Sermon-Sunday, Nov. 16  2025
  Advent will soon be here. Are you puzzled by the meaning of Advent? You’ll  know about Advent Calendars with chox under the flaps for each day &, perhaps, Advent Carols, but what is it all about?  It’s part of the Church calendar, which tracks the major events in Jesus’ life over the course of a year-there’s Christmas for His Nativity, Lent, Easter & Pentecost-but ‘Advent’? The word means ‘coming’ & refers to the prelude to celebrations of Jesus’ First Coming, but looks forward to His Second Coming, when He will judge & destroy  all that’s wrong in the world & replace or restore it to what it should be. The writer of Revelation in 21: 1 “saw a new Heaven & a new earth, for the first heaven & the first earth had passed away.”
   The first reading, Malachi 4: 1-2a (page 962 in the pew bibles), gives a broad brush or big picture of what in the Old Testament was called ’the day of the Lord’ or ‘the end of the age’. God would intervene to punish sin & restore Israel. By Jesus’ time this was taken to mean the ‘Messiah’ or Lord’s anointed would intervene & remove the Romans. The Luke passage 21: 5-19 ( page 1056) shows Jesus’ development of this as a foreshadowing of the Second Coming & He gives some aspects of the preliminaries to it in answer to the disciples question about “when will it be?”
  In Malachi 4: 1-2a we see that there will be a time of burning & destruction of the arrogant & evil doers, whereas those who revere the Lord’s Name i.e. his true followers will be restored-the question is how? There’s a lovely picture of the sun rising with healing in its wings (v. 2a). In other words, if you saw the sun rising from the horizon, you might think it had wings. The sun gives both heat, which can scorch or burn & its rays, also, have some power to heal or even be a disinfectant-hence putting out the washing in the sunshine! I think, before antibiotics, TB patients were kept out in the sunshine & fresh air, for both were believed to have curative powers. Likewise, Jesus at His Second Coming will deal with & destroy the arrogant, darkness & doubt & will heal all the wounds of injustice, sadness & loss-a lovely picture.
  In Luke 21: 5-19, Jesus uses the disciples’ comments about the beauty of the Temple (v. 6) to reveal its destruction (v.7)-whereupon the disciples, recalling, perhaps, the overthrow of Solomon’s Temple in 587BC, ask ‘when?’ Jesus gives no exact date, for only the Father knows that!  He does give a vague general outline of the order of events before His return-firstly, persecution (v.12), then the threat from false prophets or teaching (v .8), followed by wars & revolutions (vv. 9-10) &, lastly, natural disasters & pestilence (v. 11).
  What does He say about persecution? The disciples will be accused before judges in civil courts (v. 12) or before the synagogues’ boards, where they might be thrown out, which was a very serious punishment for all devout Jews. They might find themselves standing before governors or kings with prison or even death as the outcome (v. 16). Do any of these chime with Christians’ experience now?  Sadly, as the Open Doors’ Watch list shows, the last two are what may befall Christians in sub Saharan Africa or in rigorous Islamic states elsewhere. Even in the UK, there seems to be growing social disapproval of Christian values & believers, some of whom are denied jobs or promotion. There’s a sense of insidious rejection of our overtly Christian identity, before which we or I may be tempted to duck below the parapet!
  Jesus, then, deals with, firstly the cause-it’s His Name or character that divides (vv. 12c  & 17). How terrible that He, who came in love to reconcile us to God the Father, should provoke such hostility & hatred-that says far more about mankind than Him. Secondly, the manner of this persecution-it involves betrayal by family & friends, as Christians in communist Eastern Europe knew to their cost. They coped with the suffocating atmosphere of suspicion, deceit & lying. Thirdly, comes one unintended consequence of persecution. It gives the chance to witness in the presence of opponents about the Lord’s grace & love. Paul highlighted this in Philippians 1: 13 “what happened to me (imprisonment) has really served to advance the Gospel…it has become clear throughout the whole Palace guard & to everyone else that I am in chains for Christ.” Lastly, He promises His help when brought before judges & accusers. There is no need to worry about their responses, for He will give them the words (vv. 14-15), which will stump the hostile. When Moses, trying to dodge being God’s spokesman before Pharaoh, claimed “I am slow of speech & tongue.” Ex. 4: 10, was given short shrift & a command In v. 11-12. God asked “who gave man his mouth…is it not I the lord? Now go; I will help you speak & will teach you what to say.” The help includes protection (v. 18) & the promise (v. 19) “ by standing firm you will gain life”, salvation & final deliverance. Does any of this help us, if we face disapproval or rejection for our loyalty to the Lord Jesus Christ. 
    Persecution may well lead to the other issue Jesus deals with here- false prophets & teaching. After His times, many claimed to offer something new-to be the Messiah to remove the Roman yoke. Likewise, ‘new’ teaching emerged in the past & comes, now, to lead many astray. Sometimes, Scripture, such as the statement that marriage is to be between a biological male & a biological female is ignored. Sometimes, Scripture is pushed too far. As I understand it, ‘woke’ means trying not to be unkind & upset others, which sounds like being loving. When it morphs into excluding views or people with whom you disagree-‘cancel culture’, it has gone too far. It’s sad that people have forgotten how to disagree agreeably & assume that disagreement can lead to destruction of their identity or oppression of their beautiful spirit!
   How can this help us in our walk with the Lord? Here are three suggestions. There is, firstly, encouragement from the picture in Malachi that the Lord Jesus will come to deal with the arrogant evildoers & reward believers with healing & replacing of doubt & darkness with light. We must make sure we are ready for this-remember the parable of the wise & foolish virgins. There is, secondly, the encouragement of His promised protection & help, if we’re challenged over our beliefs-the arrow prayer asking the Lord for words-as used by Nehemiah 1: 4b. Lastly, there is a warning about false teaching. We need discernment to see whether it is of God & really based on Scripture. I wonder-I say this as much to myself as anyone else-should we, where relevant, be bolder in witnessing to the Second coming or in challenging or resisting false teaching?
