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          It’s already that time again when we think of everything moving toward its end. The church year which we seem to have begun only yesterday, is almost done. Your life which had its beginning, will have its end. And you will have gathered from today's readings that the world itself has its last day.

          With respect to the end of life and the end of the world, the natural question is always WHEN? When will you die? When will the last page of the history of the world itself have been written? In the search for answers people read tarot cards and horoscopes and the writings of people like Nostradamus. Christians, too, sometimes go down the wrong track by consulting the difficult prophecies of Daniel or the Book of Revelation ‑ looking for blueprints of the end, and to their repeated embarrassment, setting dates. Jesus himself, of course, did no such thing. All he spoke of was the FACT of the end and the SIGNS or, reminders of it.

         It is in the reading of those signs that everyone who knows his or her bible runs into difficulty. Certainly you can appreciate that before the end there will be war and rumour of war, earthquake and droughts, but You will be flogged in the synagogues!!! and this generation will not pass away till all these things be fulfilled'..'.' There are certain things we'll have to understand if we are to make any sense of such things at all.

          Jesus often spoke about the future. He spoke e.g. about the future of Jerusalem. He could see only tragedy ahead for it. In 70AD it was destroyed. He spoke on occasion about what it would mean to be one of his people ‑ persecution and great difficulty. He spoke about the spiritual deception which would take place in the future and he warned of great upheaval and catastrophes both in the world of nature and in the world of people.

          Now all these things, spoken on different occasions and in different situations are lumped together for teaching purposes by people like Matthew, Mark and Luke because of their common theme and thrust. What we have to do is to see if we can separate as best as we can the separate strands in his teaching and then go home with what will always be true and always be timely.

          The first strand is the predicted end of the temple. It tells us that very little in life is permanent. Life itself isn't and neither are the assets we think we have built up. None of it is guaranteed. Here we go! As Jesus was leaving the temple, one of his disciples said to him:" Look, what massive stones! What magnificent buildings! "Do you see all these great buildings, replied Jesus. Not one stone here will he left on another. Every one here will he thrown down. It seemed most unlikely. If anything looked solid and permanent, it was the temple. It was built on a platform and some of the stones supporting the platform were said to have been 40 feet long, 12 feet high and 18feet wide. That's massive. At the entrance there was a double row of pillars each 37 feet high in solid marble. But less that 40years after Jesus spoke it lay in ruins. After years of being troublesome to the occupying Roman power, the Romans had had enough. Legions moved in and destroyed everything. So strong, so massive, so permanent looking the temple had been and now gone. Little is permanent ‑ not the strongest banks, not the property market, stocks and shares, not life itself

          The second strand are sayings about coming tough times, times of persecution and pressure. You will be handed over to the local councils and flogged in the synagogues. You will stand before governors and kings. Brother will betray brother and a father his children. All will hate you because of me, but whoever stands firm to the end will he saved.

         There is a double persecution here. One is in the synagogues and we only need to read the book of Acts to see how soon that happened. The other would be by Roman authorities and again already in Acts we see Paul e.g. before people like Felix, Festus and Agrippa. Of course, this pressure made Christians stronger as it always does, but the toughest was being betrayed by family members. Always it has been the case that people with no principles have dobbed in friends and relatives to save their own skins. In Nazi Germany a man who stood for freedom was arrested and tortured. All of that he survived, but then after his release committed suicide. He had discovered who had dobbed him in. It had been his son. All else he coped with, but not that. Life became hell and it becomes hell again today when personal loyalties are destroyed and nobody can be trusted. That's what Jesus predicted would happen and that is also how it will be in the last days.

          Strand number 3. Spiritual deception. Jesus said: watch out that nobody deceive you. Many will come in my name claiming "I am be" and will deceive many. They did and they do.

         The final strand is the upheavals and catastrophes of which our section today gives only some. When you hear of wars and rumours of wars do not be alarmed. Nation will rise against nation and kingdom against kingdom. There will be earthquakes in various places and droughts. Jesus predicted wars and very soon the Roman empire was under threat by foreign armies and also in strife internally with a quick succession of 4 emperors. Jesus predicted earthquakes and within 40 years everybody was stunned by the quake which devastated Laodicea and by the eruption of Vesuvius which devastated Pompei. Jesus predicted droughts and in the year 48 drought there was. Such was the upheaval and catastrophe that a Roman historian began his work by stating that all the gods of the empire seemed to be taking vengeance on it. All this Jesus stated beforehand. In the rest of Mark chapter 13 he says beforehand that history will end, the world will end, the heaven and the earth will end, he will come as judge of all and so it will surely be.

          Every time we read in our bibles then of the destruction of Jerusalem; every time we read of the persecutions; every time we read of the deception or of the catastrophes, we are reminded of the last days. All serve as signs pointing to it.

          But this also we take home. He or she who endures to the end will be saved. The suggestion is that your life is not just a short race or quick sprint, but more like a marathon. There is a need to hang in there, to stick it out and endure. In the last book of the bible it is the one who is faithful right up to death, who will receive a crown of life. It’s not just a single battle to be fought and won. It’s rather a long and ongoing campaign. One famous man always refused to allow a biography to be written while he was alive. He said that he had seen too many people fall before their life was complete. It’s he who endures to the end who will be saved, and so endurance for which we pray.
          Let’s close with a remark from the apostle James. He writes: Consider it pure joy whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith produces endurance.

