
CALVIN 26

THE LAMB OF GOD and THE TREE OF
LIFE
Then he showed me the river of the water of life, sparkling like crystal, flowing from
the throne of God and of the Lamb down the middle of the city’s street. On either
side of the river stood a tree of life. Revelation 22:1-2

Our readings for today have two themes:(1) God’s global perspective (God’s
concern for all nations); (2) God’s partisan participation in the battle between
good and evil, saints and sinners (God representing order in the battle with the
satanic forces of chaos). Let us take each of these readings, one by one.

(1) First Psalm 67. It is one of the thanksgiving Psalms thought to be composed
by David. It thanks God for a bountiful harvest, but it also deals with God’s
reign and just treatment of nations. It asks God to be gracious and ‘to make his
face shine upon us’ (verse 1) and to make his saving power known to all nations
(verse 2). In other words, God is the source of inspiration not just for David, but
for the nation and the entire world

The next five verses continue this universal perspective. God is described as
both judge and guide for all people on the planet (verses 3-5), but also the one
who has provided a good harvest (verse 6), blessed his people and therefore
must be feared until the ends of the earth (verse 7). And by ‘fearing God’ the
author did not suggest that people should be afraid of God, but should stand in
awe of him, seek his inspiration and the source of motivation.

God is here portrayed as the protector and guide for the individual and the social
good. He is thought to promote justice and order not just in one culture and
society, but in the entire world, however much societies and cultures might
differ one from another. They all need ‘God’s saving power’, that is to say, they
all need integrity, or righteousness as the older translations call it, if they are to
survive as individuals, nations or groups of nations.

The problem is, of course, that individuals may clash with other individuals,
that groups within nations may be at loggerheads with one another and that
nations may quarrel amongst themselves, with sometimes disastrous consequences
for their own chances of survival. In other words, order can easily turn into
disorder. The Bible usually associates these sources of conflict with Satan and
the sources of healing with God. That is certainly the case with our New
Testament reading, Revelation 21:22–22:5.

(2) What does it say? Before we come to that, let us first look at the context.
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The Book of Revelation is a strange book. It is not exactly popular with preachers.
Calvin does not use it much. It is full of mysteries, strange visions and images.
Yet its major theme has always had a strong appeal to an age of war and rapid
change. It speaks about a world in which satanic forces appear to have the upper
hand, vanquishing what is good, orderly and peaceful. Yet it also maintains that
God’s kingdom will win out in the end. It is at hand. God, who in the first verses
of the Bible (Genesis 1:1-5) creates order out of chaos, or light out of darkness,
will continue to do so until the very end of time.

During World War II people in the German-occupied countries, such as the
Netherlands flocked to the churches where sermons and lectures were given on
the Book of Revelation, mainly because it dealt with Christians martyred by the
military might of the Roman Empire. People saw parallels with their own
suffering, their country being overrun by Nazi Germany. The Book of Revelation
gave people hope because it spoke about the total defeat of the anti-Christ which
to their way of thinking was identical with Nazism.

Yet even within Germany, Revelation was very popular in certain circles. One
of them was an old guard on the third floor of the Magdeburg Prison where I
was serving a sentence for undermining the German war economy. He was an
old man in his sixties and had been in prison work all his life. He had never
been a Nazi and did not even pay lip service to the Hitler worship around him.
He was kind to all prisoners. The other guards treated him as the village idiot,
but he was no fool; no prisoner could take advantage of him and there was no
corruption or false dealing with food when he was around.

He was a pious Lutheran and usually went around the cell block with a well-used
Bible. He expected the return of the Messiah any day and loved to talk about
the city of God as graphically described in the Book of Revelation: streets of
pure gold and the fruits of the tree of life with The Lord and the Lamb of God
on the throne.

Every day he came to visit me, ostensibly to inspect my cell, but actually to
practise his little sermons on me. I had several debates with him which usually
finished with him having the last word. Strangely enough, this was not because
I felt compelled to pay homage to his authority – he was much more secure than
any of the other guards – but because through listening I seemed to get the full
benefit of relaxation and edification I felt after his visits. I was enthralled that
there were Germans of his calibre around.

