
SUNDAY 25 OCTOBER 2020 - Bible Sunday 

Nehemiah 8.1-10 

Colossians 3.12-17 

MaEhew 24.30-35 

“Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away”. These words are spoken by Jesus to his disciples 
and others during an extended talk stretching from the beginning of MaAhew’s chapter 23 to the end of chapter 25, 
and they occur immediately before the events in Jerusalem leading to his crucifixion, death and resurrecGon.  

Jesus is at pains to point out to his hearers that things in the world will get much worse, before they get beAer. He 
refers firstly to the destrucGon of the Temple which does of course happen in AD 70 following a major Jewish revolt, 
and he goes on to foretell other terrible things: war, famine, earthquakes, persecuGons and so on – and of course we 
know from our learning of history that they conGnued and sGll conGnue today: just look at the 20th century and what 
has already happened in the 21st, not least what is happening in this very year. 

Jesus declares that all this suffering is part of God’s plan, that it all has to happen before the Coming of the Son of 
Man, in some sort of monumental catharGc cleansing. That coming (oVen referred to as the Second Coming) will be 
recognisable in the same way as when trees and other plants start to produce green shoots and so herald spring and 
summer. But when ? When is this to happen ?  I’ll come back to that quesGon later. For their part the disciples were 
convinced that it was imminent and so aVer the ResurrecGon they sat in an upstairs room waiGng for Jesus to return. 
Before long they were surprised by the arrival of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, which sent them off on their various 

 1



mission journeys to spread the word of Jesus Christ throughout the then known world. Others sGll feel today that his 
coming is imminent, including the owner of a restaurant in the City of London a few years ago, who used to stand 
outside Lloyd’s insurance market wearing a sandwich board, reading on one side “The end is nigh” and on the other 
“But my restaurant is just round the corner” – shortly aVerwards the restaurant closed, so he obviously knew 
something.  

Seeing his hearers’ bewilderment, Jesus points out in verse 36 that no one knows when this will happen, not the 
angels, not the Son, but only God himself. But we are to be watchful and prepared. So we are leV to ponder Jesus’s 
sentence “heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away”. This is the thing we are to hang on to, 
together with our knowledge of why Jesus had to be killed and why he rose again.  

Some may think that today’s world has already forgoAen the Bible – just as the people of Israel discovered during the 
Gme of the Exile, when the prophet Ezra brought out the Book of the Law which had not been read or heard for many 
decades. As we heard from Nehemiah, the Israelites wept as they heard the familiar words again. In the same way I 
believe it is one of the reasons why people flock to Carol Services, not just to sing (except this year of course) but also 
to hear the story of God’s plan for us once more. It is our duty as commiAed ChrisGans not to neglect to read the Bible 
and bring others to the knowledge of it – especially to read the New Testament and the words of Jesus with their 
message of love for all.  

However, we know that the Bible, which was wriAen iniGally in Hebrew and Greek, then in LaGn, could only be 
understood by a small educated percentage of the populaGon unGl the beginning of the 16th century, for example here 
in Britain and also in Germany. Thanks to translators like William Tyndale, who was burned at the stake for his trouble, 
and MarGn Luther, who died in his own bed at the age of 62, ChrisGans and non-ChrisGans are today able to read the 
Scriptures in their own language. This in itself represented a revoluGon, coming as it did at a Gme when prinGng had 
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enabled mass reproducGon of wriAen material. The faithful were now able to idenGfy personally with the message of 
the Gospels and so to take on a faith which meant more to them than just a tradiGon handed down and received 
without understanding. Incidentally Tyndale’s efforts were not in vain, because his work was used by the official 
translators of 1611 to create what we know today as the King James Bible; and MarGn Luther himself also developed 
the concept of the priestly nature of all believers, whose claim rests on the simple but life-changing giV of bapGsm – a 
giV that is intended to be used, so that ChrisGans may read the Bible and be able to grow in the knowledge and love of 
God. 

To return to the quesGon I asked earlier “When will the Son of Man – Jesus – come again ?”  Jesus in verse 30 explains 
that aVer all the suffering and the darkness, then “the sign of the Son of Man will appear in heaven”. This itself sounds 
ambiguous: is the sign Jesus himself or is it something else, maybe the cross. I feel it is not really very profitable to 
spend a long Gme wondering about that. Perhaps we may unlock this whole quesGon by thinking of the “Coming of 
the Son of Man” or of the “Kingdom of God” in much simpler terms and in such a way that this Coming will always 
depend on what we think and say and do, day in, day out. AVer all, we have the Holy Spirit to guide us. Later on in this 
service we shall say the phrase “thy Kingdom come” in the Lord’s Prayer. In this way, with the words of Jesus ringing in 
our ears and hearts, we may make our own contribuGon to the Coming, a process which has to be ongoing in order to 
be fulfilled. Paul, in his leAer to the Colossians we heard read earlier, sums up what our contribuGon to this Coming 
should be, affirming the words of Jesus and thereby proving the value of studying the book we call the Holy Bible. 
Those words are 

“Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away”.     
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