Sermon Notes 5 November 2017
It’s funny how often history seems to repeat itself. It’s as though we are just not able to learn
from the experiences and mistakes of previous generations.
Two of our Bible readings today have a sense of that repeated history about them. Our Old
Testament reading from the book of Micah dates from around 700 BC. Micah was warning the
Israelites about how their lives had moved away from God, and the punishment that would come
if they didn’t change their ways.
He speaks of false prophets, leading the people astray. Bribery and corruption in political and
religious leadership. Oppression of the poor and down-trodden. And yet the people still believed
that they had God’s favour. At the end of the passage, Micah predicts the fall of Jerusalem and
the destruction of the Temple – which eventually happened in 586 BC, when the Israelites were
defeated, and sent into exile in Babylon.
Seven hundred years after the prophecy of Micah, in our reading from Matthew’s gospel, Jesus is
with his disciples in Jerusalem. He is telling them about the things that have to happen before his
Kingdom comes into being. He too warns of false prophets deceiving the people; of wars, and
rumours of wars. Of famines and earthquakes. And of the persecution of his followers. Jesus also
predicts the destruction of the Temple – which history tells us happened when the Romans sacked
Jerusalem in AD 70, around the time that Matthew’s gospel was being written.
Now jump forward another 2000 years, and look at our world today – and you might think that not
much has changed. False prophets and fake news; corrupt leaders and politicians; wars in the
Middle East, and the threat of nuclear war with North Korea; earthquakes, tropical storms,
droughts and famines. It makes you wonder what metaphorical Temple is about to come crashing
down around our ears.
Jesus’ words to his disciples weren’t exactly designed to fill them with optimism. He didn’t pull
any punches. He tells them not to be alarmed by all the disasters and unrest that are about to
happen; but then he tells them that they ‘will be handed over to be persecuted and put to death,
and be hated by all nations because of me.’
But here’s the thing. Despite all of the worrying predictions Jesus offers his disciples, he reassures
them that, ‘the one who stands firm to the end will be saved’.
Or if we were to look in Luke’s account of the same event, he tells them:
‘“You will be betrayed even by parents, brothers and sisters, relatives and friends, and they will put
some of you to death. Everyone will hate you because of me. But not a hair of your head will
perish. Stand firm, and you will win life”.
Despite all of the hardships they were to face, Jesus promises that, if his disciples remained
faithful to him, God would protect them and care for them – and through their faithful witness,
God’s kingdom on earth would draw nearer. And he makes the same promises to us.

That doesn’t mean that God will prevent his followers from being persecuted, even killed for their
faith. We know from history that this is just not true. And even today, we hear of Christians
around the world being brutally oppressed, even killed for their faith. But Jesus assures us that if
we stand firm, we do not need to fear persecution and death. God will always keep us in his care.
So what about us? Well, you may say, we are pretty safe from religious persecution in this
country, aren’t we? Compared to countries like North Korea, or Sudan, or Somalia, or Pakistan, or
a number of middle-eastern countries, we don’t have too much to worry about. Or do we?
There are more ways to persecute the church than overt violence and oppression. Cynicism and
apathy can be just as damaging.
When I drive into work, I usually listen to the Today programme on Radio 4. And as you may
know, this includes a short, 3-minute slot called ‘Thought for the Day’, in which speakers from a
Christian background, and from other faiths, give their views from a religious perspective on some
topic of current interest or concern.
But, of late, a number of people, including the presenters of the Today programme themselves,
have voiced concerns as to whether the slot should be allowed to continue. This week’s issue of
the Church Times takes up the story:
To mark the 60th anniversary of Radio 4’s Today programme — in which religion has a short
dedicated slot, as do sport and business — its presenters gave an interview to the Radio
Times in which they launched an extraordinary attack on Thought for the Day, pronouncing it
“inappropriate” and “deeply, deeply boring”.
I usually refrain from commenting on the tediously commonplace criticisms of Thought for
the Day, since it is edited by my wife. But the broadside by John Humphrys and Justin Webb
crossed a line, not just in terms of their startling rudeness to invited BBC contributors. Their
indignation went beyond routine resentment at the intrusion into their three-hour secular
news agenda of three minutes of religious reflection.
Mr Humphrys’s attack seemed to be on religion in general, as he sneered: “Dear God, we’ve
got to cut a really fascinating programme short because we’re now going to hear somebody
tell us that Jesus was really nice. . .” It was interesting that he chose Jesus rather than the
Prophet Muhammad.
What was just as shocking was the evident inability of Humphrys and co. to see the
contradiction between their intolerance of religion and their boast of open-mindedness on
everything else.
It is essential that, in a programme in which presenters such as Mr Humphrys often coarsen
the public debate with their adversarial approach and constant barrage of interruptions, an
oasis of measured reflective civility should be maintained. Religion has a distinctive
contribution to make to that. Indeed, it is now more important than ever.
Paul Vallely, Church Times, 3 November 2017

Make no mistake – our faith is under attack, and we need to stand firm in the face of this
opposition. Like the early disciples, we too may be called to live through troubled times, and face
apathy or ridicule. We too may see the destruction of things that are precious to us. But we must
remain faithful, and believe that, whatever troubles may come our way, we can trust God to
protect and care for us.
As I was driving into Exeter yesterday morning, I was listening to an interview with one of the first
women to become a fighter pilot in the RAF. She spoke about the thrill flying at supersonic
speeds, and the feeling of freedom that flying gave her. But she said that the best part of the job
was that, whatever things were like at ground level, once she got airborne, up above the clouds,
the sky was always blue, and the sun was always shining.
And I thought, isn’t that what being a Christian is like? While we may experience difficulties in our
everyday lives, above it all, we have that reassurance that God is in control. So whatever
difficulties life may throw at us, above the clouds, the sun is still shining.

As we move our lives closer to Jesus, the winds may blow, and the storms of life may
become yet more violent.
Do not make the mistake of interpreting the opposition you are facing, as a sign that you
are doing the wrong thing, or that you are destined for failure.
Stand your ground, do not be moved by the wind.
Stick to what you heard God say to you.
Stand firm, and you will win life.

Amen.

