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The gospel lesson comes from The Gospel According to Luke, chapter 21, verses 5 through
36. In this gospel lesson, Jesus talks about the end of the world and why we should not fear it.
Please stand as you are able for the Gospel. From Luke 21, beginning at verse 9, we read in
Jesus’ name.

> And while some were speaking of the temple, how it was adorned with noble stones and
offerings, he said,  “As for these things that you see, the days will come when there will
not be left here one stone upon another that will not be thrown down.” 7 And they asked
him, “Teacher, when will these things be, and what will be the sign when these things are
about to take place?”  And he said, “See that you are not led astray. For many will come
in my name, saying, ‘I am he!” and, ‘The time is at hand!” Do not go after them. ® And
when you hear of wars and tumults, do not be terrified, for these things must first take
place, but the end will not be at once.”

10 Then he said to them, “Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom.
" There will be great earthquakes, and in various places famines and pestilences. And
there will be terrors and great signs from heaven. 2 But before all this they will lay their
hands on you and persecute you, delivering you up to the synagogues and prisons, and
you will be brought before kings and governors for my name’s sake. 2 This will be your
opportunity to bear witness. * Settle it therefore in your minds not to meditate beforehand
how to answer, ¥ for | will give you a mouth and wisdom, which none of your
adversaries will be able to withstand or contradict. 16 You will be delivered up even by
parents and brothers and relatives and friends, and some of you they will put to death.

7Y ou will be hated by all for my name’s sake. '8 But not a hair of your head will perish.
19 By your endurance you will gain your lives.

20“But when you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies, then know that its desolation has
come near. 2! Then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains, and let those who are
inside the city depart, and let not those who are out in the country enter it, 2 for these are
days of vengeance, to fulfill all that is written. 2 Alas for women who are pregnant and
for those who are nursing infants in those days! For there will be great distress upon the
earth and wrath against this people. >* They will fall by the edge of the sword and be led
captive among all nations, and Jerusalem will be trampled underfoot by the Gentiles,
until the times of the Gentiles are fulfilled.

25«And there will be signs in sun and moon and stars, and on the earth distress of nations
in perplexity because of the roaring of the sea and the waves, 26 people fainting with fear
and with foreboding of what is coming on the world. For the powers of the heavens will
be shaken. 2’ And then they will see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with power and
great glory. 2 Now when these things begin to take place, straighten up and raise your
heads, because your redemption is drawing near.”
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29 And he told them a parable: “Look at the fig tree, and all the trees. 3 As soon as they
come out in leaf, you see for yourselves and know that the summer is already near. 3! So
also, when you see these things taking place, you know that the kingdom of God is near.
32Truly, | say to you, this generation will not pass away until all has taken place.

33 Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.

34“But watch yourselves lest your hearts be weighed down with dissipation and
drunkenness and cares of this life, and that day come upon you suddenly like a trap. 3 For
it will come upon all who dwell on the face of the whole earth. 3 But stay awake at all
times, praying that you may have strength to escape all these things that are going to take
place, and to stand before the Son of Man.”

Blessed Lord, You have caused all Holy Scriptures to be written for our learning. Grant that
we may so hear them, read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest them that, by patience and comfort
of Your holy Word, we may embrace and ever hold fast the blessed hope of everlasting life;
through Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen.

You may be seated.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord Jesus Christ.

The world is coming to an end. How do we feel about that? As people redeemed by Jesus’
blood, we might know that we should not be afraid. And even more than not being afraid, we
should be eager and hopeful, “Waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our
great God and Savior Jesus Christ” (Titus 2:13).

However, we may be anxious about it, because we don’t know, exactly, how everything will
go down. From what Jesus says here, the end of this world will not be entirely pleasant. Jesus
speaks of wars, earthquakes, famines, pestilences, and persecution (21:10-12). People will faint
with fear and foreboding (21:26).

And beside the terrors, perhaps we have fallen in love with this world. We may look at our
lives and think, Not yet Jesus; just wait a little bit. Maybe you’re about to graduate high school
or college. Perhaps you are engaged, and you want to get married first. You may be retiring, and
you want to enjoy some of that. Or you want to meet your grandchildren or great-grandchildren.
All of these things are good, but sometimes the good can become the enemy of the best, if it
causes our hearts to love this world more than the world to come.

This world is coming to an end, and we must be ready.

