WHAT'S TAKING SO LONG?
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First, it was May 21, 2011. Then, we were informed there was a slight miscalculation and after considerable mental strain, the new date was confirmed as Oct. 21, 2011. The end of the world. All the earth was supposed to hear the blast of Gabriel's trumpet which would cause the dead in Christ to rise from their graves, meeting Him in the air with the elect still living. Alas, you're still here. 


One article said Mr. Harold Camping has predicted the end of the world 12 separate times since 1978. Obviously, he's been as wrong then as he was this year. To be honest, though, it's not fair to pick solely on him, for there have been countless predictions by “prophets of doom.” And it can be said, with certainty, that they were all wrong as well. Are you glad, or sad that Jesus has yet to return? 


Unfortunately, all these false predictions, especially the ones that come from those claiming to be Christian, do great harm to the credibility of Jesus' prediction of His return. To the world, this all smacks of Henny-penny sky is falling fatalism. The next time someone comes along and posits that he or she knows when the world will end, you can pretty much predict how everyone will react. With much tongue in cheek barely disguised ridicule. Oh, joy, another end of the world guesstimate.  


This is nothing new, though. Mankind has always lived with the expectation that the world would one day end. Can you imagine what the people of Sodom and Gomorrah thought when fire and brimstone came raining down upon their city? End of the world as we know it.


The Thessalonians to whom Paul wrote had gone so far as to sell their possessions, quit their jobs and meet on the street corners, waiting, watching, rinse, repeat. Which begs the question of why it is that the street corner is the place to be when Jesus comes. Anyway, it sounds familiar, doesn't it? Remember the Heaven's gate followers? Some of the people who believed Mr. Camping emptied their savings to pay for billboards as they thought he was right. 


No wonder people are skeptical about Christ's second coming. It's been what, 2000 years now, and no Jesus. It's like waiting for your dinner date. How long do you wait? Not 2000 years, that's for sure. There's been so many sky is falling cries that most people these days have become immune to it all. if Jesus really did appear, one wonders how many news reporters and scoffers would be shaking their heads just like before, snickering all the way to hell's gates. 


It was the same thing for the saints Peter was writing to. Today's Epistle reading comes from Peter's second letter, in which He repeats what he said in his first letter, because they were having to deal with the same thing we deal with today, the skeptics who laughed and scoffed at the idea that Jesus was ever coming again. They were saying, “Where is the promise of his coming?”  Can't you just hear the derisive laughter? 


So, Peter does his best to remind them of what he told them before and what the Lord had said, both through the prophets of old and the apostles they had heard. He tells them that scoffers will come and scoff, imagine that. They'll ask that question, that doubting Thomas questions. 


It's a question that still is being asked to this day, even by Christ's followers. Perhaps the question is spurred by the acute suffering we endure and  the seemingly endless emotional turmoil and maybe includes a little bit of impatience on our part. We so want all this bad stuff, all this death and heartache and agony and stress of making ends meet to end. How often have we prayed that Jesus would come again and take us home, because our sins have grieved us to pieces and it seems the harder we try to do better, the more we flub up. So, end it Lord. Fast. As in ASAP. Come, Lord Jesus. Yesterday if it's not too much trouble. What's taking so long? 


Besides, how bad will it get before He will finally get fed up and come down here? We know our own faults and they are bad enough, let alone how pagan unbelievers behave. Some of our sins are so shameful we find ourselves ducking expected lightning bolts. We are shocked by our behavior, so unbecoming of Christ's own. We are embarrassed by our careless actions, lovelessness shown and the way we treat one another. While we decry the growing child molestations being revealed these days, it must be said that our sins are just as abhorrent to God as anyone else's. All sin is a stench in God's nostrils.  


What's taking Him so long? Why is he dallying around? Can't God see how wicked mankind is becoming? There's already been the predicted earthquakes, famines, wars and rumors of wars, nation against nation, kingdom against kingdom, fathers against sons, mothers against daughters, on and on, to no end. 


Maybe the recipients of Peter's letter were asking same question as their critics.  What's taking so long? Because of their persecution by the scoffers, they may have been praying for Jesus to return not only to deliver them from sin and death, but to shut the mouths of the skeptics once and for all. Prove it, Lord. Get down here and show yourself! What are you waiting for? 


So, St. Peter, Pastor Peter, responds with the answer, one that may have left them a bit surprised. Notice how Peter contrasts slowness over against patience. Patience, he adds, toward them, “you,” he says. To paraphrase, Peter seems to be implying that they and we might want to modify the “come Lord Jesus”  prayer to say something more like, “Wait, Lord Jesus, just a little bit longer.” 


Why is it taking so long? Peter pulls back the veil over God's heart. Look, he says. Gaze inside, at the huge beating heart of pure divine love. God is patient, God is hesitating, God is waiting, for a very good reason. Many good reasons, it turns out. 


Peter says: “The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise, (that is, the promise to return), but is patient toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance.” The reasons for the delay? The Lord does not wish that any one should die in unbelief. The God they had heard about and who had called them to faith was still calling, to others, maybe even to some within their circle. Delay, wait, the Father was telling the Son. Just a little while longer, the Son responded. Give me a little more time, the Holy Spirit begged. There's more to save, the Triune God whispered. 


