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Thinking About the Unthinkable 

By Dr. Dave Neale 

 

Behind and In the Text 

The quesGon our passage raises this morning is this, ‘How do we, as a people of faith, place the 
unthinkable in our mental and spiritual landscape?’ 

And what do we do in the face of the unthinkable.  

As MaUhew Thompson said recently in the NYT , “We live in a Gme of slow-moGon nightmares crashing 1

into fast-moving catastrophes… our disasters don’t exactly end; they evolve… [we live in an] awful 
disconGnuity of past and future.” 

The unthinkable has become a staple of the newsfeed. I’m not just being a Jeremiah when I ask the 
quesGon this way, “What are we to  think when the unthinkable happens?”  2

Our text today is about this quesGon in Jesus’ day.  3

What makes this poignant (affecGng or moving the emoGons) for us is that Jesus was himself confronted 
with the unthinkable. For his day the unthinkable was the destrucGon of the temple. So I want to draw 
the parallel from that aspect of his world to our own.  

We want to see how, because of his own experience, he bids us cope in our own Gme with the 
unthinkable – that which is completely beyond what we have ever thought or imagined we might be 
faced with: slow-moGon nightmares crashing into fast-moving catastrophes. 

 

Here was Jesus’ challenge in his own Gme. He has come to Jerusalem for what will be the end of his life 
in a week’s Gme. He clears the temple of commerce; he teaches daily there; he debates with scribes and 
Pharisees. But on entering the temple for the first Gme with his disciples we have this:  

When some were speaking about the temple, how it was adorned with beautiful stones and gifts 
dedicated to God, he said, “As for these things that you see, the days will come when 
not one stone will be left upon another; all will be thrown down” (Luke 21:5-6). 
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Jesus thinks the unthinkable.  

Jesus had a complicated relaGonship to Jerusalem and the temple. He decried her reputaGon for 
persecuGng and killing the prophets.  4

As he came near and saw the city on his final visit, he wept over it, saying, …the days will come when 
your enemies will set up ramparts around you and surround you, and hem you in on every side” 
(Luke 19:41-43). This is the reference to the siege of Jerusalem in 70 CE.  

His followers, of course, wanted to know when this would happen (v 7). What would the signs be? 

His only concession to their curiosity was this, When you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies, then 
know that its desolation has come near (v 20). He said when you see this, run.  5

From the Text 

What advice did Jesus give to his own disciples who lived in the looming shadow of the unthinkable? It 
turns out that this very difficult passage is a very pracGcal guide to living in Gmes such as ours.  

There are four words that Jesus has for his disciples: Beware, Don’t be terrified, TesGfy and Endure. But 
the Big Idea here is, perhaps somewhat surprisingly, TransformaGon. I’ll try to show you what I mean.  

1.  When the unthinkable happens: Beware… do not be led astray. 

And he said, “Beware that you are not led astray; for many will come in my name and say, ‘I am 
he!’ and, ‘The time is near!’ Do not go after them” (Luke 21:8).  

I translate the language of the first part of that sentence (Βλεπετε μη πλανηθητε): Look to your own 
common sense to stay in orbit around the core of your faith. 

Do you recall a while back when we talked about the word planētēs? We talked about staying in orbit 
and the energies that must be held in perfect balance between gravity and centrifugal force for a planet 
to stay in orbit. This is why we say the Creed and remind ourselves of our core beliefs.   6

When people summon you away from the core to schemes and conspiracies… Do not go after 
them… 

It is worse than futile and useless, it is disobedient to Jesus, to engage in end-time speculations 
and conspiracies. Jesus told us that no one knows the hour of his return, not even himself: But 
about that day and hour no one knows, neither the angels of heaven, nor the son, but only the 
Father (Matthew 24:36; Acts 1:7). Beware. 

2. Do not be terrified.  

“When you hear of wars and insurrections, do not be terrified; for these things must take place 
first, but the end will not follow immediately” (Luke 21:9). 

Don’t be terrified in the face of the unthinkable! What an amazing thing to say.  

Even the unthinkable can become, in the life that God gives to us his children, an occasion for 
transformaLon. There is no such thing for us as hopelessness.  
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Think about the history of God, which is the story of transformaGon arising from the ashes of the 
unthinkable. The more I reflect the more I see it everywhere in the story of God. From the unthinkable 
flood arose a new life on earth. From the ashes of slavery arose a people of the Promised Land.    

From the ashes of conquest arose the transformaLon of Israel, Gme and again. Was it what they always 
expected? Was it when they expected? No. But the history of God is the certainty of transformaGon as 
sure as the rising son. 

