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               Matthew 24:15-28

“See the Future through the Savior’s Eyes”

1. He tells us of turbulent times

2. He reassures us of his return
In March of 1995 I got off of the subway in New York City and took an escalator to a large open lobby.  I walked out of the large glass front doors and out onto the street.  I looked up immediately and saw the impressive sight of the World Trade Center towers looming over me.  I stood there looking up for quite a while.  I imagined what it must have been like the day that the bomb went off in the parking structure in 1993—just two years before my visit.  I remember hearing that the bomb was supposed to make the tower fall into the river.  And as I gawked I imagined what it would be like if one of those massive towers actually fell over and I shuddered.  

If only I had known.  What if I could have seen the future that day?  What if I had the images burned into my brain that I now have forever scorched in my memory.  What if I knew then what I know now?  What would I have said?  What would I have done?  Would I have calmly told my traveling companions that in just a few years these towers wouldn’t exist.  Would I have told them that the subway station we just emerged from would be the gathering place for broken buildings an broken bodies?  Would I have tried to desperately warn the people going in to work that they should find some other place to work?  

As Jesus walked through the streets of Jerusalem during his last Passover visit to the city, he was seeing one thing while his disciples were seeing another.  For simple men from Galilee, Jerusalem was another world entirely.  So much activity, so many buildings, so much history.  The disciples gawked and marveled at the whole temple complex and its buildings.  
But that’s not what Jesus saw.  Jesus saw the future of the temple and knew that it would very soon be completely destroyed.  He told his disciples, “Do you see all these things?  I tell you the truth, not one stone here will be left on another; every one will be thrown down.”  This naturally gets the disciples attention.  They don’t respond right away.  Maybe they were too shocked to respond.  Maybe they needed to think it over. 

At any rate Jesus leaves the city and goes up on the Mount of Olives.  There he takes a seat among this ancient grove of trees.  It is the best place to view the city.  As he is sitting there, his disciples finally ask him about his comment in the city.  “When will this happen…what are the signs?” they ask.  Our text this morning is part of Jesus’ response.  As Jesus looks out over the city he sees the future.  May we this morning, like the disciples on that day, see the future through the Savior’s eyes.  
Jesus said, 15 “So when you see standing in the holy place ‘the abomination that causes desolation,’ spoken of through the prophet Daniel—let the reader understand— 16 then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains. 
The hardest phrase to understand in this section is “the abomination that causes desolation.”  These are big words which really mean “something absolutely detestable to God that makes a place like a desert—devoid of people and buildings.”  Daniel had prophesied three times about this event.  One of the kings who conquered Jerusalem in the years between the Old and New Testaments had set up an altar to Zeus in the temple.  That was an abomination and the Jews could not enter the temple—causing it to be abandoned.  

But the temple had been purified by the time of Christ.  And now he speaks of a time in the future when this same thing will happen to the temple again.  And when that time came, Jesus had one recommendation for those disciples living in Jerusalem… “Run!”  17 Let no one on the roof of his house go down to take anything out of the house. 18 Let no one in the field go back to get his cloak. They were supposed to flee the city and go up into the mountains.  They were supposed to go so quickly that they wouldn’t take time to get any of their possessions.  Those on the rooftops were not supposed to take the exit that went back down through their house, but instead to take the outside staircase that offered quick exit onto the street at ground level.  Those working in the fields, who had removed their outer cloaks when they became to hot and constraining, were not even supposed to go back and pick them up.  That’s how urgent it would be for those disciples to get out of Dodge!  

19 How dreadful it will be in those days for pregnant women and nursing mothers! 20 Pray that your flight will not take place in winter or on the Sabbath. 21 For then there will be great distress, unequaled from the beginning of the world until now—and never to be equaled again. 22 If those days had not been cut short, no one would survive, but for the sake of the elect those days will be shortened. 23Anyone who has been pregnant knows how difficult it is to move quickly when you’re pregnant.  Your joints are looser and your balance is off.  Your feet are swollen and your back is aching.  Now imagine running out of a city and up the side of a mountain.  How dreadful it would be!
Jesus tells his disciples to pray that this doesn’t happen during the winter—the rainy season.  We in California know all about the rainy season.  Fields are muddy and hard to travel through.  Small streams become raging torrents of water.  Imagine trying to cross a raging river—pregnant or not that is a deadly and dangerous task.  And if this happened on a Sabbath day, there would be feelings of guilt about doing something so strenuous as fleeing on God’s day of rest.  If it were a Sabbath year, the fields would be empty of crops and food would be hard to come by.  

What Jesus saw happened.  Around forty years after he spoke these words, the Romans would come to destroy the city once and for all.  Jerusalem had been destroyed before, but never ever like this.  They would lay siege to the city.  Every tree that surrounded Jesus and his disciples as they sat of the Mount of Olives would be cut down to build siege works.  For miles around the city, the devastation to the landscape was worse than a forest fire.  The hills were naked and bare.  

When the city finally fell, the soldiers swarmed in.  They found thousands of corpses of those who had died from starvation during the siege.  They killed everyone they saw running in the streets and went into homes to kill those hiding inside and then setting fire to every house, home and building.  In fact, there was so much slaughter that the soldiers actually got tired of killing people and were allowed to stop.  How much killing does it take for a hardened soldier to get sick of killing?  

