February 13, 2011.  Epiphany-6
The Rev. Kurt J Henle, PhD, All Saints Anglican Church, Traverse City, MI

Scripture lessons: OT:   Isaiah 66:1-24, Epistle:  1 St John 3:1-8, Gospel:  St. Matthew 24:23-31
On this last Sunday in the Epiphany season we look toward “The End” - the last 2 chapters of Isaiah offers a vision of the “New Creation”, God’s intention for this world from the beginning.  In the Gospel we hear of the promised return of our Lord Jesus Christ, taken from His Olivet Discourse.  In the Epistle we hear yet another call to become Christ’s Epiphany to the world, reflecting the kind of love the Father has for us - to all the people around us.  

The lectionary then, in the final Epiphany of Christ, is looking to the day of our Lord’s return in Glory, to “judge the quick & the dead”.  This Epiphany is also – as we might suppose – the most difficult to understand.  The newer Lectionaries have side-stepped these challenging lessons & substituted the Transfiguration of Christ for the “Last Sunday after the Epiphany” on their calendar.  That Sunday will not come until March 7, because the liturgical reformers eliminated the season of Pre-Lent.  Too many priests & parishioners never understood the meaning of those obscure “Gesima” Sundays that we encounter, beginning next week.  

Now, Christ’s Epiphany at the end of time is certainly a glorious prospect.  But the details relating to that event are also among the most difficult passages to understand.  When we look backwards to prophecies related to – say, the 1st Coming of Christ in Bethlehem, we marvel at the detail fulfilled in Jesus.  In many (most) cases, the prophet who recorded these prophecies did not understand the details themselves, nor the reason for including such detail.  We believe that God the HOLY SPIRIT assured & authenticated His message through a supernatural editor.  
For prophecies that still lie future to us, we face the same difficulties these earlier prophets & readers had.  For us, the yet unfulfilled prophecies already are more than 2,000 yrs old (in the case of Isaiah, 2,700 yrs) & reflect an altogether different culture & worldview.   The situation is analogous to a scheduled meeting in an unfamiliar city with directions to drive into town on the major road, until you come to a busy intersection with a department store on a corner – “you can’t miss it” – they say.  Then, turn left & you’ll see the sign.  
You can’t miss it?  REALLY?  In hindsight, these instructions always make sense.  But looking forward, we often wish we had more detailed directions.  This is the feeling we have when we read Biblical prophecies of the end times.  The sign posts are just too exotic & strange.  

For example, we try to picture Is 66:20, “they shall bring all your brothers from all the nations on horses & chariots, in litters & on mules & dromedaries to my holy mountain Jerusalem.”  In Mt 24:29, Jesus speaks of days with a darkened sun & moon, stars falling from heaven & the shaking of the powers of heaven.  How are we to understand these signs other than a total discontinuity with our daily routines?  
Some of the details we might understand.  Is 66:1 tells us that God will use the earth as “His footstool”.  Now, we wouldn’t ask an artist for a visual representation, but we understand God tells us that the earth is a very special place, now & in the future.  You may have heard that, to date, more than 400 planets have been discovered in other solar systems.  Yet, none of  these resemble the earth as a place that is  “friendly” to life.  I believe that even as the number of known planets increases from 100’s into the millions, cosmology will still show that earth is a very special & unique place, even in a large universe with ~1023 stars (200 billion galaxies, 100 billion stars/galaxy).  

The more we learn about the universe, the more we marvel how every aspect is exceedingly well tuned to make life possible, not just anywhere, but here on this small planet.  This world is significant as God’s footstool & His place for a people beloved by God so that He gave His only-begotten Son to redeem His people right here, on this planet.  This would not be the 1st time that science finally caught up with Biblical revelation (eg, Big Bang).  
We also live in an unparalleled time of increased  knowledge about the material world, & find the Biblical witness often affirmed & confirmed by secular science.  The prophet Daniel foretold increasing knowledge as One of the signs of the end, “Many shall run to & fro, & knowledge shall increase." 12:4.  Never before in history have we had more mobility & more information about the natural realm as today.  And yet, we know that people in earlier times have applied this same prophecy to their own time & culture.  So, we would love to know more details about the signs of the end.  Yet, Jesus simply assures us that when we see the Real sign, we will understand.
Last week, we heard warnings relevant to the Mystery Kingdom of God.  This week Jesus warns us about signs & conditions in the end times.  In v 24, Jesus spoke insistently of false christs & false prophets.  Not only will their salvific claims be false, but they will also perform great signs & wonders.  These miracles will be so amazing that even the saints - the elect - would be led astray if that was possible.
Why is it impossible to mislead God’s people?  Because God the Holy Spirit holds them back from the deception wrought by false christs & their amazing powers.  And yet, the real sign of the Returning Christ will be unmistakable, like lightening illuminating the sky.  Until Christ’s return, false messiahs & false prophets will keep re-appearing.  
History knows scores of them – far too many to summarize in a sermon.  I recommend an internet search of Millenarianism, end times & millennial cults.  You’ll find dozens, including recent cults like the Branched Davidians, the Heaven’s Gate cult, or Rabbi Menachem Schneerson (Lubavitcher Rebbe), who died in 1994 aged 92 in spite of his immortality claims.  The 2012 predictions around the Mayan calendar will be next.  Older cults include Nostradamus, the Isalmic Madhists, & the Jewish Sabatean (Shabbetei Zevi) movements.  
Within 200 yrs of Jesus, 10-12 different Jewish messianic movements flourished & perished.   They all came to a decisive end with the violent death of their founder.  The disillusioned followers had the choice of giving up their faith, or find another messianic candidate.  With Jesus, neither of these two options came to pass.  The disciples, the early Church, maintained Jesus, dead & resurrected, as the head of the Christian movement.  His disciples have the promise of the same kind of resurrection into a greater life.
In contrast, false prophets lead their followers into disaster & death.  The life style of many false messiahs shows them to be wolves in sheep’s clothing.  In Mt 7:16-20, Jesus promised that  “by their fruits ye shall know them”.   Figs don’t grow on thistles, nor grapes on thorn bushes.  False messiahs do no better.

Now, what about the great signs & miracles of the false prophets?  Have we seen those, as Jesus predicted for the end times?  The only miracle I can think of with false prophets of the past is the large crowd that they gathered.  The greatest miracles of our times are technological in nature.  
That would possibly make technologists the false prophets of our time, those who promise Unlimited evolutionary progress for the human race & unlimited technological innovation to solve all the problems of our time.  These false prophets offer a metaphysic of materialism & self-gratification, while they scorn religious truth of any kind.  False prophets of consumerism & self-indulgence are just as dangerous as the pseudo-religious false prophets.  They sow cynicism & disillusionment with God’s promise of joy & peace at the 2nd Coming of Christ.
When the end Does come with cosmic signs of a darkening sun & moon, with stars falling from heaven, many will turn to the technical experts.  In vain will they pray for technical solutions, rather than preparing to meet our returning Lord.  But the redeemed of the Lord shall be glad – in the words of Is 66:14 “You shall see, & your heart shall rejoice; your bones shall flourish like the grass; & the hand of the LORD shall be known to his servants.”  AMEN.  
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