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LUKE 21:5-19  Faithful to the end!  ADVENT 1
Do you have someone who to you is a hero of the faith?  Maybe you admire someone like Billy Graham or Mother Teresa. Or maybe you have a hero from another age – someone like Martin Luther or Charles Wesley.  One of my heroes in the faith is Polycarp – which I might have told you before.  We have a little dog who bears his name – Polly for short.


Polycarp was the Bishop of Smyrna (today known as Izmir), a city on the west coast of Turkey. In the book of Revelation, the letters to the "seven churches in Asia" at the beginning include a letter to the church in Smyrna, which identifies it as a church undergoing persecution. 

Polycarp is said to have known the Apostle John, and to have been instructed by him in the Christian faith. Polycarp was in his eighties, when he was denounced to the government, arrested, and tried on the charge of being a Christian. When the magistrate urged him to save his life by cursing Christ, he replied: "Eighty-six years I have served him, and he never did me any wrong. How can I blaspheme my King who saved me?" The magistrate was reluctant to kill a gentle old man, but he had no choice. 

So Polycarp was sentenced to be burned. The fire was lit and shortly afterwards a soldier stabbed Polycarp to death by order of the magistrate. I suspect that was an act of mercy on the magistrate’s part. His friends gave his remains honorable burial, and wrote an account of his death to other churches. 

Polycarp is remembered throughout Christian history as someone who remained faithful to his Lord, even in the face of death.

The most difficult time for any of us in our Christian walk is when evil seems to overcome us, or when the circumstances of our life bring us down and God seems to fade into the background.  It’s not hard to begin to think that God is either totally powerless, or that he has abandoned us.  But neither is the case!

In today’s New Testament reading we see something of this continual conflict between good and evil.  In this narrative, we’re moving into the final week of Jesus’ ministry, and Jesus and the disciples are at the temple in Jerusalem. 
Most of us have no idea how magnificent the Temple was in Jesus’ day.  It was 15 stories high for a start – beautifully decorated with gold and precious stones.  We go “Ooh – Aah in the nave of a beautiful Cathedral  - two or three stories high at best.  Think of looking up into 15 stories of space!  There were people in the temple doing just that – OOH -  AAH – isn’t it beautiful!

Jesus didn’t share their enthusiasm – but used the opening to warn them about the trials that were to come, and to encourage them to remain faithful to the end.

“See all this?” said Jesus. And they would have gazed around them in absolute awe and wonder….. “The time is coming when NOT ONE STONE will remain on another.  They’ll all be thrown down.”  

Imagine their reaction!    They’d have been horrified, wouldn’t they?  
“When’s this going to happen?”  They asked.  Natural question. And then, “What signs will we see?”  In other words – how will we know it’s coming?

Jesus followers had obviously tied together the destruction of the Temple that Jesus was talking about, with the end of the world, which Jesus had also taught them about.

In answering their question, Jesus certainly linked the two events – but they were not simultaneous. And if we remember that, this passage is not quite so confusing. We know from history that the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem happened in AD 70. But the destruction of the temple would be only part of what was to follow, before Jesus finally returned.

The first thing Jesus warned them about was not to expect the end right away.  He told them that there would me many false Messiahs who would come, claiming to be the Saviour of the world.

One writer has estimated that in the last 50 years, there have been at least 1100 known and publicised false Messiahs – and I’m sure that there have been many more than that.  The devil is always at work to try and deceive the people of God.

Evil will most certainly mark the course of the “last days” –which are the days from the time of Christ’s birth until his return.  Evil will only finally be overthrown in the age to come.  

Look at the things Jesus lists:

· Wars and revolutions
· Great earthquakes, famines and pestilences
· Cosmic events – signs in the heavens
· Treachery at the hands of those even those we love and trust most
· Persecution – arrest, imprisonment and death.
There are some who have taken passages like as this one – there are parallel passages in Matthew and Mark- and have tried to create a chronological time line of events, thus trying to predict when Christ will return.  You may be familiar with the many attempts of the Jehovah’s Witnesses to do this.  There was even one prediction where some passionately believed that Jesus would return in Australia – and that he would come through the Heads at Balmoral Beach in Sydney. There were those who even sold their homes and possessions and set up a vigil on the beach.  Of course they were disillusioned.