For example, Solomon’s temple, the First Temple was destroyed in 590 BCE. Unthinkable. 

One hundred years later it was rebuilt by Ezra and Nehemiah, the so-called Second Temple. 
TransformaGon. 

It stood for another 600 years. 

In Jesus’ era, the Second Temple was massively rebuilt by Herod the Great (20 BCE), only to be razed by 
the Romans 90 years later. Razed is the word from which we get razor, meaning to scrap off. Jerusalem 
disappeared. Unthinkable.  

Did Judaism disappear? No.  

Prior to the destrucGon of Jerusalem the famous rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai had himself smuggled out of 
the besieged city in a coffin and he negoGated with Vespasian for the establishment of an academy at 
Yavneh. It is from this seed that survived the burning embers of the destrucGon, that survived the pulling 
down, stone upon stone, that rabbinic Judaism grew in the post-temple period, based on law alone.  7

Mishnah, Talmud, Tosephta, the Midrashim, the foundaGonal documents of post-temple Judaism would 
fill this pew right here. 

What a transformaGon arose out of the destrucGon of the Jerusalem temple! 

Next week we reflect on the crucifixion of Jesus. It will remind us that out of the unthinkable arose a 
transformaGon of the resurrecGon and the most powerful message the world has ever known. Death is 
conquered. Out of the unthinkable arose an everlasGng life and salvaGon.  8

In our own Gme, within the last 100 years we saw the rise of fascism and the Holocaust. But even this 
unthinkable event led to transformaGon through the establishment of the naGon of Israel.  

As a believer in this God, transformaGon is your life story. 

Look at these two pictures of the Hashin Expressway in Kobe Japan. The first is a photo following the 
1995 earthquake that hit the area.  

  

TransformaGon comes through the unthinkable. And so it is in our lives. The life of walking with Jesus is 
a life of transformaGon, even though we experience the unthinkable. While we always seek 
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transformaGon, it seems to be the case that it is only occasioned by disaster. And we could explore at 
length the means by which it comes, but it usually comes through community! 

A year ago I wasn’t that far from a wheel chair, and now through a life-giving surgery I feel like my life has 
been transformed. It came through suffering.  

But I tell you, if I ever do wind up in a wheel-chair I’m going to be the best preacher in a wheel chair 
you’ve ever heard!    

ChrisGne and I had the pleasure of aUending at a small conference put on by the Canadian Bible Society 
in Vancouver this past week on Preaching the LecGonary in Advent. We heard from some wonderful 
preachers and shared our perspecGve on the Scriptures with people from many different denominaGons. 
It was wonderful and encouraging.   

We hear a lot about the decline of churches, but I tell you, there is a ferment abroad. Something is 
happening. We sat beside mostly young men and women. CommiUed, excited. We were taught by men 
and women and many of them have churches that are growing and aUracGng young people to faith. 

I believe ChrisGanity is undergoing a transformaGon in these days.   

By the way, in visiGng their websites and watching their services, I have noGced that we are all saying the 
Creed! 

Because even the unthinkable can’t exGnguish the message of grace and joy that we have as ChrisGans. 
The unthinkable could happen, and the church will rise again.  

3. Jesus said when the unthinkable happens, “This will give you an opportunity to testify” (Luke 
21:13). 

This will give you an opportunity to testify. So make up your minds not to prepare your defense in 
advance; for I will give you words and a wisdom that none of your opponents will be able to 
withstand or contradict (Luke 21:13-15). 

You remember me mentioning a book a while back entitled The Patient Ferment of the Early 
Church. The question Alan Kreider tackles is: How did the church not only survive in the first three 
centuries after Jesus, but grow incomprehensibly fast, when it was a persecuted sect, hounded by 
the authorities and existing mostly in closed worship? By the time of Constantine and his embrace 
of Christianity, the Jesus movement became the religion of Rome. 

The answer is nobody knows! There was no such thing as a public sermon. The was no plan to 
grow, no such thing as evangelism. It was only their lives that drew others to the gospel. In spite of 
the disadvantages that came with faith in Christ, then and now, this gracious life is next to 
irresistible. Arrest you, persecute you, hand you over to synagogues, kings and governors, 
betrayed by parents and brothers, sometimes put to death (Luke 21:12-17)  

There is a growing conviction in my mind that genuine testimony is something that happens 
unawares in our lives. We are testifying all the time and we don’t even know it. People are drawn 
by our lifestyle – or not. 

