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So, when you get a new book—one that you have really been looking forward to—do you ever take a peak at that last page, just so you know where you are going to end up? Anyone?


This Sunday is the Sunday we skip to the end of the whole book—the end of the whole shebang, and take a peak at where we are all going.  Even though it is the first Sunday of the Church calendar, it is also the Sunday where we dwell on what things are going to look like when everything is said and done.


It’s kind of a strange concept to start by talking about the ending. Personally, I have never been one of those people who skips to the end of the book first, but I can see the attraction. I mean, what if we were able to sort of skip to the end of our own stories right now? What if we could just fast-forward a few years to see where all this strife and panic about the economy ended up? Or what if we could just glimpse a little further down the line and have some kind of a firm idea of whether or not that promotion is coming or whether that relationship is going to work out? What if I could see when baby Grace would actually start sleeping through the night? Wouldn’t it give us all just a little bit of peace of mind to just have a little bit more knowledge about what God has in store for us?


There is a strong temptation for us to know everything that is coming, because maybe if we knew, we could just prepare a little more. Maybe if we knew ahead of time, we could be ready for what the world would throw at us. But, when I read what Jesus says about the apocalypse this morning… well…I am thinking most of us would want to skip back to the beginning and pretend we didn’t read that last page.


I mean, what’s all this about “desolating sacrilege,” and “woe to those who are pregnant or nursing infants,” or “for in those days there will be suffering, such as has not been from the beginning of the creation that God created until now, no, and never will be.”  I mean, come on! Jesus, you’re sort of sucking the fun out of peeking into the future bit. 


Unfortunately, when we look to the end of our book—to the end of scripture, we often come away with the picture looking a little bleak, if not downright terrifying. You’ve got beasts and four horsemen of the apocalypse in Revelation, you’ve got dragons and furnaces in Daniel, and even when Jesus—meek, mild, comforting, saving Jesus—even when Jesus talks about things to come, it sure seems like there is a whole lot of war and famine and disaster.


My guess is, that it’s stuff like that, which keeps us out of the apocalyptic literature in the Bible most of the time. We start reading and get so overwhelmed by all this nastiness, that we quickly flip the pages back to the good stuff. Not so fun skipping to the end of this book.


What’s worse, Christians today are often just as bad, if not worse, at casting a gloomy picture of things to come. I have tried again and again to read the “Left Behind,” series—just to know what’s in them, but I can’t make it through the first couple of chapters—let alone skip to the end of that book—eww! Let’s just say, I really don’t care for those books, or the kind of images our culture has painted about what the supposed Christian End of Days looks like. We have turned the end of Christian scripture into a horror story.


Yes, the picture painted in the beginning of this passage from Mark is nasty—but guess what—so is the world we live in. Have you been watching the news lately? And take a second to look around you: famines, check; wars, check; disasters, check; beasts, well if we consider congress—check. We are already in the midst of all that nastiness.


I am sure you’re sitting there thinking—wait, is the pastor about to start proclaiming we’re in the end times? If he is, I’m leaving. Let me reassure you, I am not proclaiming the end of days. But, what I am proclaiming is this—we misunderstand apocalyptic writing.


Remember who Jesus is talking to when he talks about this desolating sacrilege—he is talking to a bunch of disciples, most of whom come to nasty, brutish, and untimely deaths. They will be the beginning of a movement that ends up shepherding people through wars, and famines and death and even beasts and monsters. Jesus is not telling them, that the end of the world will come in a reign of nastiness—Jesus is saying we are living through the nasty stuff right now, but it’s not going to last. Jesus is painting a picture of our lives right now, not at some day to come. What Jesus is saying is that stuff is temporary—it’s not the end of the story, but it is the conflict that we all go through. Jesus is thorough in the picture he paints so that each and every one of us can see our own trials as a part of that temporary stuff that isn’t going to last.


That is the problem with how we so often look at the end of this book—we read this kind of stuff and think, that is all we have to look forward to. That is what the “Left Behind” series cashes in on—let’s just paint a scary picture that will sell books, and forget about the good news of the gospel. We all know sensationalized tragedy sells a lot more books than good news. That is what 24 hour news networks depend on—they sell fear and tragedy. They sell the desolating sacrilege, and we line up to buy it like shoppers at Best Buy on Black Friday.

And when we start to buy what they are selling, we cut the ending out of the gospels. We have started to read the crucifixion story without the resurrection to follow. Jesus story doesn’t end in death, and his promise to us is that our story isn’t going to end in death either. All of that hardship and distress and all the horrible things in the world around us aren’t going to last. None of that stuff is the end of the book. Keep reading.


Economic hardship and a bad job market—it’s not going to last. Keep reading.


Political strife and nastiness—it’s not going to last. Keep reading.


Wars all over the place—it’s not going to last. Keep reading.


Famine or disease—it’s not going to last. Keep reading.


Family struggles and broken relationships—it’s not going to last. Keep reading.


The Good News that Jesus has for all of us, is that none of this stuff is going to last. As Jesus says, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.” 

The apocalyptic stuff in scripture is not about the awful things to come—it is about how the awful things aren’t going to last. When Christ’s Kingdom comes, all that stuff is gone—it’s not going to last.


That is why this Sunday, the first Sunday of the church year, is all about the apocalypse. It’s not about the nastiness—it’s about the end of all nastiness. It is our peek at a book that doesn’t have an ending yet. All we really know is how it’s not going to end. What that tells us, is that the Good News of Jesus Christ is a message of hope. We begin with hope, knowing that the nasty stuff isn’t going to last, and that the promise of Christ is too great for any of that nasty stuff.


So as you look forward to a season of Advent to come—look forward in hope. As you look forward to a New Year to come—look forward in hope. As you look forward to the end of our book—look forward in hope. Because that is the Good News of the Gospel. AMEN.
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