Sermon Series: Imago Dei
#7 Where are we going? – Matthew 24:1-14
[Play video clip – Are we there yet?]
What could be more dystopian than a long road trip with
kids in the back seat asking repeatedly, “are we there
yet?”? And yet, let’s be honest, adults are just as
unsettled and impatient when they too have no clue
where we are going, or what to expect along the journey.
Today we’re asking of the Scriptures, “Where are we going?” When looking at
our destiny as a human race I don’t wish to simply point to our final
destination, but to explore what we can expect on the journey ahead.
What sort of future do you think the Bible predicts for humanity?
Let me offer you three categories that typify common responses to this
question: a utopian vision, a dystopian vision, or one called “deus ex
machina”.
 Do you think of the Bible as having a Utopian vision of our future?
o Thomas More coined the term “Utopia”,
writing in the 16th Century about an island
with people living in political, social and
religious harmony.
o But the genre goes back to the likes of Plato’s The Republic and also
reaches forward to 20th Century authors like HG Wells and Charlotte
Perkins Gilman and many philosophers of modern era.
o It’s found in Movies like Tommorowland, Black Panther, and Star
Trek.
o A utopian vision promotes human progress and improvement to
build a better world, hoping to discover or create its Shangri-la.
 Alternatively, perhaps you think of the Bible’s vision of humanity’s future as
Dystopian?
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o Dystopia is exemplified in books like
Gulliver’s travels in the 18th Century and
Forster’s The Machine Stops or Margaret
Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale in the 20th
Century.
o It’s the genre of movies such as The Hunger Games, World War Z,
and Bladerunner 2049.
o Dystopia describes a future of ever undoing of order and harmony,
often due to human greed and neglect. It envisions society spiralling
down to its worst state where only the fittest might survive if
humans do not band together and change their ways.
 A third category we might consider for the Bible’s vision of humanity’s
future is known as “Deus ex machina”.1
o “Deus ex machina” is Latin for “god out
of the machine”. It finds its origins in
ancient Greek theatre. When a stage
play went too long, and the story had
no resolution in sight, a stagehand would literally drop a hero into
the scene from above. From out of nowhere, all problems for all the
characters of the story would be fixed, and the audience could finally
go home.
o Example stories in our time include: War of the Worlds, The Wizard
of Oz, and Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets.
o A “Deus ex machina” vision of our future relies on a miraculous,
blindsiding intervention or discovery from outside “the stage of life”
and fixes all problems and resolves all tensions.
Which of these do you think best describes the Bible’s vision of humanity’s
future? Utopian? Dystopian? or “Deus ex machina”?
REFLECT

Why should it matter what we think about the Bible’s vision of the future?
I was visited at the church by an evangelist from a religious cult just last week.
He asked if he could share his beliefs with me. He told me the Bible predicts
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Pronounced dei·uhs eks maa·kee·nuh
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that world war three will be upon us soon, and that God had put signs in the
heavens to be noted on certain dates. From just half of one verse taken out of
context from The Book of Revelation he described to me a “Deus ex machina”
solution to our shared impending doom.
I wondered, after I had blessed him on his way, how much my explanation of
the Bible’s hope for humanity sometimes must sound?
 What we share with others could generate unnecessary, debilitating
fears and offer vain hope, OR
 Our words could lead to a firm assurance of God’s love in another’s
heart.
As we learned last week, the Church bears a great privilege and responsibility
as “ambassadors”2 – representing the hope offered in Jesus to all people. So
then, how should we describe humanity’s destiny?
A cursory glance at the big story of the Bible
leans towards Christianity as a utopian vision.
After all, God’s plan from ancient times is to
restore the diminished image of God in us isn’t
it? God sent the Saviour He promised to die for
sins and rise to new life that we might one day be like Christ, truly
representing God’s goodness in a new heaven and new earth.
Sounds utopian, right? Well, it’s sounds like a positive destiny for sure. The
problem is, “utopia” has become a dirty word in our time, and for good
reason. Mike Duran writes:
“…utopianism is rooted in modernity – the belief that technology and
human ingenuity can build a better world. Industrialization bolstered
the dream… we believed we could harness the better angels of our
nature… But (it produced) many wars, multiple genocides, degradation
of the planet, corrupt governments, and the amassing of wealth and
power for the few, at the expense of the many.”

