Apocalypse Now
1 Thessalonians 4:13-14; Matthew 25:1-13; Amos 5:18-24
A sermon preached by Vicar Andy Hanawalt at Paradise Lutheran Church on 11/12/17

Last Sunday Pastor Rod mentioned that those of you who’ve been
around awhile might be particularly grateful the All-Saints lectionary
readings—or more precisely that you probably appreciate what wasn’t in
the readings. He explained that some of you may remember the “old” AllSaints readings—intense, cryptic, and apocalyptic—but that in the late
1970s the Revised Common Lectionary was adopted and the emphasis of
the readings shifted to reflect a more loving and inclusive understanding of
God and more modern understanding of our world. The readings in the
newer lectionary are more positive, focused on love, inclusion, and
forgiveness.
So, having already briefly skimmed over today’s disturbing readings,
when I listened to Pastor Rod’s description of a softer, gentler lectionary, I
found myself anticipating this week and thinking: well, maybe the “new
lectionary” committee decided to skip a week or so . . . just for old time’s
sake? Rod and I had a good laugh about it in the office this week and he
joked that maybe I should begin today’s sermon by saying “ok, now forget
everything you learned last week.”
But of course the new lectionary still includes some pretty harsh
sounding material, and the sermon last week didn’t really suggest
otherwise. We can all give thanks for the beautiful scriptures we read last
week on All-Saints Sunday, and we all might prefer to ignore the more
bizarre, disturbing, apocalyptic texts like those we read this morning (I
know sometimes I would—particularly on the Sundays when I need to
preach on them� �
).
But to ignore these texts is to ignore much of the Bible . . . and to
create for ourselves a God we want—a God in our own idealized image—
rather than let the God who created us speak to us on God’s own terms.
The truth is, we need to struggle and wrestle with these hard texts
sometimes; that’s part of being a Christian. And as Lutheran’s we have a
special responsibility to take the Bible seriously.
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But as you may have heard before: Sometimes taking the Bible
seriously, means not taking it literally. I personally believe the entire
Bible is “God breathed,” but that doesn’t necessarily mean that it was
written directly by God, with the Holy Spirit simply taking complete control
of the human authors’ wills and dictating every word. I know that's how
some Christians imagine “The authority of scripture.” But the reality is
more complicated than that. The Bible is a library of books written over
thousands of years by individuals in very particular times and places.
Different biblical authors are addressing very different questions and
circumstances, approaching things from different perspectives, and
focusing on different points of emphasis.
But at it’s core, the Bible also tells the “big story” of a God who is the
very definition of self-emptying, self-giving love. But scripture telling this
“big-story,” and being God breathed doesn’t mean that the cultural
assumptions, prejudices, and ancient worldviews of the many very different
authors won’t show through sometimes. And sometimes the question is
how to separate the wheat from the chaff.
Thanks in large part to Martin Luther, we can all read and interpret
the Bible for ourselves, and I would encourage you to do that. Bible
reading is for me the most challenging though when facing the sort of harsh
apocalyptic passages we read today; so this morning I think I’d like to offer
you a few of my own approaches to these texts and hopefully this may help
you when faced with a difficult, confusing, or disturbing passage.
I’ll start by laying down a few general principles to guide our
interpretation of the Bible, and then look a little closer at the one of texts
difficult we read this morning: I Thessalonians 4:13-18.
The first principle that helps me read the Bible is the one we just
discussed—to always keep in mind that the Bible is a library, not a
book. As Christians we believe the Bible tells an overarching, “big-picture”
story, and that we—as the Church—are a living continuation of that story.
This can make it easy to unconsciously downplay, deemphasize, or even
ignore both the diversity of individual perspectives of the authors, and the
diversity of all the genres of writing in the Bible: histories, poems, myths,
songs, and even a genre that we don’t use or really understand anymore:
the strange genre of “apocalypse.”
