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Scripture: Luke 21:5-19 

Some of his disciples were remarking about how the temple was adorned with beautiful 

stones and with gifts dedicated to God. But Jesus said, “As for what you see here, the 

time will come when not one stone will be left on another; every one of them will be 

thrown down.” “Teacher,” they asked, “when will these things happen? And what will be 

the sign that they are about to take place?” He replied, “Watch out that you are not 

deceived. For many will come in my name, claiming, ‘I am he,’ and, ‘The time is near.’ 

Do not follow them. When you hear of wars and uprisings, do not be frightened. These 

things must happen first, but the end will not come right away.” Then he said to them, 

“Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. There will be great 

earthquakes, famines and pestilences in various places, and fearful events and great 

signs from heaven. But before all this, they will seize you and persecute you. They will 

hand you over to synagogues and put you in prison, and you will be brought before 

kings and governors, and all on account of my name. And so you will bear testimony to 

me. But make up your mind not to worry beforehand how you will defend yourselves. 

For I will give you words and wisdom that none of your adversaries will be able to resist 

or contradict. 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.” 

 

Sermon 

Would you join me in prayer? Open our ears and our hearts, oh Lord. Let us hear what 

we need to hear and show us what we need to do to become more faithful disciples of 

our Lord Jesus Christ. In His name we pray, amen. 

 Wow! Isn’t it great when we all show up on the same Sunday? Don’t get me 

wrong. All of us deserve a break once in a while. But please don’t take the break on the 

same week. We miss you when you’re not here, we really, really do. So it’s great to 

worship with you this morning. 
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 So we’re talking today about getting some bad news. And one of my favorite 

stories about getting good news and bad news at the same time is an old, old preacher 

story, or joke. I told it at Charlie Smith’s funeral because it is, indeed, a Charlie Smith 

type of story, if you remember the stories that Charlie used to tell. And if you’ve heard it 

before, just laugh politely at me; I’d appreciate it. The story goes, there are these two old 

guys. They know they’re nearing the end of life, and they have been huge baseball fans 

their entire lives. And so as they’re getting older in age they begin to talk about the 

afterlife, and they begin to wonder, “Is there going to be baseball in heaven?” So the 

one dies and his buddy, Fred, is left behind. And some time goes by and Fred begins to 

think, well, maybe his friend forgot him, because they had made a pact with each other, 

that whoever died first would find out if there’s baseball and come back and tell whoever 

was left if there was, indeed, baseball in heaven. And so Fred thought that his buddy 

had forgotten him for some time, until finally one night Pete shows up to him in a dream. 

“Well hey, Pete, how’s it going?” and Pete says, “Well, Fred, I’ve got good news and bad 

news. Yes, there is baseball in heaven.” Fred says, “Well, what’s the bad news?” Pete 

said, “You’re starting pitcher tomorrow.” (Groaning from congregation) Isn’t that a 

Charlie Smith story?  

Indeed there is legitimate bad news that we receive all too often in our lives. 

There is a health diagnosis of cancer or something else. There is the loss of a job, where 

you’re called into the boss’s office and told your services are no longer needed or there 

are cutbacks due to budget cuts. Or, indeed, the loss of a loved one, as we receive that 

phone call that nobody wants to get. And when we receive this legitimate bad news, it is 

always appropriate to allow ourselves to feel the range of human emotions that we’re 

made with, that God made us with, as we grapple with whatever legitimate bad news 

that we face in life. Whenever those emotions come up, because sometimes those 

emotions will hit us hard, years after the fact. 

But then there’s “bad news” that we think that we’re experiencing in life 

sometimes. For instance, one tradition growing up in middle and high school, as I got to 

be an older kid growing up with my parents, was we would always go to Hardee’s in 

downtown Hopewell for breakfast, either before the Sunday School hour or after the 

early service. We’d run down there in between services and whatever. And I used to live 

for those delicious golden round hash browns. Those things are yummy, are they not? 

