 
reality of God’s kingdom bursts like a bright sun into the broken creation.  Before his departure from this 
world, Jesus charges his disciples, then and now, with the responsibility to bring peace, justice, and mercy 
to all humanity – making the kingdom of God a present reality.  But after 2000 years, this story is not yet 
finished, which brings us to Act 3. 

 
Act 3 – The New Heavens and New Earth 
 
Drawing on the richness of Isaiah’s ancient imagery (see Isaiah 
65:17-25), John’s visions bring our story to its stunning 
conclusion.  John knows that our language and our experience are 
incapable of expressing the God who awaits us at the end of all 
things.  Nevertheless, John uses a vivid palette of symbols and 
colors to help us see the glory of God’s kingdom. 
 
The beauty of Revelation 21 & 22 needs to be meditated upon, 
chewed over and gnawed on.  Spend some time with even the six 
verses in today’s passage.  In biblical imagery the sea is always a 
symbol of chaos and trouble.1  But in God’s kingdom, there will 
be no “sea” (21:1).  There will be no death . . . no mourning . . . 
no crying . . . no pain – all the brokenness and tragedy of the 
present world will have passed away.  Indeed, God will wipe the 
tears from the eyes of his people!  This is the new heavens and 
new earth, the long-promised holy city of the new Jerusalem where 
God will dwell with his people.  Whereas Moses could not behold 
the face of God without dying, in the new Jerusalem, God’s 
people “will see his face and his name will be on their foreheads 
(22:4).” 
 
We make a mistake if we try to read John’s language too literally.  
Instead, John uses immensely powerful metaphors in his attempt 
to convey to us the glory of God and the sheer wonder that will be 
our communion with him when we and all creation are fully 
renewed and restored.  John doesn’t give us a vision of only a new 
life but a new world – the marriage of heaven and earth.  Our 
ultimate destination is not some disembodied existence in some 
place we might think of as “heaven.”  Rather, our final end is a 
renewed earth, a new Jerusalem, in which we live as God’s people, 
in right relationship with him and one another, as has always been 
God’s hope and our own. 

                                                 
1 After all, the Israelites were desert people, not sailors!  In the Book of Daniel, the last six chapters are apocalyptic 
literature that is very similar to Revelation.  In it, the sea is a symbol of chaos out of which arise beasts that assault 
and oppress God’s people (see chapter 7). 

The Book of Revelation 
 
Certainly, no book of the Bible is 
more mysterious to most 
Christians than Revelation.  Filled 
with all sorts of bizarre and 
sometimes shocking imagery, we 
tend to do one of two things with 
the book.  We either dismiss it as 
too difficult and inapplicable to our 
lives, or we pore over it in 
excruciatingly literal detail, 
treating it as if it is some sort of 
movie script. 
 
But neither of these is the right 
approach.  Revelation is a 
powerful work of apocalyptic 
literature.  Apocalypses were very 
popular in Jesus’ day.  The writers 
used powerful symbols and 
metaphors to convey the cosmic 
significance of the events they 
chose to write about.  Apocalyptic 
literature dealt with “last things,” 
the end, the coming of new 
worlds.  Little wonder that the 
writers used such powerful 
language.  We use special effects 
in movies to tap into emotional 
power; these ancient writers, like 
John, had only words. 
 
In the fall, I am going to teach a 
Bible Academy class on 
Revelation.  It will be offered on 
Monday mornings and Tuesday 
evenings.  I’m subtitling it, 

Cracking the code: 
Why you won’t be left behind! 



Daily Bible Readings 
Before reading each passage, take a few minutes to get a sense of the context.  Your study bible should 
help.  Jot down a few questions that come to mind from your reading of the passage. 
Day 1    Genesis 2 The story of creation told 
from the perspective of the humans. 

Day 2    Genesis 3  The story of the humans’ 
rebellion. 

Day 3    John 1:1-18; Colossians 1:15-23  Jesus 
Christ, the center of the story 

Day 4    Isaiah 65:17-25  Isaiah’s vision of the 
renewed cosmos 

Day 5    Revelation 21:1-22:5  Visions of the 
new heavens and new earth, the new 
Jerusalem 

Weekly Prayer Concerns 



Sermon Notes 
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Questions for Discussion and Reflection 

1. The popularity of the Left Behind series has created a lot of interest in the book of Revelation 
and the “end times.”  Discuss your own understanding and experience with Revelation.  Do 
you read Revelation?  What do you make of all the fantastical imagery and events?  Why do 
you think the early Christian church included it in the biblical canon?  What is the book’s 
place in our Christian lives?  How can it help us to better understand God and ourselves?  
How can it help to illuminate our Christian walk? 

2. Leander Keck notes that one of the problems is that the vivid imagery of Revelation is 
expressed in words.  We read words sequentially . . . one after another . . . but we experience 
a painting or a photograph in one moment.  Perhaps this is why much of the power of the 
book is best captured by artists.  In one of the commentaries on Revelation in my library, 
there are several full-color plates of paintings based on Revelation.  No other books in the 
commentary series get this treatment!  Perhaps this helps us to grasp better the nature of 
Revelation.  What are some other ways we might try to recreate the impact of Revelation?  
What creative mediums might John use today?  Why?  What might be some advantages of 
using the written word? 

3. In today’s study, we analogized the biblical story to a three-act play.  Where are you in this 
play?  How do we come to learn our parts? How would you tell this story if you were going to 
use a five-act play?  What would be in each act? 

2003 St. Andrew Summer Lecture Series 
 

This summer, St. Andrew’s Center for Christian Learning will again offer a series of three lectures by 
Scott Engle, the Center's Director.  The 90-minute lectures will be at 7pm on the second Tuesdays of 
June, July, and August: June 10, July 8, and August 12.  We’ll gather at 6:45 in the new Piro Hall on 
the garden level.  The subjects for the lectures will be Faith (June 10), Hope (July 8), and Love 
(August 12).  By looking at some familiar and not-so-familiar characters from the Bible, we’ll seek to 
understand better how faith, hope, and love are foundational to our lives as disciples of Jesus. 

Registration is not required.  Childcare will be available by reservation – call 214-291-8024. 
For more info go to www.standrewccl.org. 


