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It’s still my favorite movie.  In part I suppose that’s because it’s one of the first movies I ever saw.  In part it’s because as a boy of six I thought Dorothy was the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen.  The munchkins made me laugh, the flying monkeys made me cover my eyes, and the Wicked Witch made me hide under my bed.  But the first thing that comes into my head 50 years after I watched “The Wizard of Oz” for the first time is the music, and in particular Dorothy’s signature song – “Over The Rainbow.”  Even today I hear versions of that song both at weddings and at funerals.  I could sing it for you; I’ve sung it many times in the shower.  But why don’t we let Dorothy sing it for us as only she can:
YouTube video of “Over The Rainbow” – 2:14 in length
There’s something in us that is hesitant to dream about heaven.  We’ve been warned that if we’re too heavenly minded then we’ll be no earthly good.  And we know that the only way to get to heaven is to die, and no one likes to think about dying, so we do our best to avoid any thoughts about what life after death might be like.  And yet the Bible encourages us to think about the life to come.  Here’s how Paul puts it in the book of Colossians: “Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God.  Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things.” (Colossians 3:1-2)  But if we do that, if we set our minds and our hearts on heaven, won’t that make us “no earthly good?”  Won’t that distract us from our responsibilities here and now?  Not true, says C.S. Lewis:
If you read history, you will find that the Christians who did most for the present world were just those who thought most of the next.  The Apostles themselves, who set on foot the conversion of the Roman Empire, the great men who built up the Middle Ages, the English Evangelicals who abolished the slave trade, all left their mark on Earth, precisely because their minds were occupied with Heaven.  It is since Christians have largely ceased to think of the other world that they have become so ineffective in this.
So it’s not a waste of time for us to dream about life over the rainbow.  Knowing that there is life over the rainbow should help us put into perspective what’s important and what’s not in this life.  So this morning, as we finish our summer-long study of the book of Isaiah, we’re going to take a look at what the prophet has to teach us about our future as the people of God.
Do you throw things away?  Of course you do; we all do.  According to the Environmental Protection Agency, the average American produces 4.4 pounds of garbage a day, or 1,600 pounds of garbage every year.  Together, we in San Jose produce nearly 4 million pounds of garbage every day.  But what we’ve learned this summer in reading Isaiah is that God is not in that habit of throwing things away.  Over and over again Isaiah refers to God as our “Redeemer.”  Instead of throwing things away, God redeems them.  He redeems our mistakes, he redeems our hurts, he redeems our relationships, and he redeems our lives.  

And the truth is, the Bible tells us, that God is going to redeem the earth.  God’s plan is not to destroy the earth and throw it away.  God is not going to give up on the earth anymore than he’s going to give up on you or me.  God isn’t going to abandon his creation anymore than he’s going to abandon you and me.  God’s plan is to restore his creation, not to discard it.  Let me show you three things that our God, the Rehab Addict, intends to redeem in the age to come.
God Will Redeem The Earth
First, God is going to redeem the earth.  Now for many of us that sounds odd, because what we’ve heard for much of our lives is that at the end of this age God is going to destroy the earth and take us away to heaven, which we’ve thought is somewhere over the rainbow.  And there are any number of verses in the Bible that have made us think just that.  For example, in the book of 2nd Peter we read this:
But the day of the Lord will come like a thief.  The heavens will disappear with a roar; the elements will be destroyed by fire, and the earth and everything in it will be laid bare … That day will bring about the destruction of the heavens by fire, and the elements will melt in the heat. (2 Peter 3:10, 12)  
Sounds pretty clear, doesn’t it?  The heavens will disappear, the elements will be destroyed, the earth will be laid bare.  It sounds like God is going to crumple everything up and throw it all in the trash.  But that’s not how those verses end.  If we keep reading, we will read this: “But in keeping with his promise we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of righteousness.” (2 Peter 3:13)  
So what promise is Peter referring to?  He’s referring to the promise God made back in the book of Isaiah, in chapter 65.  Here’s what God said there:  “Behold, I will create new heavens and a new earth.  The former things will not be remembered, nor will they come to mind.  But be glad and rejoice forever in what I will create, for I will create Jerusalem to be a delight and its people a joy.  I will rejoice over Jerusalem and take delight in my people; the sound of weeping and of crying will be heard in it no more.” (Isaiah 65:17-19)  
And the promise God made in Isaiah becomes a reality in the Apostle John’s vision of the age to come.  Listen to these verses from Revelation 21, verses I often read at funeral services, and see if this doesn’t sound exactly like what Isaiah prophesied:

