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Luke 21: 25-36 

25“There will be signs in the sun, the moon, and the stars, and on the 
earth distress among nations confused by the roaring sea and the waves. 
26People will faint from fear and foreboding of what is coming upon the world, 
for the powers of the heavens will be shaken. 27Ten they will see ‘the Son of 
Man coming in a cloud’ with power and great glory. 28Now when these things 
begin to take place, stand up and raise your heads, because your redemption 
is drawing near.” 

29The he told them a parable: “Look at the fig tree and all the trees; 30as 
soon as they sprout leaves you can see for yourselves and know that summer 
is already near. 31So also, when you see these things taking place, you will 
know that the kingdom of God is near. 32Truly I tell you, this generation will 
not pass away until all things have taken place. 33Heaven and earth will pass 
away, but my words will not pass away.” 

34“Be on guard so that your hearts are not weighed down with 
dissipation and drunkenness and the worries of this life, and that day catch 
you unexpectedly, 35like a trap. For it will come upon all who live on the face 
of the earth. 36Be alert at all times, praying that you may have the strength 
to escape all these things that will take place, and to stand before the Son of 
Man.” 
 

 Today we begin the Advent season which marks a new year on the 

church calendar. The next four weeks are to be a season of preparation and 

waiting. We, as Christians, are called to prepare and wait with expectation 

for the coming of the Christ Child on Christmas. We’ve started the 

preparations as a society; the decorations are going up; the music is playing; 

the gifts are being purchased and wrapped. One might expect to hear a 

scripture reading that would bring about that warm, fuzzy feeling that many 

people are seeking during this time of preparation for Christmas, but that is 

clearly too much to ask!   



   

 In place of some sentimental message of love and peace, we find Jesus 

proclaiming a warning to the first century Jewish community, and offering a 

message of an apocalyptic, end of the world as they know it, time that is to 

come. Far from the cheery music and wishes of goodwill that we are finding 

in the secular world, here we find Jesus giving a speech in the temple in 

Jerusalem and his words are filled with frightening images, confusing 

metaphors, and shocking cautions.   

 As Christian readers, looking at this text nearly two thousand years 

later, we’re often puzzled by what Jesus is saying and at a loss for what it 

means for us today. Here we find Jesus foretelling the destruction of 

Jerusalem and calling people to peaceful living and reconciliation in order to 

avoid such a reality. While the destruction of the temple didn’t happen until 

several decades after his death, Jesus’ warning and call for a different way of 

living was fitting for the time. Scholars agree that Roman soldiers were able 

to besiege Jerusalem and destroy the temple because the Jewish people were 

divided against themselves. They had turned against one another and were 

no longer a united front against the threat of the empire.   

But for us, that act of brutality by the empire is a far-away piece of 

history. When we think of so many religious atrocities throughout the past 

two thousand years, the destruction of the temple and the siege on Jerusalem 

by Rome seems rather insignificant and distant from our reality. What could 

it possibly have to do with us today?   

 As theologian NT Wright has written, “We, however, live and preach 

the gospel in a world which, as Jerusalem did to Jesus, often refuses the 

summons to peace. We have at least a duty to warn our contemporaries that 

to reject God’s invitation (to peace) may well lead to disaster. And in the 

meantime, we must continue to practice patience. We never know when we 

shall need it.”   



   

 This is at the center of Jesus’ message in today’s reading. Terrible, 

world ending things are coming if we don’t change how we live, if we don’t 

begin to seek unity. Be alert to the signs that are coming, be prepared and be 

on guard so your hearts are not weighed down. While the destruction of the 

temple in the year 70 AD is a distant reality for us, the division between the 

people of the time is far closer to home.   

 This week I listened to a podcast with the authors of a new book called, 

“Prius or Pickup? How the Answers to Four Simple Questions Explain 

America’s Great Divide.” The authors, two political science professors at 

Chapel Hill, have suggested that the way we answer four simple questions 

about parenting can predict pretty much everything about us, from the 

vehicles we drive, to the coffee we drink, to how we will vote, and how we 

view the world.   

