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Sermon for Trinity 26 (November 16), 2008
Text: Matthew 24:23-31 (Gospel for the Day)

If we look at most of the world's major religions, such as Buddhism or Hinduism or Confucianism, we find that their notion of time and of history is a cyclical one.  Things happen in cycles, and the cycles repeat over and over and over.  
This is also the view of time and of history by the modern secular point of view, which often claims to have science behind it.

But the Christian view of time and of history is linear.  There is a beginning to history, and there will also be an end of history.  History will not be endless cycles.  Christians did not invent this linear view of time, but adopted it from the Jews and the Hebrew faith the Old Testament.  
The Jews at the time of Jesus were very concerned about the end of time.  The Old Testament prophets called this the Day of the Lord.  The Jews at the time of Jesus believed that God would send a special representative to usher in this event.  This representative was named “Messiah,” or “anointed one,” which is rendered “Christ” in Greek.  The Jews even had a special kind of literature devoted to the end times, called apocalyptic.  Some of this literature made it into the Hebrew Bible, in books like Daniel, but most of it did not.  

We can see this very common Jewish concern for the end of time in our Gospel reading for today from St. Matthew, chapter 24.  Jesus has just spent a lot of time in the temple at Jerusalem, teaching his disciples and denouncing the false and corrupt religion of the Pharisees.  As he leaves the temple precinct, his disciples point to the magnificent buildings that made up the Temple.  It had been beautified by King Herod the Great into one of the seven great wonders of the ancient world.  And Jesus said to his disciples, “Do you see all this?  It’s all going to be destroyed within your lifetime.”
Well, this was simply unimaginable.  It would be like someone saying to us, every magnificent building in Manhattan, along with the Capitol and the great federal buildings in Washington, DC are going to be wiped out.

But what Jesus foretold to his disciples regarding the destruction of the temple and of Jerusalem itself came to pass some 40 years later.  In A.D 70 the Romans, tired of the rebellion and trouble of the Jews, after laying siege to the city of Jerusalem burned the city to the ground, killed all the inhabitants, and completely destroyed the temple.
For us Christians, all of human history be divided into two periods: the time before Christ, or B.C., and the time after Christ, anno domini, the year of our Lord.  The time before Christ was a period of preparation in which God patiently and painstakingly got the Hebrew people ready and prepared for the incarnation, and God the Word becoming a human being and living in the world.  as one of us.  Jesus Christ ushered in the kingdom of God, or the rule of God, but that rule of God has not yet been finalized and brought to consummation.  Instead, that consummation will occur when Jesus returns as king and judge at the end of time.
So Christians live between two ages, or eras: the era of the inauguration of the kingdom, and the era of the consummation of the kingdom.  The kingdom of God has come, but it has not been finalized.  And this is partly why we pray, in the prayer that Jesus himself taught us, thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.
But for non-Christians, those who do not know the Lord Jesus Christ and the holy catholic faith, the Messiah has not come, and so the temptation is to try and set up an earthly paradise and to look for and rally around a secular Messiah.  This is partly what Jesus was warning against in today’s Gospel when He said that there would be those who would say, “Lo, here is Christ.”  Don’t believe them, Jesus said, for when I come back, it will be in such an obvious way that there will be no doubt whatsoever regarding who I am.  The nations of the earth will behold Jesus and see Him coming in the clouds with power and great glory.  To quote the magnificent words of the Charles Wesley hymn, 
Every eye shall now behold Him

Robed in dreadful majesty;

Those who set at naught and sold Him,

Pierced and nailed Him to the tree,

Deeply wailing, deeply wailing, deeply wailing,

Shall the true Messiah see.

As Christians, we need to live in a state of readiness, hope, and preparation for when the Lord comes back.  Jesus said, “Watch ye, for ye know not when the master of the house cometh; at even, or at midnight, or at the cock-crowing, or in the morning: lest coming suddenly he find you sleeping” (Mk 8:35-36).  He will come at a time when we least expect it.  So let us not tarry and waste the precious time the Lord has given us, but rise up and do all the things that faithful servants of the Lord Jesus Christ should be doing.
