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                       Luke 21 25-36.



For those of you who are not over enamoured with the sporting analogies that I sometimes employ, here is one from one of my other interests, gardening. Spring is just around the corner! Something to remind ourselves of as the winter starts to set in and the nights are long and the weather gloomy. How can I be so confident? Well, a couple of weeks ago I planted out the bulbs that I had carefully lifted earlier in the year. They went into the tubs that we have got in front of our window. Little green shoots had started to appear at the tip of the bulbs, a promise that new growth would follow in a short time. They will soon be starting to push through the compost and it won’t be too long before they are a riot of colour, heralding the spring. Jesus uses a similar analogy in the passage we heard read from Luke’s gospel, where he talks about the buds appearing on the fig tree, promising that summer cannot be far behind. The appearance of the shoots is a guarantee of what will follow.


Today is Advent Sunday, the start of the Church’s year, the promise of Christmas; a time when we look back in celebration to the coming into the world as a tiny baby of Jesus the Son of God. But Advent is more than this; it is a time when we look forward as well as back; when we are reminded that this same Son of God will come again. His first coming was in frailty, in humility, in vulnerability. His second coming, will be with power and in great glory.


Our passage this morning is part of a section that starts at verse 5 of chapter 21. Jesus and the disciples were in the temple in Jerusalem, and some of the disciples commented about how splendid the Temple was. Jesus took the opportunity to teach them how to cope in the coming days when he would no longer be with them in the flesh. He started be telling them, that the Temple, fine as it was, will be totally destroyed, an event that took place in AD 70, when the Roman armies put down the Jewish rebellion. The disciples naturally wanted to know more, to know times and dates. Jesus followed up his initial comment with  much fuller teaching about future events, going beyond the events surrounding the destruction of Jerusalem, to include world events, culminating in his coming again. He concluded with helpful advice about how to live in the meantime.


Looking back at the sermons I have given on this topic, I have preached several times in the recent past on this particular Sunday in the Church’s year, not from this particular passage, but the parallel ones in the gospels of Mark and Matthew. I don’t want to go over ground that I have already covered, but if you want to hear more about the Temple in Jerusalem, about why it is that the second coming of Jesus is apparently delayed and the applications of the teaching to the matters that were relevant to us as a Church over the past few years, then I will be happy to supply you with a copy of what I said then. For today, I want simply to concentrate on the passage that we heard read.


The passage splits neatly into three parts. The first section, verses 25 to 28, tell us plainly that Jesus will come again. That coming will be a one off, clearly observed, and global  event. All the things that Jesus has mentioned in the previous section about the destruction of Jerusalem, about wars, famine, pestilence and the persecution of the Church, will be brought to a climax in his return in power and glory. All will see him. For those who have not acknowledged him in this life, there will be no place to hide or escape his judgement. For those who have acknowledged him in this life, his coming is something to look for and welcome. Those who are his will recognise that he is fulfilling his promise and will raise their heads and stand tall, for he is their Saviour and Lord.


The second coming is important. If you were to measure the importance of a teaching or Christian doctrine by the number of times that it was mentioned in the Bible, then the second coming would top the list, certainly in the New Testament. Someone once told me, that if you were to open your New Testament at random, then somewhere on those two pages you would find a reference to the return of Jesus. Try it later, not just at this precise moment. Why is it so important that the writers of the New Testament see fit to mention it so often? As a subject, it has often led to a lot of speculation and has been an issue that has divided Christians and wasted a lot of time and energy that could have usefully been employed elsewhere. We have to take it seriously, because Jesus clearly did so. He didn’t want his disciples, both the ones he spoke to in person, and those of us who are of later generations, to be in any doubt about what would happen in the future. He didn’t give an exact timetable, but enough to enable us to live effectively for him in a world that is going its own way and is ripe for judgement. All the things that we see happening that would leave us confused, worried and perplexed without the teaching of Jesus, we can understand as signs. I would put into that category recent events in our own town and county. That is not to say that we are insulated from world events, or not concerned at the suffering that so many experience, and we may experience ourselves, but that they are put into a context and pattern. They remind us that Jesus is coming again. We can walk tall as Christians. “Now when these things begin to take place, straighten up and raise your heads, because your redemption is drawing near.” 