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea.  I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband.  And I heard a voice saying, “Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them.  They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God.  He will wipe away every tear from their eyes.  There will be no more death or mourning our crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.” (Revelation 21:1-4)
Now here’s the point.  Notice that the Bible does not say that God is going to destroy the earth and then take his people to someplace over the rainbow called heaven.  God’s plan is to create a new heaven and a new earth.  So we have to ask the question – why would God bother creating a new earth?  Why is a new earth necessary if our future is in some faraway heaven?  And the answer is that God is going to create a new earth because that’s where we’re going to spend eternity.  Here’s how Randy Alcorn puts it in his book simply called “Heaven” – “But God doesn’t promise us a non-Earth.  He promises us a New Earth.  If the word Earth in this phrase means anything, it means we can expect to find earthly things there – including atmosphere, mountains, water, trees, people, houses – even cities, buildings and streets.” (p. 79) 

In other words, when God says he’s going to create a new heaven and a new earth, he wants us to understand that there’s going to be a continuity between the present heaven and earth and the future heaven and earth.  Think of it this way.  What do we say happens to a person when they die?  We say they’ve passed away.  But we don’t believe that’s the end of their existence, do we?  We believe that as followers of Jesus our bodies will be resurrected some day.  Now how God is going to do that is a bit of a mystery, isn’t it?  Have any of you had the cremation discussion in your home?  We had this discussion recently with my Mom when we were making plans for the funeral she will have someday.  It costs a lot less to be cremated than to be buried in a casket; it takes less space as well.  But Mom decided, and I fully respect her decision, that she wanted to be buried rather than cremated.  And part of why we resist the thought of being cremated, I think, is that we’re a little worried that cremation is going to make it harder for God to resurrect us.  I mean, how in the world is God going to make a new me out of a jar of ashes?  Now it makes no logical sense to think being buried in a casket is going to give God more to work with, but that’s just how we think.

 But now think about this.  Don’t you believe as a follower of Jesus that someday God is going to resurrect you physically?  I do.  My family has often kidded that when I die they’re going to cremate me and put me in an Arby’s cup, which if you know me you would agree would be the perfect resting spot for me.  And I have complete faith that God will one day take the ashes from that Arby’s cup and from them make a new me.  But here’s the thing – even though it’s going to be a new me, it’s still going to be me.  In other words, there will be a continuity between who I am now and who I will be when I’m resurrected, just as there was a continuity between Jesus before his death and Jesus after he was raised from death.  When we meet again somewhere over the rainbow you will see a new me and I will see a new you, but it will still be me and you.
And that’s what the Bible teaches us about the new earth.  Yes, God is going to destroy the earth; Peter tells us it will be destroyed with fire, it will in essence be cremated.  But that’s not the end of the earth, any more than my cremation will be the end of me.  God has promised to create a new earth, a fully redeemed earth, but still very much an earth that is in continuity with this earth.
One of the tough questions we who follow Jesus get asked goes something like this: “How could a good God allow so much suffering in this world?  How could he allow that tsunami that took so many lives in Japan?  How could he allow earthquakes and tornadoes and floods?”  Part of our answer to that question is that we live in a fallen world.  When mankind sinned, God pronounced a curse, and he pronounced a curse not only on Adam and Eve and the serpent, he also pronounced a curse on the earth.  In Genesis 3 we read where God said this to Adam: “Cursed is the ground because of you.” (Genesis 3:17)  In the New Testament Paul explains to us that because of the curse all of creation is out of whack, all of creation is in distress, and is waiting along with us for the time when redemption’s work is done.  Here’s how Paul explains it:

