The New Heaven(s) and Earth
Before we begin delving into the Bible to discover how God meant for our subject-matter to be compre-hended, we must first recognize that there’s no practical difference between the singular (heaven) and the plural (heavens)—they’re used interchangeably; in fact, depending in part on the version one is us-ing, this is true in nearly every case. Notice the following for examples: The original terms in the Greek version of Genesis 1:1 & 2:1 are both singular in number; however…


~
the King James Version reads “heaven” in 1:1 and “heavens” in 2:1, and…


~
the New King James Version reads “heavens” in both 1:1 and 2:1. Likewise…

There’s also no practical difference among these phrases: “the heavens and the earth” and “the heav-ens and earth” and “heaven and earth.” So, with that behind us…
Let’s do as we’ve been doing in these studies and let the Bible expound upon itself by seeing if we can discover what God’s inspired book teaches us about this language. (Due to time restraints we can’t look at all 40+ cases where this phrase is found, not to mention the 100s of cases where the subjects of this phrase are separated, e.g. Job 20:27, Psa. 96:11, Isa. 44:23, et. al.).
1.
Deuteronomy 31:29—32:1 have Moses saying to Israel, “I know that after my death you will become utterly corrupt and turn aside from the way which I have commanded you. And evil will befall you in the latter days, because you will do evil in the sight of the Lord to provoke Him to anger through the work of your hands.” Then he spoke in the hearing of all the assembly of Israel the words of this song until they were ended: “Give ear, O heavens, and I will speak; and hear, O earth, the words of my mouth.” He used the pronoun “you” 19 times to them throughout this speech. So…

a.
Who does it clearly sound like Moses was addressing? _________________________________

b.
Since the literal heavens and earth don’t have ears, is it possible that the terms “heavens” and “earth” were used by Moses to refer to God’s people Israel (“heavens” referring to their leaders and “earth” referring to the general population)? ________________________________ Then…
2.
Deuteronomy 32:6b has Moses making this reminder: Has God not made and established you? And then in verse 22 he quoted God as saying, A fire is kindled in My anger and shall burn to the lowest hell; it shall consume the earth with her increase and set on fire the foundations of the mountains.

a.
How did God “establish” them (cf. 29:10-13): _______________________________________

b.
Doesn’t verse 22 sound like a declaration of judgment? ________________________________

c.
Does verse 22 sound as if God were being literal? _____________________________________

3.
Psalm 50:4-5 say that God shall call to the heavens from above and to the earth that He may judge His people: “Gather My saints together to Me, those who have made a covenant with Me.”

a.
Are the ideas of covenant, people, and judgment connected to the heavens and earth? _______


b.
Doesn’t it appear as though the Psalmist were using idiomatic language here, language that was being used hundreds of years before between God and Israel back in Deuteronomy? _________
4.
Parts of Isaiah 1:1-4 & 8 read, The vision of Isaiah … which he saw concerning Judah & Jerusalem…. Hear, O heavens, and give ear, O earth! For the Lord has spoken: “I have nourished and brought up children, and they have rebelled against Me….” Alas, sinful nation…. So the daughter of Zion is left … a besieged city. (An interesting side-note: Isaiah is like a miniature Bible: the first 39 chapters [the OT has 39 books] are filled with declarations of judgment, while the last 27 chapters [the NT has 27 books] are filled with declarations of hope by the coming of the Messiah.)

a.
Are the ideas of God, His people, Jerusalem, & judgment connected with heavens & earth? ____

b.
Doesn’t it appear as though Isaiah was using idiomatic language here? ____________________
5.
Isaiah 13:13 has God saying, I will shake the heavens, and the earth will move out of her place, in the wrath of the Lord of hosts and in the day of His fierce anger.


a.
Is the idea of judgment connected with the heavens and earth here? _____________________


b.
Do you believe that God was speaking literally here? ____________________________ If not…


c.
Since this was a statement made in reference to God’s judgment against Babylon, isn’t it prob-able that God was using figurative language to describe the thorough change in or even removal of Babylon? ______ (Even we refer to “Shaking the very foundations of society.” Cf. Isa. 14:16.)

