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Isaiah 65:17-25 

2 Thessalonians 3:6-13 

Luke 21:5-19 

 

 Let’s do a little word play this morning to tease out what Jesus is getting at with his focus 

on wars and insurrections; earthquakes and famines. We’ll use two of the all-time most dazzling 

words – at least in terms of how they sound – from our religious lexicon: apocrypha and 

apocalypse.  

 

  First a definition. The Apocrypha is a portion of scripture accepted as sacred by Roman 

Catholics and the various Eastern Orthodox traditions but not by Jews or Protestants. We 

Anglicans fall in the middle so that we have a few readings from the Apocrypha in our lectionary 

but we don’t do much else with it. That’s because it has an “iffy” pedigree. Authorship is either 

deliberately anonymous or just unknown. Also the meaning of these texts is said to be hidden, or 

cryptic. You can hear that in its name: apo-cryptic, or apocrypha.  

 

 The other word, apocalypse, is generally taken to mean “the end times.” It evokes 

cataclysm and destruction and Armageddon – the supposed great, last, cosmic battle between 

good and evil. But what the word actually means is “revealed” or “revelation.” It has come to 

mean the end times because that’s when we believe all will be revealed.  

 

On the one hand we have information that is hidden or cryptic, and on the other hand, 

information that is revealed. The two are opposites: apocrypha and apocalypse. Examples of both 

kinds of literature are in the Bible. 

  

 The apocalyptic books include Daniel in the Old Testament and the Book of Revelation 

in the New. Apocalyptic literature uses disturbing language, kind of like your property insurance. 

Those policies describe trees falling on your house; your roof caving in; sinkholes swallowing 

your front yard. And they assure us we’re protected against loss as long as we pay our premiums.   

 

Insurance policies do not prevent bad things from happening. Neither does God. Jesus 

says plainly in today’s reading that bad things will happen. But he also says that those of us in 

relationship with God should not be afraid of those things. God remains present in our lives even 

when the worst happens. 

 

God also remains present in our lives when the best happens. That’s a different story. 

That’s the story from our first reading, from Isaiah. The prophet describes a time of unparalleled 

blessing. No infant mortality. No lifespan shorter than a century. Houses and vineyards and no 

labor done – ever – in vain. 

 

The beloved hymn, “Come thou font of every blessing,” says: “Prone to wander, Lord I 

feel it; prone to leave the God I love.” Wander away. Drift off. This only happens when things 

are very, very good in one’s life. The person in peril can curtail his or her relationship with God 

but that tends to be rather intentional. It is often at our times of greatest personal blessing that we 

just forget about God. 
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God does not forget about us. God continues to call us, seek us, reveal God’s self in 

uncountable ways.     

 

 

“Prone to wander, Lord I feel it; prone to leave the God I love. Here’s my heart, O take 

and seal it, seal it for thy courts above.” Come thou font of every blessing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“There is nothing particularly original or specific about his ‘predictions’ here. Every age 

has false prophets, wars, and natural disasters. Jesus is not describing a specific set of calamities 

that will mark the end of time. The point is that when bad things happen – and they do – we 

should not be afraid. Neither should we follow anyone proclaiming these things as signs of 

Judgment Day. Instead, we should trust that God remains present in our lives.”1 

 

If a story begins “Once upon a time,” do we take literally the story’s events, or do we adjust our 

expectations because we recognize it as a fairy tale that is trying to entertain even as it conveys a 

moral or lesson? The decision we have to make in reading Luke 21:7-11 is similar. A specific 

genre (apocalyptic) is introduced, meaning we should adopt the interpretive lenses that help us 

understand this genre on its own terms. 

 

That assurance of God’s faithfulness to us in the face of difficult times is the real concern of this 

passage is confirmed by Luke 21:12-19. Jesus details the persecution that his followers can 

expect to face: arrests; persecution; trials before government authorities; betrayal by family and 

friends; hatred on account of Jesus’ name; and even execution. Throughout his Gospel, Luke 

depicts Jesus as a prophetic figure who risks rejection and death as a result of his prophetic 

message (see especially Luke 4:16-30). Anyone who follows Jesus can expect the same hostility 

that Jesus and Israel’s great prophets endured. Indeed, the Acts of the Apostles (written by the 

same author who wrote Luke’s Gospel) provides numerous examples of early Christian leaders 

facing precisely the sort of troubles that Jesus describes in 21:12-19.4 

 

But does Jesus in Luke 21:12-19 tell his audience they should lay blame on a particular person or 

group of people, on their society, or even on their enemies, for such treatment? No. He says that 

persecution is “an opportunity to testify” (21:13). Just as God gave Moses and other prophets the 

capacity to speak to and confront their doubters and opponents (for example Exodus 6:28-7:13; 

Jeremiah 1:6-10), Jesus himself will provide strength and wisdom for such testimony (Luke 

                                                           
1 Gilberto Ruiz, “Commentary on Luke 21:5-19,” November 13, 2016, 
http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=3059 
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21:15). Using a proverb that signifies divine protection, Jesus tells them that not a hair on their 

head will perish (Luke 21:18; see also 1 Samuel 14:45; 2 Samuel 14:11; 1 Kings 1:52).5 

Ultimately, their experience of persecution will not end in death but in a victory for their souls 

(Luke 21:19). Underscoring all of these statements in 21:12-19 is the importance of trusting in 

God even in the midst of hardship and persecution. 

 

Rather, the passage warns us about becoming too fixated on temporary human institutions, 

perhaps with the implication that we should attend to the poor in our communities instead (21:5-

6; see also 21:1-4), and it exhorts us to be firm in our trust in God when calamity and persecution 

strike (21:7-19). Despite its language and imagery of destruction, Luke 21:5-19 is ultimately a 

passage grounded in hope -- in the hope that God remains present in the world and in one’s life 

even when things have gotten so bad that it feels like the world is closing in on us. 

 

Gilberto Ruiz, “Commentary on Luke 21:5-19,” November 13, 2016, 

http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=3059  
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