28 October 2012 : Matthew 24 : 1-14 
And if you thought Matthew 23 and its seven woes was hard going, welcome to the end of the world here in Matthew 24. Once again I’ll try to outline the entire chapter in one sitting … you didn’t have anything planned for the rest of the day, did you? 
I’m not quite sure why the disciples drew attention to the temple buildings in v.1 but I bet they soon wished they hadn’t, as Jesus foretells the destruction of the place Jews regarded as the house of God. In less than 40 years, He was proved right as the Jewish people revolted once too often against the Roman empire and the temple, indeed the whole city of Jerusalem, was trashed. Not till the 6-day war of June 1967, a masterpiece of military derring-do by the Israeli forces against the massively stronger armies of its hostile Arab neighbours, was Jerusalem restored into Jewish hands.

This was not the first time the holiest place in the Jewish religion had been flattened by Israel’s enemies, but the reason was the same. We read in 2 Chronicles 36 :  The Lord, the God of their fathers, sent word to them through his messengers again and again, because he had pity on his people and on his dwelling place. But they mocked God’s messengers, despised his words and scoffed at his prophets until the wrath of the Lord was aroused against his people and there was no remedy. He brought up against them the king of the Babylonians, who killed their young men with the sword in the sanctuary, and spared neither young man nor young woman, old man or aged.
As New Testament people, knowing through Jesus more about the grace of God than the Old Testament writers could ever have dreamed of, our understanding would be subtly different from that. We would see it not as God actively destroying the city or its people, that is simply not His nature, but rather respecting their wish to have nothing to do with Him, His Word, or His ways, and letting them reap the consequences of their choice, which was the withdrawal of His divine protection against powerful foes – and not even the temple, that symbol of Jewish culture and tradition, would be immune.
God is not impressed by big cathedrals, rituals and traditions, the trappings of religious respectability. God doesn’t consider what the world counts grand, stately or dignified. God is perfectly at home with people, however casually dressed, meeting in a field, a house, a school hall, a stadium or a country kirk, as long as our hearts are toward him, ready to take Him at his Word. Acts 10.34 : He is no respecter of persons. The Message version : God plays no favourites! It makes no difference who you are or where you’re from – if you want God and are ready to do as he says, the door is open. Is that you?
What God is looking for is a people receptive to His love, His guidance, His blessing ; a people responsive to His Word, His Spirit, His commission to take the gospel to the world. But if “church” is all show and no substance, no real faith or trust ; if it’s not all about Jesus, who He is, what He has done, what He wants for His people now ; God’s under no obligation to keep it going. What God doesn’t order, God doesn’t need to pay for. If that was true even of the Temple at Jerusalem, it’s true also of the church today.

But it isn’t just the end of the Temple Jesus talks about in this chapter. This is teaching about the end of time itself, and as we see some of the signs of the end-times that Jesus mentions here, it gives us pause for thought. Many deceivers, claiming to be the Christ, the new saviour of the human race. We’ve had a steady stream of those, not least the Rev Sun Myung Moon and his World Unification Church. Remember the Moonies and their mass wedding ceremonies? Well, old Moonie himself died a few weeks ago. And, unlike the real Christ, he has stayed dead. Guess that proves he’s not the real thing, eh?

Wars and rumours of wars, nation rising against nation, and kingdom against kingdom ; famines and earthquakes in various places. Yes, we’re seeing all of that.  V.9 : you will be handed over to be persecuted and put to death, and you will be hated by all nations because of me. Persecution of Christians is a hidden scandal – Christians jailed, even facing the death penalty, on charges of creating illegal groups, participating in a house church service, propagation against the Islamic regime, defaming Islamic holy figures through Christian evangelizing. We know persecution happens in Iran, Pakistan, Egypt.
But not just in those countries. Our own nation is slowly drifting into polite persecution against people who uphold what the Bible says above what society says, especially in the area of marriage. No surprise, then, that Jesus goes on to say that because of the increase of wickedness, the love of most will grow cold. As society becomes more aggressively secular, it’s tempting to keep your head down and go with the flow of what the world says, rather than take a stand for Jesus and what the Word says. 
Not so long ago, churchgoers were respected. Most employers would, all else being equal, take a Christian rather than an unbeliever. It was a matter of trust. Now it’s the other way round. People feel almost bullied into keeping their relationship with Jesus suppressed. That’s sad. All these are, if you like, signs of the times. Almost 2,000 years ago, Jesus said that if you saw these things happening, the clock of destiny was ticking. 
But perhaps the most significant of all is v.14 : this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come. Has that happened? Has the gospel been preached to all nations? Has the Commission Jesus gave the disciples to go into all the world with the Good News been fulfilled? 

Yes, it has, thanks in no small measure to technology, satellite TV and radio, and the internet, carrying the message of new life in Jesus Christ even to places closed to personal evangelism. God-TV, TBN, Daystar etc broadcast the gospel of life and hope, forgiveness and reconciliation, healing and deliverance, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. I’m happy to say that our own wee congregation here sowed our own seed in 2011, as we broadcast on short-wave radio every Sunday for 3 months to Eastern Europe, North Africa and the Middle East, areas notorious for giving the Christian church a hard time. 