So reread the meaning of this saying, for today when we have other cultural realities: So make up 
your minds not to prepare your defense in advance; for I will give you words and a wisdom that 
none of your opponents will be able to withstand or contradict (Luke 21:13-15). 
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No one can withstand or contradict the life of grace, hope and love in the life of a person fully 
committed to Jesus. Just live grace, hope and love. And this is our opportunity to testify when the 
unthinkable surrounds us.  

4. Finally, Jesus said that when the unthinkable happens: “By your endurance you will gain your 
souls” (Luke 21:19). 

A scholar and friend pointed out to me the other day that there are two words for paGence in Greek. 
One means generally the kind of paGence we are to show with people and life circumstances 
(μακροθυμια, makrothumia). But here we have a word that we are called to show in respect for God at 
work in our lives (ύπομονη, hupomonē). Endurance. 

Out of your endurance, this hope and paGence that God calls us to live out in the unthinkable, will arise 
transformaGon. As surely as the sun will rise on the morrow. 

Thanks be to God! 

BenedicAon 

Trust in God and be not afraid. Never lose hope because transformaGon is on its way! 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. 

 Constant Disaster, What Does it Mean to Rebuild?, NYT, Nov 12, 2022.1

 From Wikipedia: “The End of History and the Last Man is a 1992 book of poliGcal philosophy by American poliGcal scienGst Francis 2

Fukuyama which argues that with the ascendancy of Western liberal democracy—which occurred a�er the Cold War (1945–1991) and 
the dissoluGon of the Soviet Union (1991)—humanity has reached "not just ... the passing of a parGcular period of post-war history, but the end 
of history as such: That is, the end-point of mankind's ideological evoluGon and the universalizaGon of Western liberal democracy as the final 
form of human government."[1] For the book, which is an expansion of his essay "The End of History?" (published in the summer of 1989, 
months before the fall of the Berlin Wall), Fukuyama draws upon the philosophies and ideologies of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel and Karl 
Marx, who define human history as a linear progression, from one socioeconomic epoch to another.[1][2]

 Of all the things I could say about apocalypGc literature in the Bible, of which our passage for the day is a prime example, most of this 3

literature refers to the near-term history and culture in which it was set down, and it occasionally points to a distant future. So note vs 25 and 
following for something cosmic and a true end-of-history perspecGve.

 As he traveled through Samaria, he had lamented: Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent 4

to it (Luke 13:34-35).

 In 70 CE the city of Jerusalem was besieged by the Roman general Titus, and the city was razed (word from which we get razor, meaning to 5

scrap off). Unthinkable. 

The city was renamed Aelia Capitolina, every vesGge of its former idenGty as the City of God, including the temple, erased.  

As you may know, Islam built the Haram es Sarif (Dome of the Rock) on the site of the ruined temple in 690 CE. There is a stone below ground 
level in the structure that is believed by Muslims to be the stone on which Abraham placed Isaac to offer him to God, and the place from which 
Mohammed ascended into heaven on his white steed to receive the Koran, which he brought back to earth. The Dome has been on the site for 
1400 years, far longer than either of the Jewish Temples (400 and 600 years each). 
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 What underlies this noGon is not just the freedom Jesus gives us to read the Gmes, but the personal responsibility to do so with clear minds, 6

well informed and conscious of the core ideas of our faith. With faith comes a responsibility to be clear-eyed. 

 Wikipedia, Yohanan ben Zakkai. During the siege of Jerusalem in the First Jewish–Roman War, he argued in favour of peace; according to the 7

Talmud, when he found the anger of the besieged populace to be intolerable, he arranged a secret escape from the city inside a coffin, so that 
he could negoGate with Vespasian (who, at this Gme, was sGll just a military commander).[6][8] Yochanan correctly predicted that Vespasian 
would become Emperor, and that the temple would soon be destroyed; in return, Vespasian granted Yochanan three wishes: the salvaGon 
of Yavne and its sages, the descendants of Rabban Gamliel, who was of the Davidic dynasty, and a physician to treat Rabbi Tzadok, who had 
fasted for 40 years to stave off the destrucGon of Jerusalem.[9]

 The reason we are talking about the destrucGon of the Jerusalem temple, and next week the crucifixion in our lecGonary texts, is because in 8

the course of the annual cycle of the church we move from the birth of Jesus to the life, death and resurrecGon of Jesus through to Easter, and 
then his teachings and those of the OT during the rest of the “common” year, culminaGng in the end of Jesus’ life and the contemplaGon of the 
world to come.  
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