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“Fallen temples, persecution and enduring to the end”

Many of you, perhaps most of you, maybe all of you, find today’s gospel a scary one. I confess that I

do too. There’s a lot of scary, bad news stuff in today’s gospel. This type of literature is referred to by

scholars as apocalyptic literature. Often it is written during times of trouble, suffering, persecution

and tragedy. Over the centuries, even today, many have tended to interpret apocalyptic literature as

a scenario describing the end-times. 

   So with that in mind, let’s take a closer look at our gospel. First of all, upon admiring the beauty of

the Jerusalem temple, Jesus shocks his listeners by predicting the future destruction of the temple.

    It WAS gorgeous: huge blocks of green and white marble, the eastern front and part of the side

walls covered with gold plate, flashing in the sun; the rest of it gleaming white, so that one seeing it

from a distance might think it a mountain of snow. When a captivated pilgrim oohs and ahs out loud

at the splendour of it all and starts up a chorus of “How Lovely Are Thy Dwellings,” Jesus stops

short.  “There won't be one stone left standing on another;  all  will  be thrown down.” The holiest

ground you know, he says, will tumble down around you. Where you stand in awe today will one day

be ruins.  

   Jesus did not have to be a prophet to say such a thing. Every temple is a doomed house. Every

structure and system eventually will wear out; it will disappoint, and finally, it will die. Name any you

like: a church, denomination, school, neighborhood, family, friendship, vocation, even a dream - they

all have a life span and they all come to an end. They may die of natural causes as we who inhabit

them die or move on. Or they may die by the violent assault of outside forces.

   In our age the landscape is littered with once-beautiful temples now in rubble. Our values are

wrecked. Every day we read or hear something to make us cringe.1 For example, in many newscasts

we learn of Russia continuing their  crimes against humanity by aiming their  bombs at  civilians,

hospitals, schools and so on, and to deliberately destroy infrastructure—of late,  much of Ukraine’s

1 David E. Leininger, “Of Rubble and Trouble,” at: <https://sermons.com/sermon/of-rubble-and-trouble/1346337>.
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power supply has been damaged by Russian bombing. According to the Council  of  Canadians:

Earnings of CEOs jumped by 23 per cent last year. Economist Jim Stanford notes that business

profits reached their highest level ever in the first quarter of 2022, claiming almost 20 per cent of

the entire  Canadian GDP. Think about that number—it  would only  take a tiny portion of  those

profits to fund a national pharmacare program, fix drinking water in every First Nation, and start

transitioning to a truly sustainable economy.2 So politically, economically, and religiously, there are

countless examples of fallen temples; of people misplacing their security in the things of this world,

which look secure, solid and strong, yet are destined to fall. 

   Jesus  goes  on  by  giving  other  scary  examples  of  what’s  going to  happen,  and indeed has

happened, and continues to happen throughout history. He says there will be wars, insurrections,

nation will go against nation and kingdom against kingdom—hence the war in Ukraine. There will be

natural  disasters like earthquakes,  famines and plagues—hence the Coronavirus pandemic that

rocked the world in so many ways; as well as the years, not months or weeks of famine in places like

Somalia. In a recent newscast, a reporter interviewed a Somalian goat-herder, looking at the bones

of his dead goats; thousands if not millions of people in Somalia, Ethiopia and Kenya have been

displaced and suffer from hunger and thirst because of the drought and famine in that part of Africa.

Hence our need to continue to support the work of Canadian Lutheran World Relief. 

   Jesus goes on to speak also of dreadful portents and great signs from heaven—hence the climate

crisis we are now experiencing, with unprecedented heatwaves and flooding. He doesn’t stop there

however. He continues by speaking of Christians being arrested and persecuted put on trial before

authorities  and imprisoned.  Christianity  began with  Jesus  being crucified  and then throughout

church  history  Christians  have  been,  and  continue  to  be,  persecuted,  burned  at  the  stake,

beheaded, fed to the lions, and so on. For example, listen to the following story. 

   In January 2011, two Indian Christians, Vasantha Sekhar and Nese Yohan, were living in Saudi

Arabia. Authorities came to their apartment, arrested the two, and had them imprisoned because of

their  faith  in  Christ.  During  the  raid,  Saudi  authorities  reportedly  confiscated  Bibles,  Christian

2 John Cartwright, “Making Our Way Through Turbulent Times,” in: Canadian Perspectives: Autumn 2022 (Ottawa: 
The Council of Canadians), p. 3. 
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literature, sound equipment, and musical instruments. They also painted verses from the Koran on

the walls of their apartment. Talking with his pastor back in India, Sekhar said that he was pressured

to convert to Islam but he had refused. “If I have to die for my God, I will die for him here,” he said.

Following his arrest, his Saudi employer returned his passport making it clear that his job was no

longer available.

   In July 2011, the two were released from prison and flown to India.3  

   This story reminds us of the Good News message at the end of today’s gospel. Jesus promises us

that: “By your endurance you will gain your souls.” Or as The Message renders it: “Staying with it—

that’s what is required. Stay with it to the end. You won’t be sorry; you’ll be saved.”

   That reminds me of yet another  endurance story,  told by Pastor Barbara Brown Taylor. Pastor

Brown Taylor says: I had a wonderful...friend until she died several years ago at the age of ninety-

seven. The newspaper headlines changed a lot over the course of her lifetime. When she was born,

in 1894, there were no airplanes, no televisions, no automobiles to speak of. Russia was ruled by a

czar and China by an emperor. The only way to get to Europe was by boat.

   As she got older her short-term memory got worse, but her long-term memory got better, and one

day as I sat by her bed she told me about a summer’s day from her childhood, when she and some

of her girlfriends hitched up their long skirts and climbed a mountain. They went too far and stayed

too long, she said, and before they knew it the beautiful sunset they were watching had turned into

a foggy dusk so that they could not see their hands in front of their faces. 

   No one had a flashlight—flashlights had not been invented yet—and no one knew for sure which

way was down, but  they agreed they would all  hold hands and that they would not,  under any

circumstance, let go of one another. So that is how they did it—one girl at the front, picking her way

down the mountain one step at a time—and all the rest of them strung out behind her, holding onto

each other’s wrists so that they made a living human chain. Every now and then someone would

want to argue about which way to go and the others would listen, but what none of them did was let

go. 

3 PreachingIllustrations.com for August 21, 2011. 
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   “Sometimes,” my friend said, “all I knew or could see of the world was the hand ahead of me and

the one behind. Sometimes my arms ached so badly I thought I would cry out loud, but that is how

we made it at last. We found our way home by holding on to one another.”4  

   So, dear brothers and sisters in Christ, through all kinds of scary scenarios in life, listen to Jesus,

trust in his promise: “By your endurance you will gain your souls.” “Stay with it to the end. You won’t

be sorry; you’ll be saved.”  

      

4 Barbara Brown Taylor, God in Pain: Teaching Sermons on Suffering (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998), pp. 79-80. 
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