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Tomorrow?
Luke 12:35-40

Bures   28th November 2010

In 1995 a professor of religion wrote a book predicting that the world would end in the year 2,000. He gave seemingly very well reasoned arguments and it was beautifully written. He took it to a publisher and they appeared to be impressed. They promised they would print it but there would be a delay. It wouldn’t be published until 2001!
None of us knows what’s going to happen in the future. We all have hopes, plans and fears but none of us really has any idea. I was driving home at 9 o’clock in the evening 10 days ago. I had come down Wormingford Hill and was approaching Bures. No other cars were on the road. Suddenly, from the nearside hedge a large deer jumped out. My reactions aren’t that bad but my foot didn’t get as far as the brake before the front of the car hit the back of the deer. Thankfully the deer seemed OK but there was quite a dent in my Honda. We don’t know what will happen in the next second, let alone the next year.
The future, long or short term, can seem frightening. A few years ago, when the threat of nuclear war was more real than it is now, a young girl was asked what she’d like to be when she grew up. She simply replied, “Alive”.

How many gamblers would like to have tomorrow’s papers in their hands now? They would then know the winner of the 3.30 at Newmarket, all the lottery numbers and would be certain of winning the pools!

Today, on what we call Advent Sunday we look into the future. It is the first day of the Church’s year. The word Advent means “arrival, appearance, emergence, materialisation, occurrence, approach, coming”.  And we think particularly of that great day when Jesus will come back, or revisit, the earth. In 4 weeks time we shall be celebrating his birth, but today we concentrate on the day he will return.
In Luke 12 Jesus uses parables to tell his disciples what will happen in the future. Recently I was listening to a recording of a sermon on these very verses by a man called David Watson. He gave his sermon in June 1983 and, right in the middle of it, he suddenly stopped. “Let me say something personal” he announced. “In January this year I went to the doctor for a routine check up. He told me I had inoperable cancer of the liver. I don’t know how long I shall live – maybe weeks, maybe months.” He died the following February aged 50.

This passage talks about the future and therefore was particularly poignant for David Watson as he preached.  In it, Jesus tells of a master going away and leaving his servants in charge of his house. It isn’t difficult to see that, in the story, Jesus himself is the master and his followers are the servants. He knew that his death was approaching. After that, his disciples would no longer have him in bodily form to instruct them anymore. They would have to carry on his work on their own, albeit guided by his Spirit, who he would leave with them. So from that day to this we, as his followers, have been living in a curious in-between time: between his leaving the Earth and before his coming back. How will we get on? Will we be good servants or bad –awake or asleep?
I had a cup of coffee with a friend of mine on Friday. He retired recently and decided to buy the freehold of a small hotel 7 miles from his house. He knew nothing about running a hotel so he hired a manager. This manager seemed to have excellent references, one even from the very grand Gleneagles 5 star hotel in Scotland. All seemed to be fine to start with but gradually there were complaints. The manager took cash deposits for weddings but no bills were being paid. The cash-till actually disappeared. Regular customers were told there were no vacancies at weekends. In fact the manager was charging certain couples £1,000 a weekend to stay and take part in very dubious parties. Not only was the maid who looked after the bedrooms not being paid but she was discovering some extraordinary things left behind in the rooms on a Monday morning! All too late my friend found out what was going on but it has cost him tens of thousands of pounds.

Jesus knew well the temptations that overtake servants when their master is away. But let me give another example. A couple of months ago one of our best American clients was coming to London for his final visit. I’ve known him for over 20 years and wanted to give him a really good celebratory dinner so I booked a private room at a top hotel. When the evening came I was very nervous, dreading the thought of the dinner going wrong. I needn’t have worried.  Not only was the food great but the service was so good it seemed almost invisible – 2 or 3 waiters silently moved around, beautifully trained, knowing exactly what to do and working perfectly as a team. One course flowed seamlessly into another and glasses were never empty. If the owner of the hotel had come into that room how proud he would have been of his employees. And I was so impressed that a few weeks later I booked it again.
I thought afterwards, what a wonderful pattern that sets for the church. Should we not constantly want to work like that for our master, efficiently obeying his word, serving one another and our community? We do that very well in our church already but the challenge is always to do it better. 

Jesus also talks here about another house: this time where there were no servants. The master left it briefly and a thief broke in. There are many churches across our country where the gospel was once preached, from where missionaries were once sent out, where there was once real live fellowship, which are now in a sorry state. I think of a church only about half an hour away from here which had one of the greatest preachers and pastors in the country about a couple of hundred years ago. Now a number of people still come but the worship, the services and the fellowship are dead and formal. They go through the motions but there’s no life. At some moment in time the thief came and stole the gospel jewels which once shone so brightly.