The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed.  For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay … We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time. (Romans 8:19-22)  
Someday, because of what Jesus did on the cross, God is going to reverse the curse, and part of what that will entail is the redemption and the renewal of the earth.  The earth has been cursed because of our sin, but God is not going to simply destroy the earth and be done with it, he’s going to redeem it and make it new.  And that’s where we will spend eternity, on a new earth, a redeemed earth, an earth set free from the curse.  Here’s how one well-known theologian explains it:

Because of man’s fall into sin, a curse was pronounced over this creation.  God now sent his Son into this world to redeem that creation from the results of sin.  The work of Christ, therefore, is not just to save certain individuals, not even to save an innumerable throng of blood-bought people.  The total work of Christ is nothing less than to redeem this entire creation from the effects of sin.  That purpose will not be accomplished until God has ushered in the new earth, until Paradise Lost has become Paradise Regained.  (Anthony Hoekema)
That’s what we look forward to – a new heaven and a new earth, an earth where the curse has been reversed and everything ugly and broken is redeemed and remade as something beautiful and whole.  Our God, the Rehab Addict, has no intention of simply tossing aside this world like a piece of garbage.  Our God makes beautiful things, and he will make beautiful things again when he creates a new heaven and new earth for the people he loves to live in and enjoy.
God Will Redeem Our Relationships
But that’s not all that will be redeemed somewhere over the rainbow.  As well as redeeming the earth, God will also redeem our relationships.  This is a theme we’ve seen before in Isaiah, and it’s a theme Isaiah comes back to here in chapter 65, which ends with God speaking these words: “The wolf and the lamb will feed together, and the lion will eat straw like the ox, but dust will be the serpent’s food.  They will neither harm nor destroy on all my holy mountain, says the Lord.” (Isaiah 65:25)  
Those words probably sound familiar to you, if you’ve been with us through this entire series.  We read very similar words back in Isaiah 11, where Isaiah prophesied that someday a shoot from the stump of Jesse – another name for the Messiah – would set right everything that had been made wrong.  Here’s part of what that chapter said life would be like when the Messiah had completed his work of redemption:
The wolf will live with the lamb, the leopard will lie down with the goat, the calf and the lion and the yearling together; and a little child will lead them.  The cow will feed with the bear, their young will lie down together, and the lion will eat straw like the ox.  The infant will play near the hole of the cobra, and the young child put his hand into the viper’s nest.  They will neither harm nor destroy on all my holy mountain … (Isaiah 11:6-9)
Let me say again something I said when we talked about Isaiah 11 – God is more concerned with our relationships with each other than he is with lions and cows and cobras.  The point of these passages isn’t to assure us that our cats and dogs are going to get along in the age to come.  The point of these passages is to assure us that the God who is going to redeem the earth will also redeem our relationships.  
Do any of you have any relationships that could stand to be redeemed?  We all do.  Are there any people that you’re afraid of, in one way or another, people who scare you, like the wolf scares the lamb, like the leopard frightens the goat?  That won’t happen, somewhere over the rainbow.  Those relationships will be completely transformed in the age to come.  We won’t live in fear of each other.  We won’t distrust each other.  We won’t be angry with each other.  Instead, because of the Redeemer, we will be at peace with each other.  We will enjoy being with each other.  

Here’s what I imagine a redeemed relationship will look like.  Have you ever been to a social event and gotten sort of stuck with a person who to you was work to be with?  Maybe they shared none of your interests, but still insisted on telling you everything you never wanted to know about one topic after another, and try as you might you simply could not extricate yourself from the conversation without being impolite.  Or have you ever been in a relationship with a person who sucked the life out of you, whose very presence drained all the energy and joy out of your day?  The scary thing, of course, is that if we can’t think of anyone like that in our lives, it probably means that we’re that person in someone else’s life.