Well, at some point along in those years, I ordered my hash browns, and the person 

behind the counter put some seasoned patty piece of junk on the tray. And I looked at 

her and said, “What is this? Where’s the little golden round hash browns?” And she 

said, “Oh! They changed it. We’re no longer serving those. We’re serving it like this 

instead.” And I about flipped out on her. That was horrible news to me! I lived for those! I 

would order an extra order just to have more of those golden round crispy hash browns. 

To the point that I got so upset that I e-mailed corporate. I emailed the corporate office. I 
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said, “What is this you have done to me? This is an injustice! This is a travesty!” And lo 

and behold, they changed back. Because of me, right? No. They evidently got enough 

complaints that they changed back. And they sent me an email when they did, and they 

gave me a coupon for an order of those golden crispy hash rounds. And so when you 

go to Hardee’s, you have me to thank for those. (Laughter) 

But indeed, that was what I thought was “bad news” to me, and we know what 

that kind of “bad news” type of stuff is in our life. But it’s the way that we respond to bad 

news that we get in life that really matters. It’s the way that we respond to bad news in 

our life that speaks to the death of our faith.  

In today’s reading from the lectionary from the Gospel of Luke, it takes place in 

the temple courtyard, in what is known as the Court of the Gentiles. Gentiles are 

anybody who is not Jewish, and so we all could have joined together there in the Court 

of the Gentiles. And it was a commonly crowded place, and that’s where Jesus and His 

disciples are. It was also Holy Week, what we now know as Holy Week. Passover was 

just in a few days, so the city population was swelling with pilgrims from all over the 

place. So it was partly a time to show off a bit. And so the disciples in today’s story, they 

start out by looking at Jesus and saying, “Jesus, look at this magnificent temple that 

we’ve built. Isn’t it just amazing?” And they’re not just saying it to be nice. They’re 

showing off a little bit. “Hey, you foreigners who are here for Passover! Check out this 

place that we’ve built.” “Shoot, look at this FAC. Isn’t it amazing, what we’ve built here? 

Isn’t our sanctuary just beautiful?” It was that kind of thing. And the implication was that, 

“Wow! Look at what we’ve done for God by building this space! Now what’s God going 

to do for us?” Because, you see, in that Holy Week, anticipations and expectations were 

high that Jesus was finally going to crown Himself as the Messiah that they had been 

long expecting. 

Well, then Jesus launches into this rather long session of teaching, of which we 

get a snippet today. And he starts out basically by saying, “Well, folks, I’ve got some bad 

news for you. It ain’t going to happen exactly like you plan on it happening. Actually, 

everything you see here will be destroyed.” And just like when we get bad news, their 

questions start flying. “When? How? What?” And he said, “Well, first of all, there’s going 

to be a bunch of false Messiahs. People that proclaim, ‘I’m the Messiah, come follow me. 

No, I’m the Messiah, come follow me. No, I’m the Messiah, come follow me.’” Anybody 

hear of a guy named David Koresh? 

And he said, “then there’s also going to be wars and uprisings, earthquakes and 

famines and pestilences and fearful events, and great signs from heaven.” In other 

words, check out the news. And if that wasn’t bad enough, Jesus’ disciples, He said, 

would be seized and persecuted and imprisoned, all because they believe in Jesus. Talk 

about some bad news. Talk about a downer. “Look at what we’re doing for you, God! 
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What are you going to do for us? Wait….what? Persecution? What?” Especially just 

when they think that they and their side are about to win. 

Now on the one hand, Jesus was foretelling the coming destruction of Jerusalem 

at the hands of the Romans some 40 years after this encounter that we read about 

today. He’s talking about the persecution of those original apostles, their martyrdom, like 

Peter being crucified upside down. But on the other hand, we’re disciples of Jesus, too. 

Is it possible that this church building will one day come crumbling down? Look at what 

happened to Notre Dame. It’s just brick and mortar.  