So we should ask 3 basic questions of this passage:

First, is Jesus to be trusted? When he told the disciples about the future, was he telling the truth? Well, he successfully predicted his own death. But, you may say, no surprise there. It was easy to see the authorities were out to get him. But he also predicted his resurrection. Now, it was thought that Houdini was such a great escapologist that, when dead, he would climb out of his coffin; but nothing’s been seen of him for 100 years. However the resurrection of Jesus is one of the best proven facts of history. If he could predict that, we should also start paying attention to other things he said about the future.

He also forecast the destruction of Jerusalem which was something the Jews thought utterly impossible. But it came to pass, just as he said, 40 years after he died. The Jews had finally angered the Romans so much that their soldiers surrounded Jerusalem. For a few precious weeks people were allowed to go in and out of the city gates. Many Jews actually came along the road into the city from the surrounding areas because they thought Jerusalem was the safest place to be! However there was two-way traffic because at the same time 80,000 Christians, having remembered what Jesus said about the Fall of Jerusalem, were moving out, begging the Jews to listen to them as they left. In the end the Romans shut the gates and starved the city into submission. Over a million Jews died and the Romans turned the Temple and every building in the city into rubble. Can we believe Jesus?  Believing him saves lives. 

Second question, what sort of master do we work for? Jesus’ first words here, in the old version, are “Gird up your loins” or, as we would say, “Roll up your sleeves”. Get ready for action. The servants in the first story obviously did this very willingly because of the respect they had for their master. Not surprising – he’s a bit of a “one off”. He comes home late from the wedding banquet, sees the lights are on and the servants have been doing their stuff. Instead of collapsing into bed he’s so grateful that he tells them “Well done boys, you’ve done a great job. Now it’s my turn. You just sit down and I’ll bring you some food”. How many masters would do that? But doesn’t that ring a bell? We serve a master who washed his disciples’ feet. 
Third question, what should our attitude be? The World, by and large, thinks that Christians are crazy and the things we do are boring and restrictive. And I’m afraid many Christians themselves think that reading the Bible, prayer and regular church attendance are things to be endured and certainly not enjoyed. In our Home Group on Tuesday nights we have recently taken highlights from a book which knocks those attitudes for six. We’ve read this:

“The Bible isn’t an instruction manual but a love letter through which the Holy Spirit speaks to each one of us as we read it.”
“Prayer is a supernatural mystical communication between those who have the utmost warmth and respect for each other”.

“Church life is a party where we come to the dance and celebrate this unbelievably rich life he has given us for free”.

Surely this puts the Christian life in the right perspective. With these enlightened attitudes we suddenly see how easy it is to become a faithful, grateful, hard-working servant.

And what about the possibility of a thief coming in and stealing our treasure? Well, that trend can be reversed. I mentioned David Watson before. I looked him up in Wikipedia so these facts must be right! It states, “David Watson became Curate-in-Charge of St Cuthbert’s, York in 1965 which was then attended by no more than 12 people at any service, and was no more than a year from redundancy”. (In other words the thief had broken in.) “Eight years later the congregation had out-grown St  Cuthbert’s, resulting in a move to St Michael-le-Belfry, York. Subsequently the congregation grew to many hundreds in only a few years. A Christian commentator remarked of David Watson “It is doubtful whether any other English Christian leader has had greater influence on this side of the Atlantic since the Second World War.” The antidote to theft is a church packed with active Christians filled with the Holy Spirit.
If you want to know more about what a being a Christian really means, then Andy Wolton is starting a new course called Christianity Explored in the New Year. Details are on this rather brightly coloured leaflet at the back of the church.

During the past week a number of my friends at work asked me what I was doing at the weekend. When I said I was preaching about Jesus’ future return to Earth, not surprisingly, there were a few quizzical expressions! But whose opinions do we trust when the future is mentioned? In history only Jesus has been 100% accurate. The disciples never really thought he would rise from the dead – what a shock they got! The Jerusalem Jews thought their city would never fall. Unfortunately for them they were wrong and died. Jesus was right again. He said he will be back in the future. Can we afford to ignore someone who has never been wrong?
He said he will return when no-one is expecting. It’s no good trying to work out when that will be. We simply don’t know. Funnily enough he doesn’t know the precise timing either. He said that only God, the Father, knows that.

Should we be nervous about Jesus’ return? – not if we have a real, living faith in him. As one wonderful missionary lady said, “Never be afraid to trust an unknown future to a known God”.

I’ve always liked John Wesley’s response when asked if he knew what he’d do if Jesus was returning the next day. He simply referred to his diary and read out his schedule for the next 24 hours.

Therefore our job, as Christians, is to be seen to be good servants, to be awake and watchful, to be working hard and to be doing his will on that glorious day when the Master returns. 
