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Sermon for 17th November 2013 2nd Sunday before Advent 

Malachi 4.1-2a; 2 Thessalonians 3.6-13; Luke 21.5-19 

Although we’re probably already thinking about Christmas, it’s way off still in terms of the 

Christian Calendar.  A new Church year begins on Advent Sunday, with four Sundays to go 

before Christmas finally arrives.  Meanwhile, in this month of November, we celebrated our 

patronal festival on All Saints’ Day whilst thinking more sombre thoughts for All Souls’.  Then 

last week we remembered those who have died fighting for their country and those who 

have been the innocent victims of war.  As the leaves fall, the winds blow and the winter 

chills starts to bite, we may well feel that November is a time for reflection, for pondering 

the mysteries of life and death, for asking what difference Jesus makes, not just at 

Christmas, but all year round. 

Today our gospel reading brings us near to the end of Jesus’ life.  He had entered Jerusalem 

on a donkey with the crowds shouting out their praises: 

“Blessed is the King who comes in the name of the Lord!” 
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Yet as he approached, Luke tells us, Jesus wept over the city: 

“Would that even today you knew the things that make for peace! … they will not leave one 

stone upon another in you; because you did not know the time of your visitation.” 

Jesus is in Jerusalem for the Passover, preaching every day in the temple, but lodging on the 

mount called Olivet, probably with his friends in Bethany.  His life is in great danger, but he 

carries on regardless, getting on with the work that the Father has sent him to do. 

Before long he was prophesying more particularly about the temple, and all four gospels 

have something to say about this.  Whether it was one disciple or a group or just some 

bystanders who commented on the beauty and magnificence of the temple, all four agree 

on the gist of Jesus’ reply: 

‘As for these things that you see, the days will come when not one stone will be left upon 

another; all will be thrown down.’ 

So what happened?  What happened to Jerusalem, what happened to the temple? 
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Well in AD 66 a defiant rebellion began against Roman rule.  In AD 70, after a terrible siege, 

the Romans under Titus retook Jerusalem, literally stone by stone.  According to the Jewish 

historian Josephus, over one million people perished and nearly one million were carried 

away into captivity.  It happened just as Jesus had said it would, when he wept over the city.  

However, the destruction of the temple did not happen in the same way.  The temple was 

set on fire rather than being torn down stone by stone, and much of the temple wall, 

including some very large stones, was left standing.  It remains standing today and supports 

much of the Muslim holy area. 

E. P. Sanders, a scholar in both Jewish and Christian history of ancient times, argues that the 

fact that Jesus did not foretell accurately how the temple would be destroyed means that 

his prophecy is likely to be genuine rather than invented by the gospel writers after the 

event.  Given the fact that Luke almost certainly wrote his gospel ten or twenty years after 

AD 70, he could have had Jesus predicting the destruction of the temple by fire rather than 

saying it would be torn down.  The fact that Jesus’ prophecy is imprecise, Sanders argues, 
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makes it far more likely to be a genuine prophecy, handed down by word of mouth until it 

was recorded by the evangelists. 

But if Jesus was the Son of God, you might say, surely he knew precisely what would 

happen? 

Well no, he didn’t, because he was God incarnate.  In Jesus Christ God assumed human 

nature with all its limitations.  Being human, Jesus shared some of the limitations of the 

prophets that preceded him.  He had prophetic visions about the future, but didn’t know all 

the details.  Of course Christians believe that Jesus Christ was much more than a prophet.  

Nonetheless he was truly human, not a super-hero. 

All three synoptic gospels have Jesus speaking at length about future events just before the 

last days of his life.  He spoke about the forthcoming destruction of city and temple, but also 

about wars, conflicts and disasters that would precede the end of the age.  Such apocalyptic 

visions had become part of Jewish thought, together with the idea of a day of judgement, a 

Day of the Lord.  This was envisaged in the context of vengeance on the pagan oppressors of 
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Israel and redemption for Israel.  Yet here was Jesus speaking about a forthcoming 

destruction of the temple, Israel’s most holy place!  No wonder he was seen as a threat by 

the chief priests!  

He went on to speak about the coming of the Son of man in great glory.  We only had about 

half of Jesus’ discourse as our gospel reading today, so I won’t dwell on this vision of what is 

thought of as the Second Coming.  I will just emphasise that in Mark’s version of the 

discourse Jesus says, “But of that day or that hour no one knows, not even the angels in 

heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.” 

I want to go back to Jesus’ disturbing and prophetic words about the temple.  On an earlier 

occasion he had driven out the traders from the temple, claiming that God’s house was 

being made into a den of robbers instead of a house of prayer. 

Jesus was angry about the noise, the corruption, the profit motives of the money changers.  

He wanted the temple to be the holy place it was meant to be.  With his prophetic insight, 
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he also knew that the magnificent temple, extended and transformed by Herod the Great, 

would soon be destroyed. 

Now we all know how something someone says can be passed on, exaggerated, twisted, 

until before long it becomes something totally other.  This seems to have happened in the 

case of Jesus’ words about the temple.  Before long his enemies were making out that he 

threatened to destroy the temple himself!  According to Mark’s Gospel, when Jesus was 

arrested and brought before the high priest, false witnesses testified, saying, “We heard him 

say, ‘I will destroy this temple that is made with hands, and in three days I will build another, 

not made with hands.’ ”   

Matthew reports the same thing in his Gospel.  Mark and Matthew also claim that Jesus was 

taunted when on the cross: 

 “You who would destroy the temple and build it in three days, save yourself!”  

John’s Gospel has a rather different slant on this whole question.  When Jesus drives out the 

traders with a whip of cords and overthrows the tables of the money-changers, he is asked 
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for a sign to demonstrate his authority.  Jesus answers to their astonishment and fury, 

“Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.” 

John goes on to tell us that he was speaking not of the temple buildings but of the temple of 

his own body and of his resurrection from the dead. 

Today the baby daughter of Rachel is being baptised.  We need to remind ourselves that 

when we are baptised we are baptised into the death of Jesus.  We rise with him into new 

life.  

For the religious authorities in Jerusalem Jesus represented a threat.  He interpreted the 

Law in new ways, proclaiming that love of neighbour was what mattered rather than 

legalistic niceties.  Doing good on the Sabbath took priority over rules and regulations about 

resting.  Alongside the healings, Jesus assumed the authority to forgive people’s sins, a 

shocking assumption because the forgiveness of sins was a divine prerogative.  And as we 

have seen he was thought to represent a threat to the temple.  It was not that he 
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threatened to destroy it himself – a slanderous suggestion – but he criticised the profit-

making goings-on in the temple and predicted its forthcoming destruction. 

All three synoptic gospels agree that when Jesus was crucified the curtain of the temple was 

torn in two.  This was the curtain that separated the Holy Place where daily worship took 

place from the Holy of Holies, the shrine entered just once a year by the high priest on the 

Day of Atonement.  We can’t know for sure whether the curtain of the temple was literally 

torn in two, but Christians believe that a new way into God’s presence was opened up 

through Jesus’ death and resurrection.  As Luke makes very clear, Jesus’ followers would not 

escape persecution and sometimes even martyrdom, but by their endurance they would 

gain their souls, that is eternal life. 

Amen.     

 

 