But in the age to come, when the Redeemer has finished his work, those relationships will be completely transformed.  That same person who bored you will be the most interesting person you ever met.  That person who sucked the life out of you will breathe life and joy into you.  The person who frightened you or who angered you or who disappointed you will be the person you can’t wait to spend time with, the person you love with all your heart, the person who makes your day.  If the Redeemer can enable the wolf and the lamb to get along, then I have every confidence that he can enable Republicans and Democrats and Libertarians and all the rest of us to embrace each other with enthusiasm and tenderness.
And let me say something I said a couple of months ago about just this point – if that is what the Redeemer is going to do someday, isn’t it possible that he can do it here and now?  Isn’t it possible that he can redeem our relationships in this place and time so that we can live without fear and without anger and without bitterness, so that we can trust and enjoy and embrace each other now like we are destined to do someday?  Of course he can.  So let’s not give up on each other.  Let’s continue to hope and to pray that God will redeem those broken relationships here and now just as we believe he someday will.

God Will Redeem Our Hearts
And here’s one more thing we look forward to when redemption’s work is done – the day when God will finish the work of redeeming our hearts.  Do you remember the Grinch, the Grinch who stole Christmas?  Here’s how that famous Dr. Seuss story starts:
The Grinch hated Christmas! The whole Christmas season!  Now, please don’t ask why.  No one quite knows the reason.  It could be that his head wasn’t screwed on quite right.  It could be, perhaps, that his shoes were too tight.  But I think that the most likely reason of all may have been that his heart was two sizes too small.
And that’s the problem with every one of us – our hearts are too small.  In biblical terms, we are sinners.  That’s why our relationships get so messed up.  So the only way God can redeem our relationships, no matter which side of the rainbow we’re talking about, is to redeem our hearts.  The only way to transform our relationships is to transform our hearts.  And that’s exactly what God is going to do.  He’s already started the process.  He’s placed his Spirit in us to begin the work of redeeming our sinful natures and transforming us into a holy people.  And someday, when redemption’s work is done, we will not only live in a perfect world – we will be perfect people.  Listen to how Isaiah describes it in chapter 60, with words that John borrows in writing his description of heaven that you’ll find in Revelation 21 and 22:
No longer will violence be heard in your land, nor ruin or destruction within your borders, but you will call your walls Salvation and your gates Praise.  The sun will no more be your light by day, nor will the brightness of the moon shine on you, for the Lord will be your everlasting light, and your God will be your glory.  Your sun will never set again, and your moon will wane no more; the Lord will be your everlasting light, and your days of sorrow will end.  Then will all your people be righteous … (Isaiah 60:18-21)
“Then will all your people be righteous.”  When redemption’s work is done, you will have a new heart.  Do you remember the transformation of the Grinch at the end of Dr. Seuss’ story?  The story tells us that the Grinch’s heart, which was two sizes too small, grew three sizes in all.  The Grinch became a new person; he was transformed, he was redeemed.  And that’s what’s in our future.  In the age to come, all of God’s people will be righteous.  To be righteous means that everything that is wrong with us will be made right. We will be everything we’ve always wanted to be, everything God created us to be.  
And while that day is not here yet, the Redeemer is.  He is here and he is at work, and he wants to work in you.  He is here to redeem your pain and to redeem your hurt and to redeem your mistakes and to redeem your sorrow.  He is here to heal your broken relationships and to resurrect your shattered dreams.  He is here to give you comfort and to give you hope.  There’s a song we sometimes sing, usually around Good Friday, that goes like this: “There is a redeemer, Jesus, God’s own Son. Precious Lamb of God, Messiah, Holy One.  Jesus my redeemer, name above all names, Precious Lamb of God, Messiah, O for sinner’s slain.”  Jesus is the Redeemer, and his fondest desire is to be your Redeemer.  He was slain to redeem you from your sin, and he lives to redeem your heart and your life.  Let’s invite him to finish his work in us, to do whatever he needs to do to redeem our relationships and our hearts.  And if you’ve never done it before, I invite you to make Jesus your redeemer right now.
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