Then they went to the temple and burned it down.  Every stone was toppled, just as Jesus had said.  It was a horrible and stressful time—just as Jesus said it would be.  Many Christians who were in the city had remembered Jesus’ words and had already fled the city up into the hills.  They relocated to a place named Pella.  They avoided the coming wrath of Rome.  Perhaps they looked down on the city they had fled and witnessed its destruction.  Perhaps they saw the smoke and smelled the decay from afar.  
But the destruction of Jerusalem was not the complete fulfillment of Jesus’ words.  Jesus, seeing the future, not only sees the great and terrible destruction of Jerusalem but also the great and terrible destruction of the world itself.  Judgment Day is coming, just as surely as the Roman armies advanced on Jerusalem.  The whole earth, much like Jerusalem, has been destroyed before.  But never like it will be in the end.  The world was destroyed by water.  But in the End, the earth will be completely destroyed by fire.  Nothing was left standing in Jerusalem when the armies went through the streets in slaughter.  Nothing will be left standing on this earth when God’s angels are done gathering and destroying.  

Look around you right now.  This whole building won’t be here anymore.  Look even more broadly.  Sunrise and Birdcage will no longer even be streets.  All the homes of the million-plus inhabitants of this county will be gone.  The state capitol—gone.  California, the US, the entire world—not one landmark left standing.  Not one material possession remaining.  It’s coming.  Don’t doubt it for a second.  

Are you ready to run?  Not in flight from an advancing enemy, but running into the protecting arms of your Savior?  Or do you want to stop by your house quick to pick up your family and a few prized possessions.  Do you want to turn around and make sure you have that outer cloak—the thing that’s so valuable to you that you can’t leave it?  Are you eager to leave this world?  Or are you sad?  If you’re sad, ask yourself why?  It comes down to the fact that we become so comfortable in this world.  Our physical possessions, our jobs become so important that we treat them as if they will always be and we could never be without them.  We get so connected.  Don’t.  It’s not going to last.  And when compared with our inheritance waiting for us in heaven, none of it is worth holding onto.  

Are you ready to leave behind your own good works?  Are you ready to flee under the umbrella of God’s grace alone?  Or do you want to bring your own evidence before the court?  Don’t bother.  Leave it behind.  Jesus knows already.  He’s the one who was perfect for you and died in your place.  He knows that there is no condemnation for those who are under his care.

We live in turbulent times.  Be assured today that things will only get much worse than they are before they get better.  But be reassured that God is still in control.  Like a butcher with a slab of meat, God will chop these turbulent times short.  So hang in there.  Sin will ravage your lives.  The sinful world will rough you up emotionally and physically.  We are in a war and war will never be pretty.  But don’t give up hope.  

See the future through your Savior’s eyes.  See that he has reassured us that he will return.  

At that time if anyone says to you, ‘Look, here is the Christ!’ or, ‘There he is!’ do not believe it. 24 For false Christs and false prophets will appear and perform great signs and miracles to deceive even the elect—if that were possible. 25 See, I have told you ahead of time. 26 “So if anyone tells you, ‘There he is, out in the desert,’ do not go out; or, ‘Here he is, in the inner rooms,’ do not believe it. 27 For as lightning that comes from the east is visible even in the west, so will be the coming of the Son of Man. 28 Wherever there is a carcass, there the vultures will gather. 

I love those words of Jesus, “See, I have told you ahead of time.”  There is so much comfort there for us.  Expectant mothers have spent countless hours in Lamaze classes.  They are created to tell the mothers what will happen to them during labor.  The theory is that the more you know, the better you will be able to handle it.  The classes don’t sugar coat the pain.  They admit it so that you’re not surprised when it happens.  And as much as that may scare first-time mothers before the day of their labor, it becomes such a comfort when they are actually in labor.  

Jesus has prepared us for and reassured us of his return.  We don’t have to worry about missing it.  Anyone who says that Christ is back and we have to go find him somewhere doesn’t know what they are talking about.  Not even if they are able to do all sorts of astounding signs.  Jesus simply says, “If they say I’m back, do not believe it.”  

He compares his return to lightning.  You don’t miss lightning.  Even if you’re not looking directly at the sky, you don’t miss lightning.  It is sudden and bright and inescapable.  

Jesus uses another picture from nature.  And again, it’s a familiar one for those of us who spend anytime outside around the American River.  Forgive me for sharing another Pastor Carr by the River story, but when you’re walking along the river, the vultures are constantly circling.  There will be one, maybe two.  One day when we were walking the back trails, our dog was off leash.  She usually stays close by but this day she took off into the brush behind a hill.  It was then that I saw them.  Dozens of vultures circling low.  And I knew that my dog smelled it too.  There was something dead back there.  I didn’t have to see it or smell it to know it.  The vultures told me that something big and dead was back there.  

Jesus has given us so many signs that his return is near.  And they are all here.  The End will be here soon.  Your struggles in this life will come to an end.  The turbulence of this world with it’s wars within and without will end.  And then there will be peace—eternal, endless peace.  Everything that has worried you here, everything that has caused you stress and concern will not longer concern you.  

You have had a chance to see the future this morning.  Jesus has told you everything before it happens so that you are comforted when it happens.  Remind yourself of how temporary everything in your life is and how permanent the promises of God are.  Remind yourself that Jesus is coming soon.

But don’t keep this information to yourself.  Tell everyone.  This is news that will affect everyone on the face of this earth.  Tell them why the times are so turbulent.  Tell them about the vultures that are circling.  Tell them about how quickly the End will come.  Tell them that they don’t have to be afraid.  Tell them that Jesus has paid for their sins to spare them from the destruction.  Tell them that they have something to look forward to, even if nothing in this life seems worth it anymore to them.  Tell them to see the future through their Savior’s eyes.  It is a future that is a sure and certain fact.  It is a future that is just around the corner.  

AMEN.