6.
Isaiah 48:12-14a have God saying, Listen to Me, O Jacob and Israel, My called: I am He, I’m the First, I’m also the Last. Indeed My hand has laid the foundation of the earth, & My right hand has stretch-ed out the heavens; when I call to them, they stand up together. All of you, assemble yourselves.

a.
Are the ideas of God and a/His people connected with heavens and earth here? _____________

b.
Doesn’t it again sound as though God were using heavens and earth figuratively? ___________
7.
Isaiah 51:13a & 16 have God saying to His people, You forget the Lord your Maker, who stretched out the heavens and laid the foundations of the earth…. I have put My words in your mouth; I have covered you with My hand that I may plant the heavens, lay the foundations of the earth, and say to Zion, “You are My people.”

a.
Are the ideas of God, His Word, His people, and a covenant connected with the ideology of God creating a heavens and earth? ____________________________________________________

b.
In verse 16, doesn’t God describe making Israel His covenant people as His creating the heav-ens and the earth? __________________
_______________________________________ So…

c.
Since this language is obviously figurative, describing God’s relationship to Israel, shouldn’t we 
at least seriously consider this interpretation in other similar contexts? ______________ Thus…

* In Summary: We find God, His Word, a people, a covenant, and judgment all being connected with 
   the heavens and earth. Two more OT passages, this time prophetic passages concerning the NT:
8.
Isaiah 65:17-19, after painting a dismal picture of judgment against Israel, has God foretelling, Be-hold, I create new heavens and a new earth; and the former shall not be remembered or come to mind. But be glad and rejoice forever in what I create; for behold I create Jerusalem as a rejoicing and her people a joy. I will rejoice in Jerusalem and joy in My people; the voice of weeping shall no longer be heard in her. (By the way, in this context is found the ideas of the Jews filling up the mea-sure of their sin [v. 7] and of the wolf and the lamb feeding together [v. 25].)

a.
Since the old heavens and earth (“the former”) would be superseded by a new heavens and earth, and since the context is about what would occur on Earth not in Heaven, then should we con-clude that this new heavens and earth here is literal or figurative? ________________________

b.
Does this prophecy teach that a new Jerusalem would be included in this revolution? _________


c.
Doesn’t all this imply a new people and a new covenant between them and God? ____________
9.
Isaiah 66:22a has the Lord saying, The new heavens and the new earth which I will make shall [un-like the old heavens and old earth] remain before Me.


a.
Are the new heavens and new earth literal or figurative? _______________________________

b.
Is this new heavens and new earth covenant-people to have an end like the old? ____________
10.
Joel 2:30 & 3:16-17 have God prophesying: I will show wonders in the heavens and in the earth…. The Lord will roar from Zion and utter His voice from Jerusalem; the heavens and earth will shake; but the Lord will be a shelter for His people and the strength of the children of Israel. So you shall know that I am the Lord your God, dwelling in Zion My holy mountain. Then Jerusalem shall be holy, and no aliens shall ever pass through her again. Similarly…
11.
Haggai 2:6 has the Lord prophesying again, saying, I will shake heaven and earth, a prophecy that we’ll get back to momentarily. Now…
* With all we’ve read and learned from the Old Testament, let’s consider the New Testament, written 
   by the same God and also to His people:
12.Matthew 5:18 has Jesus saying, Assuredly I say to you, till heaven and earth pass away, one jot or one tittle will by no means pass from the Law till all is fulfilled. Another way to put this can be found in the New Century Version: I tell you the truth, nothing will disappear from the law until heaven and earth are gone. Not even the smallest letter or the smallest part of a letter will be lost until every-thing has happened. In other words, Jesus was saying that the law wouldn’t be fulfilled until heaven & earth were gone; or, to put it another way, the law prophesied of the removal of the old covenant, therefore it couldn’t be fufilled until that removal occurred. So…

a.
If “heaven and earth” are literal here, then wouldn’t that mean that the law of Moses is still in effect today? ________ Do you believe the law of Moses is still in effect? _________________

b.
If you don’t believe the law of Moses is still in effect today, then shouldn’t you conclude that “heaven and earth” here are figurative since they still exist literally? _________________  So…

c.
Wouldn’t it be logical to assume that the phrase “heaven and earth” has reference to whatever the Jews (to whom Jesus was speaking) always thought of in such a context? ____________ Thus…

d.
Wasn’t Jesus referring to the existence of old covenant things such as physical Israel with her cherished city and temple? _______________________________________________ After all…

e.
Wasn’t Jesus, in this Sermon on the Mount (as it’s called), contrasting what they used to hear with what He was now teaching (cf. vv. 22, 28, 32, 34, 44)? ____________________________
13.
Matthew 24:35 has Jesus saying, Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words will by no means pass away.