He never discussed Nazism, politics or even the war. To him the gospel and the
Lord on his throne in Revelation were the great news. I did not agree with his
visions. Yet to me they became signs of something very precious: a soul at peace
with himself, a solid trust in God’s plan for the world, a mental calmness which
I had not been able to muster.
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The Book of Revelation was obviously written at a time when the Roman
Emperors had begun to be worried about the appeal of Christianity and the
refusal of Christians to worship the emperor and the state. In very colourful
language the latter are described as harlots and the beast with seven heads plainly
refers to the seven hills on which Rome was built. Satan and the Roman Empire
were obviously one and the same.

The Book of Revelation was written towards the end of the first century AD.
Revelation is the Latin word for what in Greek is called Apocalypses, both
meaning disclosure of what is hidden. And what is hidden and will be revealed
is God’s firm control, in spite of the suffering and affliction of the martyred
believers. In the future there will be no corruption, no evil, no persecution and
no death.

John, the author of Revelation is not likely to be either the disciple of Jesus or
the gospel writer, but a Jewish Christian from Asia Minor. His Christian beliefs
and repudiation of emperor worship had gotten him into trouble with the Roman
authorities and he was therefore exiled to the island of Patmos in the Aegean
Sea where even now tourists can visit the grotto where he is supposed to have
written his visions.

John was actually lucky to be exiled rather than executed. The Roman Emperor
at the time Domitian (51-96 AD), like his predecessor Nero (37-68 AD) made a
habit of murdering the followers of Jesus, Nero in 62 AD because he accused
Christians of setting fire to Rome, Domitian during his reign from 81-96 AD
because he wanted to restore the old standards and conduct of Roman religion.
In 64 AD both St Peter and St Paul had been martyred and towards the end of
the century many of their followers had been similarly dispatched.

Our reading for today starts at chapter 21:22. It bluntly says that in the New
Jerusalem, the city of God, temples were not necessary anymore. Normally they
may be pointers to God, but because the satanic forces have now been conquered,
‘the Lord God the almighty and the Lamb’ rule without obstruction. Therefore,
anything to do with religious organization and organized ritual is now
downgraded. The verse seems to tell us that order now has conquered chaos.
Light has so much overcome darkness that both chaos and darkness have
vanished from the world. Therefore perfection, salvation, wholeness, integrity
and righteousness do now exist without their opposite, imperfection, sin,
corruption, disintegration and inequity.

It is often in the sectarian segments of our culture that mundane establishments
are down staged and the heavenly perspective is highlighted. In those circles
the organism is usually contrasted with organization. What unites Christians,
they say, is the exuberance of the Holy Spirit, not formality. The joy of
redemption, they say, is central to what they are all about. They contrast
conviction with hypocrisy, fervency with prudence, ecstasy with indifference.
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They therefore appeal more to those who are marginal to society than those who
are comfortable in the prevailing arrangements of power.

They therefore like the description in verse 23 of God’s city not needing ‘sun
or moon … for the glory of God gave it light, and its lamp was the Lamb.’ In
Revelation John uses the idea of Jesus as the Lamb of God numerous times. To
him Jesus is not the power hungry conqueror, but the innocent, crucified,
saviour. He is, as the thief crucified with him testified, the man who had done
nothing wrong (Luke 23:41)’ in contrast with those who did the crucifying, the
political (Roman) and religious establishment (Sanhedrin) of the time.

The idea of the Messiah as the Lamb of God has a venerable history. It goes all
the way back to the prophet Isaiah who depicts the Messiah as a lamb, led to
the slaughter, sacrificed for men’s sin (Isaiah 53:5-7). And long before Isaiah,
blameless lambs (Leviticus 23:12) were used as substitutes for human
transgression (Leviticus 14:12 ff.) Is then this picture of Jesus as the ‘lamb of
God’ an outdated remnant of ancient Hebrew religion?

