Sermon 2 December 2012, Greenfield Church

Jeremiah 33:14-16 & Luke 21:25-36: “On your marks...”
Intro – ask people to think of:

1. Promises that are important to them – ones they have made, ones that other people have made to them (ones that have been broken?);

2. Some of the promises God has made to us (if struggling, get people to think of promises we hear at Christmas)

3. How (if at all) can we be sure that other people, that we, that God will keep those promises?

We began our service with a promise of God – do you remember it?  If not, here it is again: (read Jeremiah promise).

You'd think people would've  thrilled at those promises:  

· The promise that God will rescue His people.  

· The promise that He will restore the royal family of King David to the throne and make Jerusalem and the whole land secure and prosperous like never before.  

· The promise that God will keep His promise!  

You'd think they'd be delighted.  But...
Jeremiah's words might actually have been hard for people to hear.  People might not have believed his prophecy that God would keep His promise?

Why not?

Because Judah was a country in crisis – threatened by the mighty Babylonian army, facing likely invasion and deportation of its people, far away from their God.  It was a military, political and spiritual crisis the like of which it had never seen.  Read the whole book of Jeremiah if you want to see how bad things had got.  

And in the middle of all that, even in the middle of his own prophecies of destruction, Jeremiah speaks these words of hope:
No matter how it may seem, God hasn't given up on you.  There will be rescue, there will be safety.  There will be justice, there will be righteousness.  

Now can you imagine hearing those words, those promises of God?  Given how desperate the situation was, would you believe them?  Or would you say “No way!  Get out of it, Jeremiah!  God's never going to do that!”

Now think about some of those promises we heard and shared earlier.  

And then think about some of the things we've seen and heard over the last week in the news: of newspapers engaging in all kinds of terrible activities for a profit; of more violence in Syria and the Middle East.  

Or think about the new advert for Save the Children, with the pictures of a few of the millions of children who'll wake up to poverty tomorrow – and every day.  

Or think about the times in our own lives when God seems far away or absent, or tragedy strikes which we're sure God could have stopped.  

Will God really keep His promises?  Will God really do what He has said He will do?  Can we really trust God to bring us hope and new life – even in the midst of such darkness and despair?

The problem becomes magnified in the reading from Luke.  

If you're thinking “this sounds a bit like that reading we had from Mark about the Temple a couple of weeks ago”, then you're on the right lines.  This is the end of Luke's telling of those words of Jesus, when the whole thing comes to a climax.

And what a climax!

Terrifying signs in the sky.  Nations in “anguish and perplexity”.  The roaring and tossing of the sea.  People fainting in terror.  The heavenly bodies (sun, moon, planets) shaken.  If it was a piece of music, it'd be that music from the Old Spice aftershave advert – loud and booming, dramatic and threatening.  

We don't know if Jesus here is talking about the destruction of Jerusalem or the end of the world.  It may not even matter – not for now.   But whatever all this catastrophe and calamity actually is, right in the midst of it, Jesus says the most remarkable things:
“Stand up and lift up your heads, because your redemption is drawing near”
and:
“When you see these things happening, you know that the Kingdom of God is near”.

Now redemption: good news or bad news?  Does it sound like a good thing?

And the Bible is adamant that the “Kingdom of God” is a good thing – the best thing.  Remember last week, when we talked about as being so different from the kingdoms of this world: not a place of force and violence, but of peace, of justice and of self-giving love?

This is Jesus' astonishing claim: from all the turmoil and terror that was going to take place, good will come: God's good kingdom will be established, here on earth.  

“You kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven” we pray.  And that's exactly what Jesus is saying will happen.

But we're back to the same dilemma we started with: can it really happen?  Will God really keep these promises, even when the whole earth seems to be falling apart? 

Back in the recession of the early 1990s, the then-Chancellor of the Exchequer, Norman Lamont, was ridiculed for declaring he could see “the green shoots of recovery” when we seemed to be in the depths of economic crisis. 

And Jesus' words might seem to be like that.  And for many, God's promises today, the promises we hear so often and hold so dear at Christmas – they seem to be fantasy.

Peace on earth?  Never!

Goodwill to all men?  No chance!

Being saved from our sins?  Why do we humans keep hurting each other, then?

It might've been equally easy for the disciples to have dismissed what Jesus was saying.  
Don't, says Jesus.  
Stay alert, says Jesus
Look for the green shoots, says Jesus.  

