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December 2, 2007 
Romans 8:18-25, Matthew 24:1-14 
Introduction I was listening to a radio talk show where the topic for discussion was, are you having a good doomsday? As we look at the chaos and upheaval in the world, doom and gloom can be seen all around. How do we interpret them? How do we explain Katrina, the Asian tsunami, the Bangaladesh cyclone, Aids? The problem of suffering causes confusion and even doubt, as people wonder how God can allow it. The answer lies in our worldview. What is the basis from which we view this world? 

Our Romans reading gives a framework from which to interpret this question. We know that the whole of creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time (Romans 8:22). It starts with the premise that the whole of creation is subject to frustration, decay, corruption and upheaval. To get a further picture of this upheaval, read Matthew 24, Luke 21, and Revelation 6. It would seem that things will get worse before they get better. Jesus explains events in the world in terms of child birth. All these (signs) are the beginning of birth pains (Matthew 24:8). The pain and suffering, while unpleasant, are all leading up to a joyful birth event. In the same way, while all these conditions have existed at any given time in history, the intensity, frequency, and proportion increase in the same way as the birth pains increase before the actual birth. I will spare you the story of how I delivered our children, suffice to say that once a woman is in labour, the waters have broken, the contractions are getting closer, the cervix is dilated, birth is very close and unstoppable. So what are some of the conditions, the signs for which Jesus tells us to look? 

World Upheaval 

Natural upheaval How do we see the pains of birth in nature? 
There will be famines and earthquakes in various places (Matthew 24:7). 

Scientists are struggling to make sense of the changing weather patterns — el Nina, global warming, and destruction of the ozone all may be explanations. Earthquakes, floods, fires, hurricanes, tornadoes have impacted many lives. Some are a combination of man-made and natural disasters. While these things have been around since the world began, what is it about recent natural disasters that seem different? Isn’t it the scale of the destruction. Then we have these awful diseases that mutate into new pestilences and plagues. Who would have thought that a disease such as AIDS, unknown some 30 years ago, could reek such havoc on the world population. Who had heard of SARS or the bird flu until a few years ago? What is our hope? Besides that it won’t happen to us?

There are also attempts to describe the inexplicable. These natural events will take on cosmic proportions, even effecting the universe as we know it. 
 

Human upheaval How do we see the pains of birth in human nature and circumstances? 

This applies to the wars and rumours of wars, which are prolific all over the world - some are worse than others. Most think that they are white knights fighting for a just cause. Think of the words from Rev. 6, bent on conquest. Doesn’t that apply to today? Besides in war, violence and death proliferate. This is one of the most troubling. For many, going to war or preparing to kill is as inevitable as going to work. It is a way of life. For all our so called advanced civilization, all the wise men and women are puzzled why a father will kill his own family, or why seemingly innocent children will beat another child to death? What are the causes? Of course at the root there is that old problem of fallen, human, sinful nature. Some answers are social and human, such as the breakdown of the family, the influence of violent content in the entertainment industry under the guise of free speech. TC editorial about a new video game from Australia which exploits the worst, most destructive behaviour of adolescent girls. The "coolest girl in school" encourages girls to lie, bitch and flirt and rewards points for shoplifting, casual sex, cutting classes and spreading rumours. 

The seals of Revelation 6 indicates there is a spiritual dimension...peace was taken from the earth. God withdraws his presence for mankind to experience life without him, the Prince of Peace, and the full impact of sinful human nature. What is our hope? Is is that we have peace, meaning absence of problems?

Economic upheaval 
How do we see the pains of birth in the economy? 
Why is it such a struggle to survive and make ends meet? Jobs, resources, fish, lumber, money, food are all in diminishing supply, not to mentions plumbers or doctors when you need them. In some countries, a day’’s wages hardly buys a loaf of bread. What are the causes? Causes are varied: greed, exploitation, natural disasters, war, man-made stupidity. I may look at more next week, as the A-C gains control by exploiting the economy through food, financial and security concerns. Watch for the Western countries selling its assets to foreign and potentially hostile nations. What is our hope? That we might win the lottery?

Religious upheaval How do we see the pains of birth in the church?
Increased persecution and suffering
As the anti-christ spirit arises, there is a direct head-on collision with the spirit of the Christ. The result is increased persecution. Millions of Christians are banned, arrested, killed and persecuted for their faith. Yet the media don’t often mention that kind of discrimination. The persecution in our Western world is more subtle, but increasingly pervasive — something you may notice this ‘holiday season.’ Note the offerings of the media, following on the heels of the Da Vinci Code, The Golden Compass promoting atheism for children (see GV), and on CBC, The Pagan Christ. But the martyrs will give testimony and be clothed in white robes of righteousness. 
Unprecedented growth and revival
Where is this revival? While many Western and Northern hemisphere commentators dismiss the church and its relevance, in the third world and Southern hemisphere, the church grows and expands at an incredible rate. The gospel is being preached to all nations and there is unprecedented revival. Let’s pray that the Lord would include us in the revival in our generation. What is out hope for the church? 