No, it is not. Sacrifice has always been, and still is, a clarification of priorities.
It is a form of commitment. Freud thought of civilization as a sacrifice of primitive
impulses. Sacrifice improves devotion to the sacred cause. And in our instance
of Jesus being the lamb sacrificed for men’s sin and it being the core of the
communion service, is a solemn way of reinforcing God’s control of order and
his conquest of disorder (sin) by means of the highest form of sacrifice, giving
one’s life for the sacred cause.

Yet Jesus as the Lamb of God is also God’s warning to the world in general and
Christians in particular, that man-made security is not the end-all of existence.
John’s apocalyptic visions and his constant use of the picture of Jesus as the
Lamb of God, tells me that there is more to life than the harsh reality of survival
of the fittest and man’s ardent attempt to hide behind a seemingly impregnable
wall of power, wealth and mundane securities.

It tells me that the very vulnerability of the lamb has its own peculiar potency
and authority. It tells me that the apparent absolute power of the military might
of the Roman Empire had its own weaknesses. It tells me that the obvious
powerlessness of the Christian martyrs, so familiar to John, had its own strength.
After all the subsequent spread of Christianity all over the globe at the expense
of Emperor worship was based entirely on the blood of the martyrs as the seed
of the Church.

The image of the Lamb of God and its importance for the author of Revelation
has another aspect. It points concretely to the close association of Jesus with
other vulnerable, often rejected members of our society. The gospels give us
many examples of Jesus actually pointing to harlots, beggars, foreigners, such
as the Samaritans, and tax collectors as closer to God than the arrogant pillars
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of society, the rich and the powerful, the rulers and those dominating the major
social institutions. He seems to say that the vulnerability of the losers and the
social failures may bring them closer to God’s saving power than the proud and
the successful.

Ever since, the Christian Church has been sensitive to the underprivileged and
disadvantaged. Christianity has always strongly assisted and helped those who
had fallen by the wayside, who had and have a raw deal.

The image of the vulnerable and crucified Lamb of God has contributed much
to the inclusiveness rather than the exclusiveness of western societies.

And still there is on the global scale the real danger of the rich getting richer
and the poor getting poorer. Or to say this differently, our concern for the
underdeveloped countries, where families have to live on one dollar a day is
decidedly smaller than our concern with maintaining our own high standard of
living. In any country the establishment, often supported by religion, has almost
absolute power as compared with the marginal, those at the bottom of the heap.

I vividly remember how appalled I was by the 1944 Christmas service in the
unheated hall of the prison with hard labour in Halle, Germany. As all Sunday
services this one too began and finished with the Hitler salute. The sermon too,
as always, was lavishly sprinkled with references to the Fuehrer, God’s protection
of the nation, heroic soldiers dying unselfishly for a free Germany, and the
messianic responsibility of the Reich.

The sermon was nothing but warmed-up Nazi broth. More than half the prisoners
were foreigners, most of them political. Yet the chaplain insisted on nailing his
Nazi colours to the mast. All we seemed to hear was the bubbly foam of a Nazified
Christianity.

Where was the universality of the Christian Church? Strangely enough it was
there in the readings about the suffering servant in Isaiah and about the birth
of Christ from Luke. It seemed to whisper to me that the suffering Messiah born
as a defenceless infant in a hostile society was at one with other marginals such
as us.

Over against the sermon, the readings seemed to preach that salvation was not
with the establishment (Nazi or otherwise) but with the poor of heart who had
put their burden on Christ, the powerless, defenceless Lamb of God, sacrificed
for our sins. This was the unexpected consolation in an otherwise inconsolable,
self-destroying world.

The image of the Lamb of God, sacrificed for the sins of the world, is therefore
not just an ancient idea built on ancient, out-dated symbolism of a primitive
society. It is pertinent for any culture that aspires to be inclusive. The image of
a vulnerable (yet blameless lamb, Leviticus 23:12) evokes both the idea of
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sinlessness/perfection and Christian sympathy and understanding of all who
feel rejected by society at large.

