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“Signs of the Kingdom”
Mark 13

The theme of my message this morning is hope. As Christians we live in hope. We believe that history is progressing towards a clearly defined destination. We believe that God is in control of history. He is building his kingdom. One day his will will be done on earth as it is in heaven. 
 But in order to really understand what God is doing we need to jump ahead to the final chapter in God’s Story.
Some of you know that I’m a mystery book junky. I love to read a good murder mystery and try to pick up the clues the author weaves throughout the narrative, trying to figure out “who done it?” before the end of the novel. Occasionally, however, I will flip to the last chapter to discover how the story ends. In this way I can easily pick up on the clues which the author scatters throughout the story. 

This is what I’d like to do this morning. I want to turn to the last chapter in the Biblical narrative. I want us to see how the story ends so that we can better understand our role in this redemptive drama. In the book of Revelation St. John gives us a description on how history comes to its final consummation.  


“Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth for the first heaven 
and the first earth had passed away. . . . I saw the Holy City, the 
New Jerusalem coming down out of heaven from God, prepared 
as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. And I heard a loud 
voice from the throne saying, ‘Look! God’s dwelling place is now 
among the people and he will dwell with them.’”      Rev. 21:1-3 
In this account we see Jesus returning to earth with all those who have died in Him. We do not go to heaven, heaven comes to earth. The New Jerusalem, the Holy City, comes down out of heaven to us.
Thus the living God will dwell with and among his people. He fills the City with his love and pours out His grace and healing upon His people.

 Currently we see through a frosted window pane but then face to face. In the new heavens and the new earth there will be this wonderful synchronism between the material and the spiritual. The material and the spiritual worlds are made for union.
 In this new world all evil and hunger and suffering will disappear. All tears will be wiped away. People will live in harmony with one another. No one will be excluded; all will experience the joy of intimate community and sacrificial love. 
In the words of N.T. Wright,



“So far from sitting on clouds, playing harps, as people often 
imagine, the redeemed people of God in the new world will be agents 
of his love, going out in new ways to accomplish new creative tasks, 
to celebrate and extend the glory of his love.”

                                                                                   “Surprised by Hope”         

Now it is important for us to realize that all this is the fulfillment of God’s original intention.
The human story began in a garden and ends in a garden city. The original garden was a beautiful place in which to live. Plants, animals, people, mountains all existed in perfect unity. Adam and Eve lived in harmony with themselves, with each other, with God and with their environment. God looked at this and said that it was good. He commissioned our first ancestors to be good stewards of the earth; to tend the garden under his kingship. The first creation was filled with creativity, development and growth. Life was amazing, meaningful, invigorating and expressive. Adam and Eve walked and talked with God face to face in the cool of the evening.

But then sin and death entered into God’s creation. Our first ancestors rebelled against God’s rule and sought to live independently from His loving oversight. They snatched the scepter from the hand of God and sat down on the throne of their own lives. The results were catastrophic! All relationships were adversely affected.
We became,
· alienated from ourselves,
· alienated from the earth,
· alienated from one another,
· alienated from God. 
Almost immediately God initiated his mission of restoration. God called Abram to be a father of a people who would bring blessing to the whole world. This is why God rescued the Jewish people from slavery in Egypt. He brought them into the Promised Land and made a covenant with His people – they would be His people and He would be their God. He placed them at the crossroads of the ancient world to be a witness to the surrounding nations. They were called to live in harmony with each other, with their neighbours, with the earth and with their God. They were to demonstrate to a watching world what life could be like lived under God’s rule.

Sadly! Tragically! The people failed to live at peace. Rather they broke their covenant obligations with God and reverted back to their natural tendencies as fallen human beings. They became proud, self-absorbed and self-centered. Life became about accumulating power and wealth and status; both individually and as a Nation. The poor were neglected and justice was trampled under foot.  

But God was reluctant to wash His hands of them. 
In love he sent prophets to remind them of their covenant obligations.


“He has shown you, O people what is good. 


And what does the Lord require of you?  



To act justly and to love mercy, 




and to walk humbly with your God.”     Micah 6:8  
He also threatened to punish them if they failed to respond to his counsel.

“Therefore, this is what the sovereign Lord says:


‘An enemy will overrun your land; he will pull down your 
strongholds and plunder your fortresses.’”               Amos 3:11

But the people hardened their hearts and failed to heed God’s warnings. They continued in their rebellious and selfish and cruel ways. They forced God’s hand! 
Reluctantly he allowed them to be taken into exile by foreign troops to shake them from their spiritual slumber and to draw them back to Himself. Their exile was to be a time of refinement and purification. 

During this time God began to predict the coming of a new day when his original design for our world would finally be fulfilled. Out of their midst a Prophet would arise who would redeem the world and usher in the Reign of God.