Verses 29 to 33 are a simple parable and a rather puzzling application of that parable. The parable is easy enough to grasp. Things that happen are often heralded by a prior event. My bulbs, hidden in the ground, have leaves poking through, or very soon will have. Spring will follow in a riot of colour. The one tells of the other. The events that Jesus has told the disciples about are like those green shoots and like the buds on the fig tree. They herald and foretell what is to follow, the second coming of Jesus. The kingdom of God is near, verse 31. But then Jesus complicates things a little by adding the words of verse 32. “Truly, I say to you, this generation will not pass away until all has taken place.” Scholars have debated the meaning of the verse. Some have concluded that Jesus thought that his coming again would happen very soon, within the lifetime of the disciples. This is difficult to square with the comment by Jesus in the parallel passage in Mark ch 13 verse 32, where he says “Concerning that day or that hour, no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.” The most likely explanation is that Jesus is referring to the generation of the Gentiles, a looking back to verse 24. The Temple will fall, ushering in the times of the Gentiles and the growth and development of the Church, and the Church will be around until Jesus comes again. Verse 33 tell us clearly that what Jesus says has power and authority, his words will be around when the present order of things is wound up. We do well to take note of them; they are a firm foundation upon which to base our lives.

We are living at present in the in-between time, after the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, but before his coming in glory. The kingdom of God is among us, by God’s Spirit, but is not yet fully revealed. We live by faith and not by sight. In terms of the parable, the shoots are there for all to see, the promise is clear, but the full flowering is yet to come. The baton has passed from God’s chosen nation, the Jews, to God’s chosen people, the Church. It is our responsibility and privilege to represent and demonstrate what God is like, to the world. This is the way that God has chosen to reveal himself in this in-between time. How seriously do we take this teaching of Jesus, his words, as he says in verse 33? One of the themes of the teaching from last week is the idea of truth. Pilate, in his discussion with Jesus, asks “What is truth?” This is a very modern question. For most of our contemporaries, truth is what you make it. If it is true for you, then that is fine. I may have a different truth, but that is also fine. Jesus has none of this.  His statement to Pilate that prompted Pilate’s question, is “I have come into the world to beat witness to the truth. Everyone who is of the truth listens to my voice.” Elsewhere, Jesus states, “I am the way, the truth and the life.” The teaching of Jesus was true in 33AD, it was true when this island was being evangelised 1000 years ago, it is true today and will continue to be true when this present order of creation has passed away and been superseded by the renewed heaven and earth promised in Revelation. His teaching is the truth, not one truth among many. Now this has implications for how we relate to the people around us who do not share that view, who may hold to a different truth, or who have the modern understanding that truth is relative. We have to tread the path of grace and humility but not compromise the truth that Jesus has revealed in his word. Our society no longer accepts the Christian view as being the default position, which was the case in the fifties when I grew up. The press has picked up on the stories of Christians who are censured for wearing a cross, or for offering to pray with someone who is terminally ill, or who are unwilling to accept same-sex partners in their boarding house. That is the arena where we are now called to live out the truth of Jesus’ words. As I said, it will need grace but also courage and the equipping of the Holy Spirit if we are to stand firm in the faith.


Jesus concludes his words to the disciples on these things with verses 34 to 36. “Watch yourselves” is his advice. Don’t abuse your bodies. He uses the examples of dissipation and drunkenness, both of which mean that we are not alert and focussed on what Christ calls us to be and do. Don’t be weighed down with the cares of life, displaying a lack of trust in the daily provision that God has promised to his servants. The second coming of Jesus will happen in an instant and will be a truly global event. Jesus encourages his disciples to be alert, stay awake, not in the sense of never going to sleep physically, but having an awareness that we are in his hand and at the centre of his love and care at all times. We settle down to sleep physically, with the assurance of his presence. Prayer is vital for the Christian, in the midst of all sorts of trial and difficulty. Jesus has outlined what will happen in the time between his resurrection and his coming again. Those around at the time of the destruction of Jerusalem, in particular, will see great suffering. Since that time, there have been wars, famines, earthquakes, tsunamis, persecutions on an even greater scale. Look at the literature published by the Barnabas Trust if you doubt that the Church is being persecuted in our day. At the personal level, we all have to face illness, bereavement and the knowledge of our own frailty and mortality. Prayer is the antidote to all these and the sure knowledge that those who are in Christ will be able to stand firm before the Son of Man, Jesus.


Jesus says that the day of his coming will be like a trap. The poor mouse searching for food, comes upon the cheese, little suspecting the terrible fate that awaits it when the trap is sprung. Many people will be like that mouse on the day of his coming, unaware of what is to happen, unprepared to meet their maker. If they think about eternity at all, then they assume that God is  benevolent and will simply ignore or overlook their disobedience and their pride, their neglect and failure to acknowledge his call upon their lives. There is only one way to be right with the Holy God, and that is by putting our faith and trust in Jesus. For the truth is that he died in our place and on our behalf when he was nailed to the cross. “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree… By his stripes you have been healed” are the words of Peter, one of his disciples. Are we ready, prepared, to greet the returning Jesus when he comes again, or will that day come upon us as a terrible and tragic surprise?