Eschatology, that is, the study of the last things, can be very intriguing. And the intrigue has
led to speculative theories about what certain images or symbols represent. In recent history, and
by that | mean a few hundred years, these speculative theories have abounded. But for most of
Christian history, theologians have relied more on the clear passages, and have taught a simple
eschatology, which is outlined well in the Apostles,” Nicene, and Athanasian Creeds. Jesus will
return to earth in visible, bodily form. All of the dead will be raised. Jesus will judge all
mankind. He will bring his redeemed believers into his new creation, where they will live and
reign in perfection forever, while the devil, his demons, and unbelievers will be cast into
everlasting fire.

Therefore, we should live in readiness, because Jesus can return at any time. Speculative
theories have often fallen into one of two errors. On one hand, they may set a time, either a
specific date or a window, in which they insist Jesus will return. Many have attempted; all have
failed. The opposite error, which is more common, has been to say that Jesus cannot return yet,
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because certain signs have not yet been fulfilled, like the rebuilding of the temple or finding a red
heifer. These are speculative theories, based on specific interpretations of symbols. But Jesus and
his apostles teach us to be ready for his glorious return at any moment.

There are many signs of the end, and the puprose of them is not to chart out when Christ will
appear, but simply to remind us to be looking for his coming. The only thing we are waiting for
is that day when Jesus will descend from heaven on a cloud. You will see it. All people will see
it. Even the dead will see it, because they will be raised from their graves. All believers will
stand with Jesus. He will judge the earth. And he will bring his believers into the new creation.

This reading, like last week’s, occurs during holy week, probably on Tuesday. It is just a few
days before Jesus’ death on Good Friday. The conversation begins as some of Jesus’ disciples
remark about the splendor of the temple. But Jesus prophesies that every stone will be torn down
(21:5-6). They ask Jesus more about this, specifically, about the temple. But Jesus gives them
way more information than they asked for. He also prophesies the destruction of Jerusalem
(21:20) and even of the entire earth (21:33). The destruction of the temple and the city of
Jerusalem came to pass in 70 AD. We are, of course, still waiting for the end of the earth.

Much of what Jesus says is very concerning. He warns of false teachers. There are false
teachers regarding every area of theology, but the last things, or, “eschatology,” is one of the
special areas where Jesus warns us to be especially careful. Christians need to be critical. To
believe in Christ means that there are many other things we cannot and must not believe. There is
only one truth, but a practically infinite number of falsehoods. Christians must be careful and
critical of everything false.

Jesus says that many will say, “I am he!” That is, claiming to be the Christ. Others will say,
“The time is at hand!” Jesus says concerning both claims, “Do not go after them” (21:8). This is
noteworthy. He does not say, “Investigate them carefully.” This is not really the place for
discernment. It is the place for total rejection. If someone claims to be the Christ, or if someone
claims to know when or where Christ will come, do not even consider their argument. Jesus
commands us to reject it. But you might think, What about when Jesus really does come? If |
reject everyone who claims to be the Christ, won't I reject the real Christ? NO, because, when
the real Jesus appears, everyone will see him and everyone will know who he is, even those who
did not believe in him before his appearance. In verse 25 and following, Jesus talks about the
moment of his appearance. People will be fainting with fear and foreboding (21:26). And he
says, “They will see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with power and great glory. Jesus does
not limit it to his disciples who will see him, but he says, “They,” meaning also the unbelievers.
While the rest of the world is in terror at the appearance of Christ, Jesus says to his believers,
“Now when these things begin to take place, straighten up and raise your heads, because your
redemption is drawing near” (21:28). Even if you die first, you will not missit. In 1
Thessalonians 4, Paul says, “The dead in Christ will rise first” (1 Thess. 4:16). When Jesus
comes, you will know it. Dead people will be coming out of their graves. You will see Jesus in a
cloud. Even unbelievers will see him. You will not miss it.

As Jesus teaches about these things, we should pay careful attention to what he tells us to
watch out for, and what he tells us to not worry about. We should be careful to not be led astray
by false teachers. They are a threat, and we should reject them.

Then he goes on to tell of wars, earthquakes, famines, pestilences, and persecution. He even
says, “Some of you they will put to death” (21:16). But he does not tell us to worry about these
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things. Two verses later, he says, “But not a hair of your head will perish” (21:18). We might
wonder how that could be. How could Jesus say that some will be put to death, and then say that
“not a hair of your head will perish.” That seems like a pretty obvious contradiction. The answer
is the resurrection, the redemption of our bodies (Rom. 8:23). “By your endurance you will gain
your lives” (21:19). There is nothing anyone can take from you that God cannot give back in the
resurrection. Remember what Jesus teaches in John 11: “I am the resurrection and the life.
Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, and everyone who lives and believes in
me shall never die”” (John 11:25-26). Jesus does not promise that we will not die in the sense that
our bodies will cease to work. Unless he appears first, that will happen. But Jesus teaches that
death is not really what we think it is. It is not what it looks like. The grave is not permanent.
When our body dies, our spirit lives, and the soul redeemed by Jesus’ blood is gathered to
heaven. Furthermore, when Jesus appears in glory, our bodies will be raised again to live forever.