Ezekiel provides an important insight that is applicable here. “Have I any pleasure in the death of the wicked, declares the Lord, and not that he should turn from his way and live?” Seven verses later, Ezekiel repeats the refrain: “For I have no pleasure in the death of anyone, declares the Lord God, so turn and live.” Several chapters later, Ezekiel is sounding like a broken record, or a scratched CD for the younger generation who haven't heard of records: “As I live, declares the Lord God, I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that the wicked turn from his way and live, turn back, turn back from your evil ways, for why will you die, O house of Israel?”


Oh. That's what's taking so long. Stubborn, obstinate, hard-hearted, thick-headed, unbelieving sinners. All those sinners, walking around unrepentant, walking, slouching, running even, in the wrong direction. Cruising gaily and ignorantly down the dangerous road that leads to perdition. So many of them. Blindly going where no man should go, where God does not wish them to go. 


Peter, by inspiration of the Holy Spirit, reveals why God is delaying. He is using the time wisely, to serve His eternal purposes. He's still reaching out with His Good News. He is seeking repentance. Why? Because judgment is coming, though we don't know when,  but God knows. And while God does not desire the death of the wicked, the unrepentant will die in their sins and be condemned if they do not come to faith in Christ. Is one sinner worth the wait? Didn't Jesus say that the there is joy before the angels over one sinner who repents? Why wouldn't the church also rejoice? 


Now, harsh as it is to say, the Lord has every right to condemn each and every sinner to eternal death. He is the holy, righteous and just judge, and as such, can choose to make the unrepentant pay and suffer however He wishes. St. Paul says the wages of sin is death. That is, since all are born sinners, that's what we all have earned. Death. Eternal separation from the Righteous God.  


Yet, Peter says, God does not wish that anyone should perish, but that all should reach repentance. So God is busy calling all to confess their sins, acknowledge their unworthiness before Him, and turn in faith to the only way, truth and life, Jesus. The issue, then, for the Lord is not how long it is going to take, but who He takes to be with Him. He wants to take everyone.


Yet we know not everyone will be taken. We just heard several Sundays ago about the goats that were cursed by God and sent away into the everlasting fire. Jesus said that the gate to destruction is wide and the way is easy, and those that enter it are many. Conversely, He also said that the gate is narrow and the way is hard that leads to life, and those who find it are few. 


The few are those who have heeded the call of God through His Law to repent, and by faith, have turned to Christ for the forgiveness that He freely gives to all who believe. God created faith in them through the Word and Sacraments, and faith is the hand that has received the gift of eternal life in Christ. 


Scripture declares unequivocally that it is only through Christ that God has redeemed the human race from sin, death and the devil. It is only by Jesus' sacrificial death on the cross that mankind is reconciled to God. It is only because of His innocent suffering and his all-sufficient life and death that Christ has earned for us the righteousness that avails before God, thus resulting in the gift of eternal life. It is only Christ who has been raised from the dead, thereby confirming that it is done, all that is needed for our salvation.


Those who in sincere repentance and true faith turn to Christ are converted from death to life. These God justifies by the precious blood of Jesus and graciously adopts as His own children in the waters of baptism. And as St. Paul says, those who are justified are sanctified and kept in the true faith, assured of the love of God, the endless, unconditional, limitless love of God.


What's taking Him so long? There are still some out there who do not yet believe, yet will be saved. God foresaw who would come to faith before the foundation of the world, and those whom He foreordained to everlasting life may not as yet have turned to Him in faith. 


So, God is patient, not wanting anyone to perish, but all to come to repentance. He's delaying for good reason, that others would come to faith. But what is the most amazing part of this is how. How is God bringing people to repentance? 


Through His all-powerful Word and His all-sufficient Sacraments. The Word that is preached, read, aired, proclaimed and shared. By us. By others like us. Other believers. Other churches. Missionaries who have said, “Here am I, send me. Send me.” 


We too are the missionaries, sent by the Lord. To our own neighbors, friends, and family. We have the Word of eternal life, and that is what we share with others. That is the mission we have been given, to speak the Word of God to those around us. And that is all we are empowered to do. The rest, the growth, is up to God. When and where He wishes. And to remain faithful to Him. 


We remain faithful by living out our faith, in thought, word and deed. We stand firm on the word of truth and let it be our guide, ruling over logic and reason. Through the words of Christ that we speak, some, not all, are brought to repentance and faith. Through it all, we trust that the Lord's timing is not our timing, and that he is not slow, as we understand slowness, but he is patient, ever patient, searching, seeking, calling, putting to death and raising to life, sinners, one at a time. Some of whom may even be close to us. 


While we do long for Jesus' return, it is true that we also long for others to turn to the Lord in faith. For their sake, then, because we are people who know the love of God and desire for others to know it as well, we'll change that prayer to make it more in line with the Lord's will. Take your time, Lord. And send us, use us, bless us, and spur us to speak your truth and do your work, using your means of grace. Amen. 