These things have been with us from the beginning.  Because evil has been among us from the beginning.  They will be with us until the end – though it seems they will certainly increase in intensity towards the end.

But God has not abandoned us to evil. 
The Son of God has brought the life and power of the Kingdom of God into History.  The love of Jesus, through his people has brought light and life into much of the horror and evil of this age.  Think about the end of slavery in England.  Think about the Mother Theresa’s of the world. Think about the aid agencies bringing help to poverty-stricken and war torn countries. The mission of proclaiming the message of God’s love has been entrusted to his disciples – to us.  - But our mission has not gone unchallenged.  

We take the Gospel of Christ into all the world but only do so in the context of the same struggle with the powers of evil that sent Jesus to his death.  At the end, the hatred of the world for God’s Good News will find expression in a last convulsive persecution that will nearly destroy the church.  But it will be new only in its intensity.  It has always been there – throughout history!

In the end – God’s Kingdom will come, and he’ll vindicate his people. We’ll be proved right
Of course it’s hard to imagine in Australia that we will ever have to face imprisonment or persecution because of our faith – although you never know -  but we are still called to remain faithful.  Though there may not be overt, physical persecution, there are many things that surround us on a day to day basis, which vie for our allegiance to Jesus.  
· We remain faithful by not compromising. 
· We remain faithful by not denying Jesus either by the way we live or the things we say. 
· We remain faithful by hanging in there when our faith takes a beating because of adverse circumstances.  
· We remain faithful by taking a stand against evil and injustice wherever we see it.

It sounds daunting, doesn’t it? But we need to remember that while we remain here, in the midst of all this struggle and evil, we have the assurance that Jesus is with us.  Remember he said “Lo I am with you always, unto the end of the age.”  And “I will never leave you nor forsake you.”  He’s in there with us.  

If we are finding life difficult to bear, Jesus promises to walk the journey with us. If we find ourselves persecuted and called to defend our faith – he will give us the words to say.
In the final analysis Jesus exhorts us, “Not a hair of your head will perish.  By standing firm you will gain life!”   By saying we will not perish, he isn’t necessarily talking about physical protection, as there have been people martyred for their faith throughout history, and the same passage warns us that some of us will be put to death – but ultimately, in the eternal scheme of things, we belong to Jesus, and nothing, NOTHING can separate us from his love.  NOTHING will take from us our eternal life, if we remain faithful to him.

Evil will never have the last word.  It won’t have the last word in history, and it doesn’t need to have the last word in our own personal struggles with evil.

This week, In a church magazine I subscribe to, I came across this little piece:

"Since Sept. 11, 2001, only 238 American citizens have been killed in terrorist attacks, and most of those were in incidents on foreign shores. By contrast, during the same period, 293 Americans were killed when furniture fell on them."    
             -- Richmond Times-Dispatch editorial, November 18, 2012

 

“As we swing into Advent, there is a whole universe of reasons to be anxious, to be afraid, if we succumb to it.”(He then goes on to cite the signs given in our reading this morning)…
  

He then comments, “However, as I heard a friend and fellow pastor say this morning, ‘If you've already died, then you don't have to be afraid of death.’ " 

 

What the pastor meant was, if we have died to self – that is, to our ego, and our self-centred lifestyles, and our life is hid with Christ in God, then we can trust God in every circumstance. We have no need to be afraid. 
And so, we are called to remain faithful, no matter what the circumstances – but God does not ask us to do it alone. He will never abandon us.  He is with us, in us and around us, and as we trust our lives to him, and as we support one another, like Polycarp, we will find we have the courage and strength to stand firm to the end, and inherit the crown of life he has kept for us.

Let us pray