2

The Apostle Paul wrote: “So we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is making the appeal through us…
be reconciled to God.” 2 Cor. 5:20
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Canadian singer Bruce Cockburn wrote: “we tried to build a new Jerusalem,
ended up with New York.”
Philosopher John Gray, in his book Black Mass:
Apocalyptic Religion and the Death of Utopia, flat out
blames Christianity for being the source of all the
destructive utopian projects of modernity. He says,
what defines the west is… “the pursuit of salvation in
history”. He claims it is a poisonous mistake that fails to
accept the reality of human nature.3
But, what Gray does not consider is that Jesus, long before he, warned of the
ills of human nature. It was indeed hearts tempted by hubris and greed in the
guise of Christendom that fuelled the utopian dream, but not the Jesus of the
Gospels.
Jesus modelled for us a righteousness that only God could provide, offered us
a renewed heart that seeks the welfare of all people, and empowered us to
love and serve others in Christ’s name.
REFLECT

Let’s pause and reflect on our presentation of the Gospel to others. If Gray is
right, there are many who associate Christianity with utopianism. Imagine how
unwelcome our message must sound to those who are victims of the
exploitative human endeavours over the past century. Think of Syrian
refugees, “First Nations” people in Australia, Islanders facing rising waters, or
homeless people with no hope of housing. How can we help marginalized of
society respond positively to the Gospel if it looks and sounds like just another
oppressive meta-narrative?
The bible does predict and promise a positive destiny for those who put their
faith in Christ. C.S. Lewis imagined the eventual
perfection of God’s image in us in his Narnia
Chronicles4 – alluding to humanity one day siting on
thrones alongside Christ to govern justly over the
new heaven and new earth – the full democratization of monarchy in the end.5
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Quoted from The Guardian 26 July 2009 by Theo Hobson
The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, The Witch, and the Wardrobe
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Between the times of Jesus’ ascension and the time of Jesus’ return6, Jesus
predicts that the journey for his followers will be more akin to a dystopian
vision. In Matthew 24 Jesus speaks of the future to his close friends, saying:
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“Beware that no one leads you astray. 5 For many will come in my
name, saying, ‘I am the Messiah!’ and they will lead many astray. 6 And
you will hear of wars and rumours of wars; see that you are not alarmed;
for this must take place, but the end is not yet. 7 For nation will rise
against nation, and kingdom against kingdom, and there will be
famines and earthquakes in various places: 8 all this is but the beginning
of the birth pangs (of the end)…
[b]

And in verse 14 he concludes…
14

…this good news of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the
world, as a testimony to all the nations; and then the end will come.
[d]

Here, and in the surrounding chapters of Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus describes
hardships ahead for those living as his followers, living the way of the cross.
We must seek to present our message of “good news” with Jesus’ “dystopian”
vision of the future intact. Those who already know hardship and struggle in
life will find great comfort in knowing there is a God who identifies fully with
and empathises with their plight, providing mercy and grace for the journey.
If we are to be “ambassadors” representing Christ to the world, we must be
sure not to look like international political ambassadors do today, with lavish
expense accounts, valet drivers, plush accommodation, and tax-paid flights to
safety whenever trouble arises. Instead, like the pattern of life found in the
Apostle Paul, we must be marked as people of the way of the cross7 – serving
others sacrificially, loving the stranger, sharing God’s peace, and welcoming all
into the new community of grace God is creating through Christ.
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“The saying is trustworthy, for: If we have died with him, we will also live with him; if we endure, we will also
reign with him” 2 Timothy 2:11–13
6
Which Jesus gives no indication of and declares only God the Father knows (Matt. 24:36)
7
See Philippians 2:1-18 for an example of Paul’s vision of the way of the cross
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