Is it possible that we, too, will one day face persecution? And let me remind you, 

while Christians in America have experienced loss of privilege – yes, we have – that 

often feels like persecution, but it is not. Until we are literally facing life or death because 

of our faith in Jesus; that, my friends, is persecution, and yes, that is happening to 

brothers and sisters in our world even today. Check out Voice of the Martyrs 

(www.persecution.com). They share stories of pastors and missionaries, in particular, 

imprisoned and tortured for their faith in Jesus. 

The truth of it is, when we get insulated here in small-town America, especially, 

we think that we’re never going to experience that kind of thing here. So it’s hard to 

identify when Jesus goes apocalyptic on us like this. But what I think we can all identify 

with is receiving bad news. Especially when it goes against how we think things were 

going to go. 

Up to my freshman year in college, I was fit as a fiddle, as they say. I was the 

picture of perfect health. And that spring semester of my freshman year, I started with 

some different symptoms than I’d experienced before. I’d always been a dead to the 

world sleeper, and I was getting up many times during the night to go to the rest room. I 

was thirsty all the time, so I’d go get regular sodas or juice and things like that and down 

them and just be more thirsty and get more. I started losing weight unexplainably, and 

the symptoms continued through that year, through the hot summer. Again, I was 

downing regular soda all the time. Got back sophomore year on campus there in 

Blacksburg and I’d go get a bag of Sweet 16 powdered donuts and a gallon of whole 

vitamin D milk and down it all in one sitting because, college. Well, let’s face it, because 

it’s tasty, too, right? And I’m still losing weight, eating bags at a time of Sweet 16 

powdered donuts. 

And finally the family doctor back home told me, “go and get a fasting blood 

sugar at the health clinic. And I was told, congratulations, you have a dead pancreas. 

You’re now a type 1 diabetic. And I said, I have to do what to myself? Give myself shots? 

And it knocked me for a loop. Wow! Up to this point I had been a picture of health. I 

went back to my dorm room, called mom and dad. They wanted to come right then and 

http://www.persecution.com/
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there, but I said, wait a minute, no. We thought it was maybe heart related; heart 

problems run in the family. We said at least it’s not heart related. Okay, I’ve got to do 

shots from now on, and there’s worse things that can happen to me. I’m okay, mom. 

And I was going home that weekend, anyway. Guess who showed up at my dorm room 

that night, as mom came in and gave me a hug and dad behind her, just rolling his eyes. 

You see, it’s how we respond to bad news that has a purpose. Jesus said in verse 

13, that purpose is, “so you will bear testimony to me.” He goes on to say, even if you’re 

disowned by your closest loved ones, even if you’re betrayed by friends who you 

thought were good friends and on your side, but then turn around and stab you in the 

back, “not a hair on your head will perish. Stand firm, and you will win life.” 

Now, it is very important to note here that God does not cause all the bad things 

that happen to us. God does not cause all bad things that happen to us to happen to us. 

One more time, for those in the back: God does not cause all bad things that happen 

to us to happen to us. I do not believe that God created me and made me to be a type 

1 diabetic. I believe that as a result of the fall that we read about in Genesis, our bodies 

are subject to death and decay. None of us are getting out of here alive. And guess 

what? My pancreas decided to give up the ghost before the rest of my body. That’s 

what happened.  

In fact, you’ve heard me say it before, that I hate bumper-sticker theology. 

Bumper-sticker theology that says stuff like, “Jesus is my co-pilot” – Well, get out of the 

seat, make him your pilot, for crying out loud! But some of the best bumper-sticker 

theology that’s out there, you will not find sold in any Christian bookstore, because it has 

a bad word in it. It’s two words, and I’ll church one of ‘em up for you: Stuff happens. 

That’s some of the best theology out there. That sometimes, stuff just happens. God 

doesn’t cause it all to happen. Sometimes it just does. It’s how we respond to the stuff 

when it happens that matters. 

It's the lessons that God might have for us as we respond to the stuff that matters. 

It’s the good that God’s always working in our lives for us in response to the stuff that 

happens, that matters. And we’re allowed, again, to experience that whole range of 

human emotions that God created us with. It’s all right to be angry at God a little bit 

because of the stuff that might happen. He’s a big boy. He can handle it. 