“For to us a child is born, to us a son is given,



and the government will be on his shoulders.


And he will be called, Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,



Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.


Of the increase of his Government and peace there will be no end.


He will reign on David’s throne and over his kingdom,



establishing and upholding it,


 with justice and righteousness from this time on and forever.


The zeal of the Lord Almighty will accomplish this.”  Isaiah 9:6-7              
And so the people waited patiently and prayerfully for this anointed prophet to appear. And in the fullness of time this prophecy was fulfilled. 
An angel appeared to Mary and said to her:


“Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God. 


You will conceive and give birth to a son, and you will call him 
Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. 
The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David and he 
will reign over the house of Jacob forever, his kingdom will never 
end.”                                                               Luke 1:30-33

Jesus was the long awaited Messiah. He came to redeem the world; to usher in the rule of God; to undo all the evil effects of the fall; and to restore our world to God’s original intent.
In speaking to the citizens of his home town of Nazareth Jesus defined his mission by quoting from the prophet Isaiah.


“The Spirit of the Lord is on me because he has anointed me



to proclaim good news to the poor.


He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners



and recovery of sight for the blind,


 to set the oppressed free,



to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.  Luke 4:18.
In his mission amongst us Jesus fulfilled this mandate. He inaugurated a kingdom in which the poor and marginalized were treated as full and equal citizens. His miracles were signs that God’s Kingdom of righteousness and justice had finally been inaugurated.

But the religious establishment, in co-operation with the Roman army of occupation, arrested God’s Anointed and put him to death.

It seemed as though God’s plan was foiled once again; evil had triumphed over good.

But God intervened and raised Jesus from the dead. And for the next forty days Jesus appeared to His disciples with many convincing proofs.

And before he left this world Jesus passed on to them the task of continuing His mission in the world. 


“Peace be with you! As the Father has sent me I am sending you.”


                                                                                     John 20:21

As loyal followers of Jesus Christ we live in this interim period between His first advent and His second.

Two thousand years have elapsed since Jesus came announcing the inauguration of God’s Kingdom.
But what evidence is there to assure us that God’s kingdom is advancing? What hope do we have that some day the promise of Revelation will come to completion?
In some ways the world doesn’t seem to be getting any better. In many ways in which it seems to be in worse shape:

· Our world economy totters on the brink of global collapse.

· Young people protest in our streets because they can’t find employment or adequate housing.

· The gap between the rich and the poor is increasing.

· Nearly 4500 people will die of HIV Aids in Africa today.

· Over 800 million people will go to bed hungry tonight because they can’t afford anything to eat.

· Natural disasters, climate change, war and violence seem to be on the increase.

Where in the midst of all this chaos do we see signs of God’s advancing kingdom and hope for a better world in the future?

Let me say two things:

1. The advancement of God’s Kingdom is a mystery which we need to embrace by faith. 
We must not be too quick to judge.
Take the birth of Jesus, for example. Who would have ever imagined that God’s Kingdom was about to burst on the scenes with the birth of this child? He was born into a very turbulent period in Jewish history. The country was struggling under the weight of Roman rule. His mother was an unmarried teenager. He was born in a cattle shelter carved out of the Judean hillside. And yet, God was at work in all these events.

Jesus speaks of the kingdom of God in terms of yeast in a batch of dough. The expansion of the kingdom is so slow and imperceptible. It’s only in hindsight that we are able to say, “The Lord was in this place and I didn’t realize it.”

Furthermore, in God’s Kingdom the wheat and the weeds grow up together. They are intertwined and impossible to tell apart. So we need to suspend judgment and give time for things to come to maturity. 

Isn’t it possible that God’s kingdom is present in the campsite of Occupation Vancouver?

Isn’t it possible that God’s Kingdom is advancing through the season of discontent sweeping the Arab world?

 The advancement of God’s kingdom is a mystery we accept by faith.

2. Secondly, the advancement of the kingdom takes place through the collective effort of average Christians.

As followers of Jesus of we must not be driven by an obsessive need to fix the world. We are simply called to live out the values of the Kingdom in our daily lives and leave the results to God. Our Lord assures us that our labor for the Lord will not be in vain.
God’s Kingdom is present in the small details of every day life.

 It is present when I put aside my schedule and go next door to take care of my neighbors’ preschool child as her mother recovers from surgery.

It is present when I swallow my pride and apologize for loosing my temper. 

It is present when I choose to forgive my spouse for his\her infidelity.

It is present when I resist temptation and invest in the hard work of growing a healthy marriage.

It is present when I sit on the curb and listen while the ‘bag lady’ tells her story.
St. Mark says: “When you see these things happening you know the Kingdom of God is at the door. So be alert! Make use of the opportunities God has placed before you. Why? Because if He comes you don’t what Him to find you napping.
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