The final verses of Chapter 21 (verses 24-27) continue to depict an ideal world,
where the lamp of the Lamb of God provides the light ‘by which all the nations
walk, and the kings of the earth bring into it all their splendour (verse 24).’ In
this city of God and his Lamb, disorder, corruption, persecution and injustice
have been completely banished. Satan (here identified with the Roman Emperor
and its murdering of the Christian martyrs) has been definitively defeated. So
much so that that there is no further need for securing the city walls: ‘The gates
of the city shall never be shut by day – and there will be no night (verse 25).’

In this ideal world where there is no oppression by the occupying Roman forces,
killing wherever they can find Christians, the nations of the world will bring
‘their wealth and splendour (verse 26).’ And because Satan, his falsehood, his
corruption, disorder and injustice have now been conquered (actually do not
exist anymore) nothing ‘unclean’ or any person who does not accord with the
values, norms and beliefs of the Lamb of God are barred from the city of God.
Only ‘those who are inscribed in the Lamb’s roll of the living’, in other words,
those who confess their faith in Jesus as saviour and who follow his injunctions
for living, are citizens of the city of God.

Yet, as Calvin indicates (Inst. I xiv 14-15), Satan is also a ‘roaring lion (1 Peter
5:8)’, representing injustice, ‘opposing the reign of integrity.’ He sows ‘the tares
in order to corrupt the seed of eternal life (Matthew 13:28).’ ‘Truth he assails
with lies, light he obscures with darkness. The minds of men he involves in
error; he stirs up hatred, inflames strife and war, and all in order that he may
overthrow the kingdom of God, and drown men in eternal perdition with
himself.’

Chapter 22, the last one in the Book of Revelation and the last one in the Bible,
begins (verse 1) with a picture of ‘the river of the water of life, sparkling like
crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb.’ It is not stagnant, but
sparkling and flowing. God’s spirit is a life-giving spirit. It is feeding those who
are thirsting for fulfilment. It is cleansing the robes of the believers to make
them immune to satanic influences.

The next verse (2) introduces another well-known picture. ‘On either side of the
river stood a tree of life (with leaves that) serve for the healing of nations.’ The
tree of life can already be found in the beginning of the Bible. Genesis 2:9
introduces both the tree of life and the tree of knowledge in the middle of the
Garden of Eden. In Genesis 3:22 the tree of life makes those who eat its fruit
immortal and Adam is driven out of the Garden of Eden to prevent him using
it for a meal.
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To Calvin the expulsion from paradise and from eating from the tree of life was
God’s way of teaching Adam ‘to become weary of his pride that he might learn
to embrace true humility.’ Adam, he says, ‘not content with his condition, had
tried to ascend higher than was lawful.’ God ‘resolved to wrest out of the hands
of a man that which was the occasion or ground of confidence, lest he should
form for himself a vain hope of the perpetuity of the life which he had lost.’

Isaiah (61:3) also uses the tree symbol. The humble, the broken-hearted, the
captives, the mourners shall be called trees of integrity/righteousness. These are
the people who Calvin calls ‘those in whom the justice of God or good order
shines forth.’ From this he draws ‘universal doctrine, namely, that there is no
other way in which we are restored to life than when we are planted by the
Lord.’

John too, regards the tree of life as a symbol for wholeness, integrity. It
guarantees the very fulfilment humans are craving for. It derives its efficacy
from being the source of meaning and order. Yet that order is not produced by
humans, the producers and enablers of meaning. It is derived from the throne
of God and the Lamb. Its efficacy depends on its being given rather than
independently created.

Verses 3-5 reiterates John’s vision that disorder has now vanquished. God’s
servants worship God and the Lamb and see him face to face (verse 4). There is
now ‘no more night, nor will they need the light of lamp or sun, for the Lord
God will give them light; and they shall reign for evermore (verse 5).’

To sum up our readings for today: John’s vision in Revelation transcends the
disorderly world of persecution and corruption. The satanic forces represented
by Emperor Domitian are being replaced by the city of God. A river of crystal
waters ‘flowing from the throne of God and the Lamb (22:1)’ symbolizes this
new world. John calls it the ‘river of life.’ This river feeds the tree of life. It is
the foundation for humans for building existence. It can withstand all the storms
of life. It is the word of God, the only source of security when everything else
fails. It is the deepest source of one’s serenity and integrity.
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