Personal Upheaval How do we see the pains of birth in our personal lives?

Have you experienced you life being turned upside down? All of us at times go through personal upheaval at times when our lives are turned upside down. It may be caused by illness, relational conflict e.g. marriages ending in divorce, or financial struggles or any number of calamities and tragedies which are part of life in this imperfect world.

How do we make sense of it all? Do we view the world, the future as hopeless or hopeful? What is our hope? Advent offers hope. 
Advent Hope 

How do we view the world? Is life is a bust or is life a blast? Is life for here and now or for hereafter? What is Advent? It means to come. It is when we remember that God has come, has entered/incarnated into this world. It is also when we remember that his plan is to come, to return to establish his uncontested rule. Both comings provide hope in the midst of the doom and gloom, whether life is good or bad, a bust or blast. 

Our Romans reading: I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us. How do we see hope and glory in comparison to our present pains and sufferings? 
This advent hope offers: 
The Hope of Liberation – from natural upheaval. 

The whole of Creation is out of harmony with its Creator and in bondage to frustration, decay and corruption. The creation waits in eager expectation...will be liberated from its bondage to decay and be brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God (Romans 8:19,21). 
This effects us personally as our mortal bodies are subject to the consequences of sin which results in ageing, decay and death. How do we deal with that? I am all for taking care of ourselves through exercise, good diet and healthy a lifestyle. There are also creams and lotions, nips and tucks and all kinds of creative cosmetic ways to try and delay the inevitable. But it is a delusion to not face the fact that no matter how heathy, fit and youthful we are, it will end. I propose that the whole universe is also subject to the same process of depletion and decay. The disasters are a consequence of this, whether the immediate cause is due to both natural and human causes. 
However, all these are pains that point to a re-birth, and Scripture reveals God’s plan is to create a new heaven and new earth. Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth... there will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain for the old order of things has past away (Revelation 22:1, 4). Our responsibility is not to abdicate, but to exercise the Genesis mandate we have been given to rule (1:28). We need to be good stewards of the earth on the one hand, and prepare ourselves for our new destiny on the other. This is to be inhabited by those who have been born anew in the spirit. Advent offers hope and glory in the coming of a new creation. Come Lord Jesus. 
The Hope of Adoption – deals with the human upheaval. 

...we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we await eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies (Romans 8:23). 
What is the cause of our human "groaning"/ upheaval? Our human condition is caused by sin, whereby all fall short of God’’s standards. The ten commandments are a helpful rule of life, but Jesus gave them a new dimension that simply showed that no one could keep them fully. To quote the PB, By thought, word and deed...we have left undone those things which we ought to have done, and we have done those things which we ought not to have done, and there is no health in us. 

But God has a rescue/ salvation/ redemption plan. Jesus said, I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full (John 10:10). God’’s plan is that we are born again and adopted into his family. We learn to fear God and the consequences of living outside his boundaries. We become new creatures: Therefore if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation, the old has gone, the new has come! (2 Corinthians 5:17). This is the beginning of wisdom. As we love Him with all our heart, soul, and mind, we learn to love one another and love our neighbour as ourselves. We are heirs of all in our heavenly fathers estate as inherited after the death of his Son through his new will/ testament/ covenant. Now if we are children, then we are heirs...(Romans 8:17). 
In the words of that great hymn: My hope is built on nothing less than Jesus blood and righteousness...On Christ the solid rock I stand, All other ground is sinking sand. 
For in this hope we are saved (Romans 8:24). God’s plan is revealed in the Bible as salvation history. God chose a man, Abraham who became the father of nations, from whom came the line leading to Messiah, the Christ, and then the birth of the Church. They were entrusted with the responsibility of proclaiming the Gospel of this salvation plan which is the hope for the world. The response to this message is on the one hand rejection, opposition and persecution, which lead to spiritual and eternal death. On the other is acceptance, redemption and revival which lead to eternal life. 
Advent offers the hope & glory of becoming a new creature, person, family, church, with all the benefits and responsibilities. Come Lord Jesus! 
Conclusion What causes us to "groan" and ache? What are we hoping for this Christmas? What is God seeking to rebirth in our lives? What needs to come into our lives to establish hope? 

Our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us. 

The Spirit and the bride say, Come! Amen, Come, Lord Jesus (Revelation 22:17,20). 
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