“Apocalypse” is a literary genre full of vocabulary and conventions
that have been lost to us in history. Today’s texts are arguably in this
category, so we should take extra care not to just assume that we know
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exactly what they are talking about just because we can understand the
words they are using (in their modern English translation). Doing this
would be like someone who has no background, experience, or
understanding of abstract art, claiming that she understood exactly what a
Picasso painting conveyed simply because she could identify the shapes
and the colors.
The second principle that helps is to always keep in mind that,
when looking at the Bible as a “big story,” you can’t read it as a “flat”
document giving every scripture equal weight to every other. As
Christians we see in the Bible an unfolding story that reaches its apex and
goal with Christ, so while we can't ignore anything in scripture, we also
can’t use violent or strange passages to justify ignoring God in Christ,
Jesus’s call to peace and non-violence, loving enemies, living in solidarity
with those on the margins, and walking the way of the cross.
The Bible is not primarily about us; the Bible is primarily about God.
And every book, chapter, and verse in the Bible was not created equal.
Coming from different sources and perspectives, together they tell a
dynamic and unfolding story; a story that we—unlike many of the Biblical
authors—know the ending to. We need to privilege those verses and
passages reflecting the apex of scripture, the story of God in Christ, and
read everything else in the Bible in light of these passages. This can be
difficult if we read everything on a surface level—instead, the really difficult
parts of the Bible should be approached with patience, prayer, meditation,
study, conversation with other Christians, and above all trust in the God we
see in Christ.
For me this means that there is a core set of Biblical teachings I use
to interpret everything else: that God is love; that God has shaped and
designed God’s own life to be in relationship with us; and that Jesus is the
unchanging image of the invisible God (or in other words, that if we want to
know what God looks like, we need to look at Jesus).
The definition of the Love of God is found then in looking at Christ’s
self-emptying incarnation (coming to be with us as a helpless child) and his
self-sacrificial death (going to the cross forgiving those who were unjustly
putting him to death). This is the God I find at the center of the Bible; so
when I’m trying to interpret a biblical passage that’s where I tend to start. I
ask, does this passage reflect a God who looks like Jesus emptying
himself, loving the world and sacrificing himself for others? If the answer is
‘no,’ I don’t just walk away from the text, but instead realize that there must
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be something going on in it that I am missing. And that’s when it’s time to
dig deeper.
Let me give you an example. Everyone knows that Old Testament
demands “an eye for and eye and a tooth for a tooth.” This appears three
times in the Mosaic law and is an important principle: the lex talionis—the
law of retribution in kind. But in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus says
“You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a
tooth. But I say to you, do not resist an evil person. But whoever strikes
you on your right cheek, turn to him the other as well.” One could be
forgiven for thinking that Jesus is abolishing the lex talionis here and
replacing it with “turn the other cheek.” But when we look a little closer at
the context we see that it’s not so clear.
Our first clue is that earlier in the same sermon, Jesus says that he is
not abolishing the law, but instead fulfilling it. You see, Israel at the time it
received the Mosaic law existed within a broader ancient near-eastern tribal
culture where blood feuds were normal way disputes were resolved. In that
culture, if you made a serious insult or physically injured me, my retaliation
could easily be to sneak into your camp and kill you or to murder you on
the trail the next day. In retaliation for that, your tribe might kill not only me,
but my whole family. My tribe would then avenge me and my family in kind,
upping the ante with an even greater bloodbath.
This escalating cycle of violence probably had something to do with
anger, prejudice, and rivalry—but before we jump to conclusions also
remember that there was no police force, and a tribe’s reputation for
vengeance could be the only thing protecting it in times of vulnerability,
when its fighting men were away at war for example. So with this context
in mind, the “eye for an eye” law doesn’t seem seen like a harsh and ridged
rule of retribution, but is instead a limit on retribution. God is moving his
people ever closer to his ultimate desire for them: to be people of mercy
and non-retaliation. This is a step in that direction. And in that context
Israel covenanting to follow a law that seems violent to us now, was
actually a faithful movement toward greater peace: No more unlimited
retribution, but only an eye for an eye and only a tooth for a tooth.
