In the name of the Father, and the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen.

Good morning

Over the course of the next two weeks I’ll be giving a three-part sermon on eschatology. While it sounds like a big intimidating word, hopefully by the end you will have a greater understanding of the issues involved, the terms, what the bible has to say about it, and where the Church stands on the issue. It might not be something you think about often, but it is one of the most common objections to the Christian faith, and also one that is often misunderstood, or even feared. I will however give a few points on the days readings, to ensure that I still provide you with something relevant, and independent from this particular topic. 

So here are a few thoughts and questions from today’s readings: The firs being Fishes of men. There is a strand that flows from Isaiah’s calling, through the ‘crying out’ of the psalm, which also has a deep message of strength and support. Through Paul’s understanding of his calling, it’s implications and that the grace of God is behind it, the strand continues, linking to the New Testament passage, a simple, effective passage. As fishermen are catches of fish, so are we called to cast out our nets, toil even beyond our strength, doing God’s will even when we don’t understand why, to draw more people to Him. 

Do we do this? Or do we wait for a personal invitation such as that Isaiah or Paul received? Or if we are already doing so, do we call on the Lord? Are we ‘made bold and stouthearted’ by ‘calling on the Lord’ as the psalmist puts it? Or do we trust in our own strength and try to do it alone? Do we even leave everything and follow Jesus? Those are a few thoughts and questions I’ll just leave with you.

OK, moving onto eschatology.

I’d like to start by defining some terms, just to ensure that we are talking apples with apples.

Escatology is technically the study of ‘eschatos’ which is the Greek word for last. Or more simply put it is the study of end-times. The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines it as ‘a branch of theology concerned with the final events in the history of the world or of mankind’ So we are looking at the end, which is why I’ve titled this sermon, ‘The beginning of the End’ Next week will be ‘The middle of the End’ and lastly ‘The end of the End.’

Escatology mainly deals with the “Big End Of It All” that is the underlying principal that all of history; time; space; and matter is moving towards this final ending and that God is behind the whole process. We are not on some wild runaway train, or like one of those stagecoaches in the westerns where the driver has fallen off or died and the coach is being pulled along aimlessly by horses that are out of control. No. Rather God is the prime mover, he set everything in motion, and like a conductor, guides the orchestra as a whole, and each individual instrument to create a harmonious and complete symphony that rises and falls, has crescendos and diminuendos but nevertheless, ends. 

There are also smaller endings along the way that we deal with under this same heading. The main one being death. I’ll speak a bit more about death, next week, but a lot more about the other component of death, the faith that Paul so meticulously lays out in this week’s portion of 1 Corinthians chapter 12. I just don’t want to scare people from coming next week. It won’t be all doom and gloom.

But back to some common terms or events that most theologians would agree on:
Firstly there is: ‘The second coming of Christ’. Here there are an aboundenment of references that describe Jesus’ return. In fact it is mentioned more than three hundred times in the New Testament
. The Old Testament term for it is ‘The day of the Lord’. It will be a clear visible event. Where as before Jesus came in quiet and weakness, His return will be in glory and splendor, power and majesty. It will signify the end of time and every thing will change.
Next, and there is the ‘Resurrection of the dead’. Who will be given new bodies, as Paul talks about in 1 Corinthians 15:35.

Then there is the ‘Judgment’. Jesus will be the judge and all will be judged, the resurrected and those still living, according to the criteria laid down in the bible.

Then finally there is the consequence of Judgment: either Hell, or eternal damnation, where there is wailing and gnashing of teeth; or as it’s also described as the absence of God; or heaven, paradise, the eternal presence of God, which is also described as a physical place.

Another terms in this subject include:

‘Tribulation’, which is simply the difficulties that we individually and the Church as a whole are or will go through.

and 

‘Rapture’, which is a Latin word that is translated as “caught up”. It is the image of God drawing together all of those who belong to Him into heaven.
Where theologians differ is in the order or spacing of these events, for example, the ‘Millennium’. This term comes from Rev. 20:1–10 which describes Satan as being bound for a thousand years. There are different understandings of the implication of this passage:

AMILLENNIALISM is the branch that chooses to believe that the millennium will not be an actual one, but is more figurative. The implications of this are that the ‘Second coming of Christ’ will be a single event. This current age will pass, judgment will occur, the consequences of the judgment will be enacted and the new age will be inaugurated.

POSTMILLENNIALISM on the other hand has the blending of this current age into the millennium, at the end of which Jesus will return and the rest of the steps follow.

Then there is PREMILLENNIALISM, which has two branches, firstly HISTORIC which has the resurrection of those who belong to Christ at the beginning of the millennium, and everyone else at the end of the millennium. The millennium here is not necessarily a literal thousand years. But the judgment phase or step is actually split into two separate occasions. 1 Corinthians 15:23–26 is a very good example of this branch.

DISPENSATIONAL PREMILLENNIALISM on the other hand, while agreeing that there are different stages or groups of people that will be resurrected and judged has the millennium as a literal thousand-year reign of Christ on this earth. Another even more subtle distinction is weather the Church is ‘Raptured’, in other words spared the Tribulation; or not. Also know as a Post-tribulation or Pre-tribulation view.

To take these groupings or labels to an extreme, a person could describe themselves as being a (and I’ll try and get this in one go without tounge twisting it too much) a ‘Historical Post-tribulation Premillennialist’.

While these labels might sound excessive, and there is a weak joke that illustrates this. Two men met on a bridge. The first greeted the other and exclaimed at how glorious the view was. The second agreed and commented on how God had made the world. “O, you’re a Christian, me too, welcome brother!” And they hugged. Then the next checked, “Would you be a reformed Christian?” “Indeed!” the other replied. And they exchanged first names. “You wouldn’t perhaps be a Premillennim reformed Christian?” the second asked after they had paused a bit. “Why yes!” The first replied, and they exchanged postal addresses and promised to send each other Christmas cards. Then the first asked again, “And on the matter of Historical or Dispensationalism?” “I am a Historical!” the second replied. “Likewise!” the first replied enthusiastically, and they pulled out pictures of their children, and arranged for them to visit during the holidays. “But tell me brother,” the second finally asked “are you Pre or Post Tribulation?” “Why on that matter I’m Pre.” the first replied. At which the second cried out, “You hypocrite!” And threw him off the bridge.

So these labels can be excessive, or rather our reaction to them, but they do help us define what we believe. And enable us to compare apples with apples when we talk to others. God has given us minds, and intellects, that we are able to use to study His word, and try and clarify even the finer and subtler points of our belief.

In closing I want to reassure everyone. If I have lost you in the language, or worried you about the significance of these technical theological terms, fear not. The finer details or nuances are actually not critical. What is of vital importance is that we acknowledge Christ as our Lord, accept Him by His spirit into our lives and live His life in us. If on the other hand I have sparked your interest, and you would like to know more about this topic, then I would encourage you to dig deeper, to read more, and to discuss further with me or other people this topic. With the proviso, or warning label not to go too far off the deep end. It is part of God’s wonder and majesty that He is both as simple and as complex as we can imagine. Or should that be beyond our imagination.

Next week as I’ve mentioned I’ll discuss more on this topic in general and on our own personal ending in particular. I’d also like to invite you to raise any questions you have on this topic (preferably give them to me in writing), that I can address or attempt to answer the week after that.

Amen.

�Enns, Paul P. The Moody Handbook of Theology. Chicago, Ill.: Moody Press, 1997, c1989.