And just before his appearance, and I don’t know if this is minutes, days, months, or years,
but it seems on the shorter side, “There will be signs in sun and moon and stars, and on the earth
distress of nations in perplexity because of the roaring of the sea and the waves” (21:25). The
world will, understandably, be terrified. But Jesus says the opposite to his disciples. “Now when
these things begin to take place, straighten up and raise your heads, because your redemption is
drawing near.” This sounds so backward, that | want to be really intentional to emphasize this
clearly: when everything seems terrible, when it seems like the whole world is about to be
destroyed, do not fear. Your redemption is near. Raise your heads. Look at the clouds, because
Jesus will come in one of those clouds. You who are redeemed by the blood of Jesus, and who
trust him to forgive your sins, Jesus will bring you through the end of this world and into his new
creation, which will endure forever. So we should not fear the end of this world.

Jesus tells a parable of a fig tree. Nearly any tree will work for this. This is the only
symbolism in this passage, and the meaning is pretty simple. It’s about the signs. In the
springtime, when trees put out their leaves, we know that summer is near, and fruit will grow.
The leaves are signs that make us hopeful. That is how we should look at the signs of Jesus’
glorious appearance. Wars, earthquakes, terrors in the sky, and persecution—we should not
despair when we see these things. We should not fear, because these are the leaves and blossoms
that signal the appearance of our Lord. “Straighten up and raise your heads, because your
redemption is drawing near.”

Scripture uses the word “redemption” to refer to a couple different things. Most often, we
think of Jesus’ death. He was crucified to death in order to pay for our sins. He redeemed us
“with His holy and precious blood and with His innocent sufferings and death” (Matin Luther,
Small Catechism, “The Apostles” Creed”). He paid the price and redeemed us from sin. This
work is complete. “It is finished” (John 19:30). But we are still waiting for the full realization of
this redemption. So Scripture also speaks of the glorious appearance of Christ and the
resurrection of our bodies as our redemption. In Romans 8, Paul calls this “the redemtion of our
bodies” (Rom. 8:23). And this is what Jesus speaks of when he says, “Your redemption is
drawing near.” It is our final redemption. Jesus has redeemed us by his blood, but we are still
waiting for the full realization of that redemption. For now, we are still affected by sin. We are
forgiven, and we know that God does not hold our sins against us in eternity, but while we live in
this world, we are still affected by our sins and the sins others commit against us. We still suffer
pain and illness, which are general effects of sin. So we are still waiting and looking forward to
our final redemption.
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So instead of fearing the disasters that come upon the world, Jesus teaches us to watch
ourselves. Be concerned about your own hearts, because that is where the danger lies. “Watch
yourselves lest your hearts be weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness and cares of this
life” (21:34). “Dissipation” is unrestrained behavior. So it pairs with drunkenness. It’s doing
whatever our sinful hearts lead us to, with no regard for consequences, neither here nor in
eternity. The “cares of this life” are a more subtle temptation, because it blends in seamlessly
with the rest of the world. We have to give some thought to what we will eat, what we will wear,
how we will make a living, and all the other decisions of this world. It’s impossible to not think
about such things. But the temptation is for these to become the things we care about more than
the eternal.

This may be the greatest of all temptations, because it is all around us all the time. We cannot
see the world to come, not yet anyway. But we are confronted with the things of this world
constantly. And it is good and right to work, and eat, and sleep in our beds. The great danger is
that our houses, our cars, our careers, or even our families would take the place of God in our
lives, and we would care more about success here than the Kingdom of God. Then, when we
meet our deaths or Jesus appears in glory, that Day will come upon us like a trap instead of our
redemption.

So do not look to the things that fade, because everything here will be destroyed. But look for
the things that will endure for eternity. Look to your Redeemer, who has redeemed you with his
blood and will redeem your bodies when he appears in glory. And when these things begin to
take place, whenever you see this world falling apart, “Straighten up and raise your heads,
because your redemption is drawing near.” Amen.

“He who testifies to these things says, ‘Surely | am coming soon.” Amen. Come, Lord
Jesus!

“The grace of the Lord Jesus be with [you] all. Amen” (Rev. 22:20-21).



