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Polar icecaps melting, devastating storms and floods, rising sea level, unimaginable 
bushfires, environmental collapse and rising extinctions, pollution and plastics destroying 
sea life, and a global pandemic, and to top it all off, last month an earthquake!  Surely 
the end of the world is near.  And I think a lot of people feel it, particularly the young 
who are picturing a very bad future.  There has always been troubles and disasters, but 
the number and complexity and seeming insolubility of the challenges we face has many 
seeing only a disastrous future.  Hollywood has certainly shifted to a predominance of 
apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic movies, with very few stories of a bright and peaceful 
future.   
Surely all those predictions in scripture, like Jesus words in today’s Gospel and all those 
images in Daniel and Revelation, surely, they are coming true, and the disastrous days of 
the end of the world are at hand.  Someone came to visit me at church a few years back, 
filled with all his study and knowledge of the prophecies of scripture and the tracking of 
the motions of the planets and comets, convinced that the scriptural prophecies are true, 
and the end is near.  Just as Jesus commanded, people are looking for the signs – like the 
green leaves, they can say, “Look the end is near!”  The apocalypse, the end of the world 
and the ushering in of God’s new creation.   
On one hand the reading today from Luke – signs in the sun and the moon, distress 
through the roaring of the seas, and people fainting from fear – seems to suit the times 
well.  On the other hand, what has this reading go to do with Advent and Christmas?  How 
are we cheered to celebrate the Incarnation through the image of an apocalypse?   
But is that what Jesus is talking about?  
I use the word apocalypse in its current English meaning - a catastrophic event that ends 
the world as we know it – however it’s a Greek word that had a very different meaning.  
In Greek it means, literally, to strip off – what athletes do before they compete in the 
gymnasium.  Figuratively it means to reveal the true nature of something.  The book that 
is titled Apocalypse in the Greek New Testament is called Revelation in English.  We 
seem, bizarrely, to have forgotten that.  These texts – here in the gospels, and in 
Revelation and Daniel and Thessalonians - are stripping off what we think is reality and 
time to reveal God’s reality and time. 
 
This world is not permanent, neither is it merely the subject of immense cycles.  The God 
reality revealed in certain scriptural passages is not meant to be a true and accurate 
picture of the future, but it does challenge the worldly reality of permanence or cycles.  
There was a beginning, there have been moments of God driven change and there will be 
an end that opens to a new beginning.  While we begin a new season of Advent, the text 
we have – Luke’s little apocalypse – reflects last week’s look at the kingdom under Christ 



and the week before when we heard mark’s little apocalypse and the destruction of the 
Temple – another sign of permanence that needed challenging. 
 
These words of warning and prophecy – the revealing of God’s reality of linear time and 
purpose and intention – were obviously very important to the early church.  That’s why 
they are preserved, with a few differences, in the gospels of Mark and Matthew, as well 
as here in Luke.  The destruction of Jerusalem and the oppression of Christians 
throughout the empire combined with the expectation that Jesus would return very soon 
to usher in the fullness of the kingdom of God to make these words important.  All these 
centuries later, that urgency and relevance and expectation have gone, and we are left 
with questions and seem to have only a few little points to grab onto.  His words – 
picturing the destruction of Jerusalem and then, rather mysteriously, launching into a 
cryptic picture of some future time of calamity – can sound confusing, or shocking, or 
disturbing, but they are also a picture of hope.    While there are calls to ‘be alert’ and 
‘be on guard’ and ‘look for the signs’, the heart of the message from Jesus is, “Stand up 
and raise your heads, because your redemption is drawing near.”  In the midst of all the 
bad news and dramas, and disasters, and worries, the Advent message is, “Don’t be 
downcast, lift your heads, Jesus is near.”  We open our time of waiting for the birth of 
Jesus with the simple message of hope – “the kingdom of God is near”. 
 
The other sign of hope in this passage is the parable – the green shoots on the fig tree 
that signal the coming of summer.  While it can be interpreted as keeping an eye on the 
happenings in the world to see the impending disasters and signs of calamity, it can also 
call us to look to the kingdom that we can see now – the church.  What are the green 
shoots that we can see emerging in this time when most of us can only see ageing and 
shrinking congregations?  The green shoots that say God is still here and active and 
bringing to birth the kingdom.  New people joining our services via zoom or streaming, 
new expressions of community in unexpected places like cafes or schools, new 
communities gathering online, and new experiences in intergenerational worship.  Green 
shoots.  The last two weeks I have had one little boy after the Mainly Music session on 
Tuesday morning ask to look in the church: a green shoot!  Hope!  And what I really like 
about this parable is that the green shoots are a sign of summer coming, not spring.  The 
sign is not for what’s next but for what is out of sight.  While we can keep an eye on the 
signs of the times and tick the disasters off a list, we can also keep an eye on the signs of 
God at work bringing in the kingdom. 
 
Paul tells us – in Romans – that hope that is seen is not really hope, that real hope is in 
what we can only imagine.  However, we can look for signs that point us to hope.  And 
those signs can be both positive and negative.  We preachers are told to construct our 
sermons with the Bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other, but I think this 
passage is pointing to much more than that.  Be aware what is happening in the world, 
but also aware of what is happening in the church, and aware of the possibilities of God’s 
word in scripture, and open to the life-giving power of hope – not weighed down with the 
worries of life but ready to stand up and raise your heads to welcome the kingdom that is 
coming near.  And the great sign that is coming is in our celebration of the birth of Jesus – 
the inbreaking of the reality of God into our world. 
 