Not the green shoots of economic recovery, but the green shoots, the green buds of something much greater – the coming, the Advent,  of God's Kingdom.  

Jesus points to the fig trees the disciples knew so well.  You know when their leaves are going to appear, He says.  And you know that when that happens, summer's on its way.  The winter will be over and the warmth and sunshine (ha!) of summer are on their way.  

In the same way, the disciples are to keep looking, to keep alert.

It'd be easy for them to miss the warning signs of all that's going to happen and get swept away with the disaster.  It'd be easy for them to be resigned to destruction and give up on any hope of God rescuing them – or the world. 

But they mustn't, says Jesus, or they'll end up caught up in it all.  

It will be their day of vindication, the day of their redemption, the day when they're rescued and their hope and trust in God will be shown to have been well-placed.  

They've got to be looking for it, to be ready to see it.  

As we look forward to Christmas, it'd be easy for us to be cynical – or even despairing at what's going on.  Not just at the amount of presents we haven't bought, or the number of cards we haven't written, or the number of mince pies we'll have to force down our throats (happy to help if eating them is a struggle for you!).  

But it'd be easy to think that Christmas doesn't mean anything any more to most people – not really.  

It'd be easy to simply let the world-changing stories of Christmas drift by because they're too familiar to us.

It'd be easy to miss all the promises of God coming into this world to change and rescue it – and to see only a sweet baby lying silently in a manger.

But to do that would be to miss the wonder and hope of Christmas.  To miss that that baby screaming for milk in a feeding trough is Immanuel: God-with-us, God in our world, God being human and living through all we have to live through – even death itself!

The hope of Christmas is not just for peace, an end to war, people living together in harmony: it's that God has not forgotten this world and the mess its in, but has stepped right into the middle of it.  

Our landlord lives in the south of France and our property is managed by a lettings agency.  Not once, not once have they ever been round to inspect it and make sure everything's OK.  Frankly we could've been up to anything and He'd never have known.  

The hope and promise of Christmas is that God is not like our landlord.  God is not absent and unaware of what's going on in the world.  God cares – and, through Jesus, has acted to redeem, to save, to rescue our world.  And the birth of Jesus is a sign of God's determination to see this all through.  

There are other signs of this as well.  The signs that we'll take and share together in a few moments: the bread (lift up) and the wine (lift up cup) – the signs of the body and blood of Jesus.  
Ask: why might these be signs that God has kept His promises to rescue us and our world?
Here we have the signs of the price God was prepared to pay for our sake and the sake of our world.  Here we have actual, physical proof that God was willing to give His Son – was willing to give Himself – for our sake and the sake of the world.

And here we have signs of hope that we all carry – and perhaps all people in the world carry – that this world will not end in disaster, however much the economy or the environment seem to scream otherwise.  That there will come a new, good day and that God's righteous and just kingdom will come, here on earth.  

So we need to be alert.  To not be despairing or cynical or get swept away by the terrors of our world.  We need to stand up and lift our heads, to keep looking for the signs that God will keep His promises.  

How can we be alert?  Perhaps ask?
Here's three things I've thought of:
1. Trust:  Think about the writer of the psalm we said together earlier, who trusted God enough to say “Show me your ways, Lord, teach me your paths.”  Or think of Mary, or Joseph, or the Shepherds: each called to trust that God would keep His word, however daft it may have sounded, and each of them willing to put that trust into action by doing what the angels told them.
How can we show our trust in God's promises?
2. Looking for the signs: We've thought about Christmas and Communion as signs of God's hope.  There are others as well.  

Last Monday, the city of New York had a day where no violent crime was recorded.  Wow!

From the same city, a video has been doing the rounds of a New York cop giving his shoes to a homeless man, rather than forcefully moving him on.
What signs can we see in our lives, in our community, in our world, of God's love and hope being worked out?  How can we show that love, that hope to others?
3. Proclaiming: unlike the press, we can tell the truth about great news of fantastic hope.  And our services, our carols, our readings this Christmas give us the chance to tell people of that hope.
How can we share the hope of Christmas with those around us this year?
There's an old joke: keep alert, your country needs lerts!

But it's true: our country, our community, our world, needs us to keep alert to the signs of God's hope coming into our world.  Without us, they might just miss it.

We're going to sing the great Advent carol: “O Come, O come Immanuel”.  As we do so, we'll come around the Communion table to share these signs of God's promises together.  As we sing and share, may we too be signs of hope to the world that God will keep His promises.
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