a.
Wasn’t this context about physical Israel’s city and temple (cf. 23:37—24:34)? __________ So…

b.
Wasn’t Jesus essentially doing the same thing here as in Matthew 5, viz. contrasting what that heavens and earth represented to them (i.e. Moses’ teachings) with His teachings? __________
14.
Acts 2:16 & 19 have Peter telling his Jewish audience at Pentecost that what we read earlier from Joel (# 10 above) was beginning to be fulfilled in their time.
15.
Ephesians 1:10 & 3:15 have Paul saying that in the dispensation of the fullness of the times God would gather together in one all things in Christ, both which are in heaven and which are on earth—in Him…. [And in Him] the whole family in heaven and earth is named. So…

a.
As we’ve seen, it takes a covenant to make/create a people of God, and God prophesied that His Son would be that covenant in Isaiah 42:6: I will give You as a covenant to the people.

b.
Don’t you see how heaven and earth are brought together in Christ and how such a phrase can be used in a figurative sense for all that’s involved in our reconciliation to God? _____________ (It’s sort of like our saying, “My whole world came crashing down.”)
16.
Colossians 1:16 & 19-20 have Paul saying that By Christ all things were created that are in heaven & that are on earth…. All things were created through Him and for Him…. It pleased the Father … to reconcile all things to Himself by Christ, whether things on earth or things in heaven, having made peace through the blood of His cross. (Here are some more verses about how people can be “created” into or for something or someone: Deu. 32:6, Psa. 102:18, Eph. 2:10, 15, 4:24, & Col. 3:10.)

a.
Did Jesus shed His blood to reconcile animals, plants, and dirt to Him? _________ If not, then…

b.
Isn’t the phrase “all things in heaven and on earth” referring to people? _______________ So…

c.
Don’t you see how heaven and earth are brought together in Christ and how such a phrase can be used in a figurative sense for all that’s involved in our reconciliation to God? _____________
17.
Hebrews 1:10-12 have Paul quoting Psalm 102:25 & Isaiah 51:6: You, Lord, in the beginning laid the foundation of the earth, and the heavens are the work of Your hands; they will perish, but You remain; and they will all grow old like a garment; like a cloak You will fold them up, and they will be changed. Then, if it wasn’t clear enough that he had the OT covenant world in mind, later in 8:13 he quoted God as prophesying through Jeremiah, “A new covenant,” He has made the first obsolete. Now what is becoming obsolete and growing old is ready to vanish away. Besides, listen to more of the context of Psalm 102: verse 18 says, This is written for the generation to come, that a people yet to be created may praise the Lord; and verse 28 says, The children of Your servants will continue, and their descendents will be established before You. (A people is “established” via a covenant.)
18.
Hebrews 12:26-28, after referring to Jesus as the Mediator of the New Covenant, bring Haggai 2:6 as well as Isaiah 65 & 66 to mind: He has promised, saying, “Yet once more I shake not only the earth, but also heaven.” Now this, “Yet once more,” indicates the removal of those things that are being shaken as of things that are made, that the things which cannot be shaken may remain. Therefore … we are receiving a kingdom which cannot be shaken.

a.
Do you believe that the New Covenant has been instated and that we’re under it now? _______


b.
Since it’s agreed that the “new heavens and new earth” of Isaiah 65 & 66 are a reference to a new covenant between God and people that would remain, should there be any doubt that this “heavens and earth” concept (here in Hebrews, near the end of the Bible) is a reference to God’s creation of a new people by means of a new covenant? ________________________________


c.
Note the present tense: when Paul was writing this letter, things were currently being shaken up.

19.
Let’s read Second Peter 3:1-13.

a.
Since Peter said (v. 1) that he was writing about the same thing he wrote of in his first letter, and since he wrote about the destruction of Judaism in that letter (4:5, 7, & 17), doesn’t his usage of “heavens and earth” here (esp. in vv. 5-7) imply that he had the old covenant in mind? ______


b.
Since when Peter spoke of the “new heavens and new earth” he said it was according to God’s promise (v. 13), and since the only place in the entirety of Old Testament promises where God promised a “new heavens and new earth” is found in Isaiah 65—66, and since it’s agreed that those chapters are about God’s creation of a new people by means of a new covenant, then doesn’t that imply that Peter was talking about the establishment of a new covenant and there-fore a new people when he employed the phrase “new heavens and new earth” here? ________


c.
Especially after such a usage for hundreds of years in such contexts, do we have the right to liter-alize the meaning of this Jewish language (by a Jew to Jews, incidentally [1 Pet. 1:1-2])? _____
20.
Let’s read Revelation 20:11—21:7, applying all that we’ve learned.

[Tony E. Denton, 10/08.]

