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Our Wednesday morning Bible class has just got done reading the Book of Revelation. For some of the class members Revelation was old hat, but others were looking at it for the first time. Revelation--the last book in the Bible--is, quite logically, concerned with the things that will happen at the end of the world.

The end will bring dramatic disruptions in the physical universe, the appearance of weird beasts and monsters, a final battle between the forces of God and the forces of Satan, the return of Jesus to earth for judgment, and the unveiling of only two places we can spend eternity-- Hell, a burning lake of fire; and Heaven, the holy city, New Jerusalem.

All of the dramaturgy and special effects have one single purpose. They are designed to get people's attention--to encourage people who have not yet given themselves to God to do it before it is too late. Every time I have studied Revelation with a class, someone has asked, "How will anybody be able to resist repenting of their sins and getting onto God's side when they see all these things happening?"

The only answer is, "We can believe people will resist at the end, because we know people resist now. And some people who think they are committed now will find out at the end just how lukewarm their commitment really is."

In today's Gospel, Jesus is talking to the disciples about the end of the world, and he mentions some of the events which Revelation describes in more lurid and complete detail. He concentrates his attention on how people will react to the strange things God is going to do in nature just before he comes back. "Signs in the sun, and in the moon, and in the stars ... the sea and the waves roaring ... the powers of heaven shall be shaken. And then shall they see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with power and great glory"

Jesus says that people who do not know what is going on will be afraid. There will be, "On the earth distress of nations with perplexity; men's hearts failing them for fear, and for looking after those things which are coming on the earth..." When this all starts to happen, we Christians will know what is going on, so we will not need to be distressed, or perplexed, or afraid.

Jesus advises us, "When these things begin to come to pass, then look up, and lift up your heads; for your redemption draweth nigh." When these things begin to happen, stand up and raise your heads, because your salvation is near."

Christians do not need to fear the end of the world. We welcome it, and we hope it comes soon. Why do we keep on praying,"Thy kingdom come," if we don't want the world to end?" When the world ends, we are going to go to heaven. We have been smart enough to make that commitment now, so God won't have to try to convince us later on by destroying the earth and unleashing havoc in the skies.

The only way we know that the world is going to end and how it is going to end and how we are supposed to react comes by reading about it in the Bible. That explains why Advent--with its focus on the end of life and the end of all things--is when we have Bible Sunday.

St. Paul endorses the Bible in today's Epistle, but he does not realize that we might think he is blowing his own horn. He didn't know he was writing "THE BIBLE," he was just dashing off letters to his various problematical congregations to tell them how to straighten themselves out. The scriptures to which he refers are the Hebrew scriptures--what we call the Old Testament--but what he says about them applies to the New Testament as well.

The first thing St. Paul says about the scriptures is that they are supposed to teach us--they "were written for our learning." They teach us about God, they teach us about ourselves, and they teach us how God has acted for our benefit in human history--particularly in the history of Israel, and again in the life of the church.

The next thing he says about the scriptures is that they give us patience and comfort. Patience is steadfastness, the ability to hang on when things seem to be falling apart. The scriptures provide that patience by their testimony that God is in charge of what is going on and in the end it will all turn out according to his plan.

Comfort is strength--encouragement--the certainty that if we put ourselves on Jesus' side and in his hands we have nothning to fear--as St. Paul himself asks in another part of his scripture, "If God be for us, who can be against us?"

Finally the teaching and the patience and the comfort the scriptures provide add up to hope--which brings us full circle to the end of the world. Christian hope is the guarantee that in the end we will are going to be in heaven with God. When you know the story has a happy ending, you can put up with any twist in the plot that may present itself along the way.

So "Now the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, that ye may abound in hope, through the power of the Holy Ghost." Read your Bibles!