There are very few places on this planet, from pole to pole, where the gospel has not been made freely available, where the voice of Jesus has not called out in love and grace : Come to me, all who are weak and heavy-laden and I will give you rest. I will never turn away anyone who comes to me. I will never leave you nor forsake you. 
The Christian church is growing massively in Africa, south-east Asia, and Latin America. Why such a success story there whilst the traditional denominations in traditionally Christian countries are seeing decline? Because in the developing world, as indeed in the Afro-Caribbean churches in the UK, the full gospel, in all its life-giving and life-changing power, with signs and wonders accompanying – just like it was in the New Testament – is being proclaimed faithfully and received gratefully. 
Wherever the full extent of the love and grace of Jesus is made known, people will respond. How can we kick-start the failing churches in this nation? Stop compromising the faith message. Stop watering down the truth in case it offends people. It will! Get used to it. Stop trying to accommodate the touchy-feely anything-goes culture of the age. The Bible says light has no fellowship with darkness. We need to accord people the basic respect and courtesy of telling them the truth of what Jesus said and did and let them make up their own minds, not make patronising assumptions that 21st century people are too sophisticated to accept a 1st century message. It still works just the same.
Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever. The same Jesus that made the blind see, the lame walk, the deaf hear and the sick well, the same Jesus who loved the unlovely and touched the untouchable, the same Jesus who sacrificed His perfect life so that we, in our imperfection, could be declared righteous – is the same Jesus who is Lord and Saviour of the whole world, including the Scottish Borders, in 2012.

It is possible that people will not like our message. It is possible that people will take offence at our message. That does not make it wrong. That does not mean we stop preaching it, or offer a genetically modified version for a PC age. Even Jesus Himself endured rejection and hostility. Why should we expect more courteous treatment?

Jesus goes on to give way too much information about the uncomfortable outworking of the day of the Lord, definitely not for viewing before the 9.pm watershed. One little puzzle. V.34 : I tell you the truth, this generation will certainly not pass away until all these things have happened. What’s that all about? The Greek word translated here as generation actually has a wider meaning, so we can read it : the crazy way the people of this world’s mindset behave will not pass away until all these things have happened.

Jesus says that what is about to happen is a direct consequence of the world’s rejection of Him, the exact same principle we see in Deuteronomy 28 and in Galatians 3.13-14. No surprise there. Faith in Jesus brings the blessing, rejection of Jesus brings the curse. Simple as. It’s clear that this period of distress, known in the trade as The Tribulation, is under way even now. And, not because God is judging man, but because man judges himself by refusing Jesus, it will get worse before it gets better.

Not very comforting … but v.21 tells us that these troubled times will be cut short for the sake of the elect. And V.31 : When Jesus comes back, He will send his angels with a loud trumpet call, and they will gather his elect from the four winds, from one end of the heavens to the other. This is what’s called the Rapture. But who are the elect? Ignore all the wacky loony-tune theories spewed out by off-the-wall sects and cults and listen to the plain truth. The elect are those who have received Jesus’ gift of eternal life.

Here’s how it works. The unbelieving, if-it-feels-good-do-it, me-first and-to-heck-with-you world and its way of thinking is on its way to join smallpox, the dodo, drainpipe trousers,  spam sandwiches and the Bay City Rollers in the dustbin of history.

It will not be a pleasant or pain-free passing, but if you are a believer, you have the promise of Jesus that you’ll be out of here before it all really kicks off. That’s not the most theologically profound nor elegant way of describing the Rapture, but if indeed the Lord decides, while we are still on this earth, that the time has come to wind up the affairs of this world order, we have a promise in writing from Jesus in v.31 that we will be taken safely up to heaven. You can see this also in 1 Thessalonians 4. For us who have given our lives to Jesus as Lord, there is nothing, absolutely nothing, to fear. OK?

Last week at Crailing we studied John 14.2-3, which says : In my Father’s house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you. I am going there to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am. Jesus is coming back for His people.

And so, you may be asking, when? I have no idea. It could be any time now. It could be hundreds of years down the road. Unlike some denominations I could think of, I refuse to speculate. In v.36 Jesus says : No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. Even Jesus didn’t know the date of His second coming, so I certainly don’t and I’m not going to waste time guessing.

But … whether or not we are living in THE definitive “last days”, one thing is sure, we are living in OUR last days. This is OUR one shot at living for Jesus in this weary and battle-scarred world. V.46 : It will be good for that servant whose master finds him doing so when he returns.  This is OUR one opportunity to enjoy and proclaim the Good News of our Lord Jesus Christ and to make a positive impact on the life of others so that they, too, might be encouraged to receive Jesus as Lord and the assurance of life in abundance, to the full, till it overflows, for eternity. Let’s grasp it in both hands.