When reading the Bible context matters. If something doesn’t
make sense considering what we know to be true about Jesus, there’s
probably something going on that we are missing because of time and
cultural distance. This is particularly true of passages that don’t seem to
reflect the love of God in Christ and even more so of violent sounding
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Apocalyptic material, which is also written in a genre we don’t really
understand anymore.
The Greek word apocalypse is translated as “unveiling.” It does not
mean “end of days” or even “prophetic prediction” and it truly is a lost genre
of literature. In the time of Jesus, though, it was everywhere—like a
newspapers, magazines, or comic books are today. The people of that
time would have had very little difficulty understanding the conventions and
what was being conveyed. But to us these works are opaque.
We have some apocalyptic works and works that are partially
apocalyptic, but we know very little about how they were intended to be
interpreted. We know apocalyptic literature is densely symbolic, and
seems to be predictive. Most scholars though also think that it was a safe
way of talking about what was currently happening, cloaking controversial
or dangerous subject matter with symbols and projecting them into a
surreal picture of the future; but we’ve lost the general understanding of
how these writings work, their idioms, and their general techniques.
An example of this is the semi-apocalyptic passage from Paul that we
read today. This passage is used by certain people as support for the idea
of “the rapture”—an idea invented by a small 19 th Century English sect
based on a few ambiguous passages of scripture—an idea which in the
1800 years of Christianity previous to this had never even been thought of.
I don’t need to tell you that this “rapture” idea can sometimes seem
ubiquitous in the certain parts of broader church culture. It has overrun
much of the evangelical world and has even crept into mainline churches.
It sells millions of “Left Behind” books and movies. But it also has a
concrete cost to the church.
There are people I know raised in families who believed in the rapture
who will today not even consider Christianity as an option. They suffer
from what Nadia Bolz-Weber calls “Rapture PTSD.” My own closest friend
is one of them. He was a latchkey kid with an anxious personality. Like
many “rapture believing” children, whenever his parents were a little late
getting home, he became terrified that he had been “left behind.” And—
also a common thing in these families—he could not really be comforted by
his parents when they did return because the conversation would inevitably
turn to what sin was he hiding that made him fear he would be left behind
when the rapture came. It would almost be funny if it weren’t so sad. All
this based on a few heavily symbolic apocalyptic verses read entirely out of
context.
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The truth is we don’t know exactly what this passage means, but it
may have very little to do with Jesus whisking believers off to heaven and
leaving everyone else behind. In the ancient world, when a famous
dignitary or important person arrived at a city, he was welcomed by the
people who met him outside the city gates and then processed back into
the City with him in celebration. We see an example of this on Palm
Sunday. It seems to me that Paul is symbolically picturing something more
like this: a happy return where the people go to out to meet Jesus to
welcome him back with a joyful procession.
But in the end the imagery in apocalyptic texts remain a big mystery.
I’m a fan of fantasy and science fiction literature. In these genres,
sometimes a fantasy world set in a mythical past or future is used to talk
about current issues. Imagine for a moment that this type of literature goes
entirely out of use for thousands of years, and all context is lost. Now
imagine that and someone finds a few fantasy/science fiction books and
videos 2000 years later. They may think that an allegorical story set in the
future dealing with racism at the time it was made was really a prediction of
strife between humans and other alien races.
This is like us trying to read apocalyptic literature. We should do our
best to understand everything in the Bible; but what a sadness it is that so
much mental and emotional energy is spent trying to put together a puzzle
that has so many missing pieces. Sometimes it should just be enough for
us to admit we don’t know what the future might bring, but trust that Jesus
Christ is the same yesterday, today, and tomorrow—and that when he
returns, he will not have a different personality. He will come, as he did,
and as he still does through the Holy Spirit, bringing us beauty, love, peace,
nonviolence, forgiveness, and wholeness.

Amen
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