 The professors did extensive research, acknowledging that although 

there are a number of qualities that people feel children should have, every 

person thinks that some are more important than others. So, as I read you 

the pairs of desirable qualities, think about which you believe is more 

important for a child to have.    

Independence vs. respect for elders.        
Obedience vs. self-reliance.   
Curiosity vs. good manners.    
Being considerate vs. being well behaved.    

It’s not always easy to choose one, but according to these poli-sci 

professors, how we choose determines our worldview. Some of us have more 

of what they identify as a “fixed mindset,” where our primary concerns 

revolve around stability, security, predictability, and defined standards.  

Others of us have a more “fluid worldview,” where we prioritize development 

and are willing to navigate complexity and embrace nuance.   



   

 These two worldviews have always been around, but over the past 

couple of decades, the theory goes, they have been exploited throughout our 

society so that every aspect of our lives becomes defined by these worldviews 

and we become more and more divided without really noticing what is 

happening. Advertising firms bank on these worldviews and the brand 

identity they create, politicians depend upon and exploit the divisions and we 

find ourselves further and further away from the ability to connect with those 

who have a different worldview. Tribalism grows, the authors say, and we 

lose a little more unity each day.   

 “Be on guard so that your hearts are not weighed down…. Be alert at all 

times, praying that you may have the strength to escape all these things that 

will take place, and to stand before the Son of Man,” Jesus says.   

 As people of faith, as people who follow Jesus, we are called to 

something higher than the divisions that dismantle relationships, families, 

and even nations. And while we may be able to be characterized by the four 

questions the two poli-sci professors posed, we, as Christians called United 

Methodists, are called to orient ourselves around four different questions.   

 Each time we gather to baptize someone into the family of God, we give 

witness to these questions. They are our brand identity. They aren’t as short 

and pithy as the “Prius or Pickup” authors have put forward, but they have 

the power to change us and to change the world. First, do you renounce the 

spiritual forces of wickedness, reject the evil powers of this world, and repent 

of your sin? Second, do you accept the freedom and power God gives you to 

resist evil, injustice, and oppression in whatever forms they present 

themselves? Third, do you confess Jesus Christ as your Savior, put your 

whole trust in his grace, and promise to serve him as your Lord, in union 

with the Church which Christ has opened to people of all ages, nations and 

races? And fourth, will you nurture these persons in Christ’s holy church, 



   

that by your teaching and example they may be guided to accept God’s grace 

for themselves, to profess their faith openly, and to lead a Christian life?   

 Our identity as Christians is defined by our baptismal vows. While the 

forces of the world, all the way back to Jerusalem in the first century, may 

want to keep us divided against one another, we are called to something 

greater.   

 “Now when these things begin to take place, stand up and raise your 

heads,” Jesus says, “Be on guard…. Be alert at all times, praying that you 

will have the strength….”   

 As the world begins to wind up in this season, we are called to slow 

down and to recommit ourselves to a season of preparation and waiting in 

faith for what God is about to do in our midst. Be alert at all times – and 

watch for the opportunity to build a relationship bridge rather than expand a 

relationship divide. Be on guard – against the message that we must rush 

from one place to another and instead commit to being present in the 

moment, with the people in front of you. Be alert at all times – for the chance 

to ask more questions and learn about the person with whom you disagree 

instead of seeking to challenge them at every point. Be on guard – against 

your own assumptions and fears about others. Be alert at all times for the 

ways our culture seeks to divide us, and be on guard against that which does 

not seek unity.   

 The promise, of course, is inherent in the warning Jesus provides. IF we 

remain alert, IF we guard our hearts, IF we pray for the strength to escape 

the divides; we WILL find in this season, not greater division, but instead, 

EMMANUEL – God with us. Amen.   