But Jesus said we stand firm. On what? On our faith. It’s a message in Scripture 

over and over and over. To dig down deep, to build our foundation, not on the shifting 

sands of whatever culture says is right and wrong, but to dig down deep into the solid 

rock of the foundation of our faith, the Rock of Ages, the Rock that never moves, the 

Rock that is higher than us. 
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Saint Paul in the Letter to the Ephesians talks about putting on the armor of God. 

And why do we put on the armor of God? So that in the end we will be able to stand firm 

against the strategies and temptations of the devil. In the Book of Revelation, it is never 

about escaping the bad stuff that is going to get worse before it gets better, but it’s 

always about standing firm on Jesus until the end, and in that we will be victorious 

because Christ has already won the victory for us. We stand firm on our faith. 

Nick Foles is an NFL quarterback who won the Super Bowl a couple of years ago 

with the Philadelphia Eagles. And if you know anything about Nick Foles, he’s not a 

stellar quarterback. He’s not a renowned quarterback like a Tom Brady or Brett Favre or 

somebody like that. He seemingly came out of nowhere, and in his postgame 

interviewed, we learned about Nick Foles that the NFL is ultimately not what he wants to 

do. He’s actually planning to become a pastor. He’s in seminary. He’s planning to be a 

missionary. He’s got his own ministry already going on. Football is not his endgame. 

Well, he was recently traded to the Jacksonville Jaguars, and he was supposed 

to, this season, be their starting quarterback. But early in the season he suffered a 

broken collarbone injury that put him on the sideline, and as these things tend to happen 

in the NFL, his backup quarterback began to shine. And there became this whole thing 

of “Oh, golly, is Nick going to lose his starting quarterback position?” And all this drama 

in the sports world. And today he’s expected to take the starting position back on the 

field, and he was asked this past week what he thought about all this drama going on, if 

he was concerned. And his response was, “No. Right when I felt this thing break, that’s 

when I went into the locker room and I realized, ‘God, this isn’t exactly what I was 

thinking. Obviously you get here and you want to create a culture and impact people, 

but at the end of the day, if this is the journey you want me to go on, I’m going to glorify 

You in every action, good or bad. I still could have joy in an injury. People hear that and 

say that’s crazy, but when you believe in Jesus, that changes your heart. Just like when I 

hoisted the Lombardy trophy (the trophy they get at the end of the Super Bowl), the 

reason I’m smiling is that my faith was in Christ. In that moment I realized I didn’t need 

that trophy to define who I was, because it was already in Christ. That’s my message 

when I play. Same thing happens when I get injured. We tend to make this so much 

about us as human beings. It’s not about us. If you make it about yourself, you’re 

probably going to go home at night and lay your head on your pillow and be very alone 

and very sad.” He said he’s been able to grow as a human being. And his closing words 

in this snippet of this interview were: “I believe if you read the Word of God and you 

understand it, there’s trials along the way, but they equip your heart to be who you are.” 

There’s trials along the way, but they equip your heart to be who you are. 

So how do you respond to bad news? Especially the “bad news,” that Christians 

are infamous for getting bent out of shape over the “bad news.” One of the things that 
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kills me every single November is when the election results come out and people of 

Christian faith who identify with the losing party, lose their ever-loving minds. “Our 

country is going to hell in a handbasket!” They go into Chicken Little mode. “The sky is 

falling! The sky is falling! We’re doomed!” Where’s your faith, people? Jesus is still on 

the throne, no matter what kind of election happens, and that’s what ultimately matters. 

By contrast, I have been absolutely blown away as a pastor in hospital rooms, in 

living rooms, in my office, in the hallways, encountering those of you who are dealing 

with legitimate bad news. Seeing how you hang on to faith, even sometimes by just a 

thread. But you know in your heart that as tiny as that thread might be, it’s like the 

mustard seed. It’s so tiny, but it’s going to grow again. 

How do we respond to bad news? 

Thanks be to God. Amen. 

 


