Work that Lasts

From the Theology of Work Bible Commentary on Revelation

Babylon and her minions come to a terrifying end as a consequence of
their idolatry and wickedness—including their economic practices. It might
seem that any participation in the world economy—or even any local
economy—must be so fraught with idolatry that the only solution is to
withdraw completely and live alone in the wilderness. But Revelation offers
an alternative vision of life together: the New Jerusalem. This is the city
that John sees “coming down out of heaven” (Revelation 21:2), and as such
it is the consummate representation of God’s grace. It stands in stark

contrast to the self-made monstrosity that is Babylon.

At one level, the New Jerusalem is a return to Eden—there is a river
tlowing through its midst, with the tree of life standing by with fruit-laden
branches and leaves for the healing of the nations (Revelation 22 verse 2).
Humanity can once again walk in peace with God. Indeed, it outstrips
Eden, since the glory of the Lord itself provides the illumination for the

city (Revelation 22:5).

But the New Jerusalem is not simply a new and better garden: it is a
garden-city, the urban ideal that forms the counterweight to Babylon.

There is, for instance, still meaningful human participation in the life of the

WORK THAT LASTS, 1



celestial city come to earth. Central to this, of course, is the worship people
bring to God and the Lamb. But there seems to be more than this in the

note that “people will bring it the glory and honor of the nations”
(Revelation 21:24-20).

In the ancient world, it was desirable to build a temple with the best
materials from all over the world; this is what Solomon did for the temple
in Jerusalem. More than that, people would bring gifts from far and wide to
adorn the temple after its completion. It is probable that the image of kings
bringing their gifts to the New Jerusalem flows from this background. It
does not seem too much of a stretch to imagine that these gifts are the

products of human culture, devoted now to the glory of God.

We must also consider the implications of Old Testament visions of the
tuture, which see it in meaningful continuity with present-day life. Isaiah
065, for example, is a critical background text for Revelation 21-22 and
provides its foundational teaching, “I am about to create new heavens and
a new earth; the former things shall not be remembered or come to mind”
(Isaiah 65 verse 17). Yet this same chapter says of the future blessings of
God’s people, “They shall build houses and inhabit them; they shall plant

vineyards and eat their fruit.

They shall not build and another inhabit; they shall not plant and another

eat; for like the days of a tree shall the days of my people be, and my
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chosen shall long enjoy the work of their hands” (Isaiah 65:21-22). We can
certainly argue that Isaiah is pointing, in ways suitable to his times, to
something much greater than mere agricultural abundance—but he can
hardly be pointing to less. Yet less is precisely what is typically offered in a
vision of heaven consisting of nothing more than clouds, harps, and white

robes.

Parsing out precisely how this works is not easy. Will there still be farming
in the new heavens and new earth? Will a godly computer programmer’s
1.0 software be consigned to the flames while version 2.0 enters the
heavenly city? The Bible does not answer these types of questions directly,
but we may once more look at the big picture. God created humans to
exercise dominion over the earth, which entails creativity. Would it be
sensible for such a God to then turn and regard work done in faith as
useless and cast it aside? On balance, it seems far more likely that he would

raise it up and perfect all that is done for his glory.

Likewise, the prophetic vision of the future envisions people engaged in
meaningful activity in the creation. Since God does not go into detail as to
how this transfer of products from the now-world to the new-world works,
or what exact things we might be doing in the future state, we can only
guess at what this means concretely. But it does mean that we can

confidently follow the advice in 1 Corinthians 15:58: “Always give
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yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor

in the Lord is not in vain.”
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