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Sermon for the Sunday after Ascension

I Peter 4:7-11    Ps. 47:7-11       John 15:26-16:4
 Have you ever seen a picture of a wild looking man on the street carrying a sign that says, “The end is near”?
 Saint Peter said that! It comes from our epistle reading. Peter said, “The end of all things is at hand.”

 So, what does Peter mean by “The end of all things is near”?

 To answer that, let’s back up a bit and look at what Peter has been saying in his letter. He tells us how to live as Christians among hostile or indifferent neighbours, knowing that Christ will return. 
 Let’s put the question this way: If Jesus Christ is about to return to earth, on the day of final judgment and salvation, how should we behave now, both inside the church, and outside the church?

 In a school classroom, students pay better attention to the teacher when they are told, “There will be a test at the end of the class.”
 There is a saying that older Christians are “studying for their finals.” Since Christ is surely coming, we are all “studying for our finals.”

 The early Christians fully expected the return of the Lord at any time. In one sense, nothing has changed in 2000 years. Christ may return at any moment. We are always getting closer to Christ’s second coming.

 We had better be ready for Christ’s coming, so that we will welcome him, and receive the salvation prepared for us from the beginning of the world. Are you ready?
 We Anglicans tend to see “End Times” preaching as something the Baptists and Pentecostals do. Yet the return of the Lord is one if the surest teachings of the Bible. We say in the Creed that Christ sits at God’s right hand, and, “From thence He shall come to judge the quick and the dead.”

 Christ will suddenly return, and both those who are alive and those who died will be resurrected, and then judged. One teacher said that not telling people about the judgment is like not telling your teenager about sex. This is necessary information!
 Let’s hear a loose translation of what Peter said:

 “Since we know for a fact that the Lord will suddenly return, and the world will be judged by him, keep a cool head and pray. Make sure you love people, because a lot of people will do bad things, and your love will cover a multitude of sins.

 “Show hospitality to your fellow church members without grumbling.

 “God has given you the amazing gifts of the Holy Spirit, which come down to a couple of basic things: speaking and serving.

 “If you are a speaker, speak like you are speaking God’s own words. If your gift is service, serve with all the strength God gives you, which is plenty.
 “Do all this, and God will be at the center, not your selves, because we give God all the praise and power, forever and ever. Amen.”

 So, we have been both warned and instructed by Peter. 
 We can call this crisis management. The return of Jesus Christ at the end of the ages is a crisis we can expect and plan for.   

 Many towns and hospitals and schools have crisis management plans. Is that true for Christ’s church? Yes, it is. Or, it should be.
 What is the crisis plan? Following Peter’s letter, the plan is for mutual love and hospitality and prayer, for those outside the church, and for those inside the church.

 Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan Williams once called the church a pilot project for a new humanity. The church practices Christ’s love, for the sake of a broken and needy world. To do all this, we need a lot of help.

 The good news is that help is at hand. The Holy Spirit is here!
 Jesus kept his promise from today’s gospel: “I will send you the Helper, the Spirit of truth. He will come to you from the Father, and will tell you all about me. And you must also testify about me.” Christ sent the promised Holy Spirit, at Pentecost. He has been sending the Spirit ever since the end times began.
 Christ tells us we must testify about him, taking a stand for Christ in a hostile world. How? Not with violence. Not with worldly weapons, but with prayer, hospitality, and mutual love.
 Jesus promises to give us his Holy Spirit to help us. The original word for the Spirit: “Paraclete,” means, “the one who comes alongside.” We are called to come alongside people, as God the Holy Spirit comes alongside us. The Holy Spirit is our Comforter, our Helper, the Encourager, coming alongside us.
 After Jesus’ promise of the Spirit comes a warning. He warns us about hostile people. He says, “The time is coming when those who kill you will think they are doing a holy service for God.” 

 And Jesus is clear about why some people will be violent to his followers. He says, “They do these things because they don’t know the Father, nor do they really know me. I’m telling you all these things now, so that when they happen, you will remember my warning.”
 Jesus, then, gives us both a promise and warning. The promise is to be with us always, until he returns, by his Holy Spirit.

The warning is that we may face opposition or hostility.
 To be a Christian we need to take a stand for Christ, and to testify to him with costly love, even with hostile people. It is not easy. We need the Helper, the Holy Spirit, more than ever.

 We live in the end times. We have been living in the end times for 2000 years. The end is near. Every day is another day closer to Christ’s return, when he will judge us, and welcome the faithful into eternal life. That is a sure promise.

 So, how will we live in the meantime?
