John 16:16-23
1968


“In a little while you will see Me no more, and then after a lit​tle while you will see Me.”



Some of His disciples said to one another, “What does He mean by saying, ‘In a little while you will see Me no more, and then after a little while you will see Me,’ and ‘Because I am going to the Father’?” 
They kept asking, “What does He mean by ‘a little while’? We don’t understand what He is saying.”



Jesus saw that they wanted to ask Him about this, so He said to them, “Are you asking one another what I meant when I said, ‘In a little while you will see Me no more, and then after a little while you will see Me’? 
I tell you the truth, you will weep and mourn while the world rejoices. You will grieve, but your grief will turn to joy. 
A woman giving birth to a child has pain because her time has come; but when her baby is born she forgets the anguish because of her joy that a child is born into the world. 
So with you: Now is your time of grief, but I will see you again and you will rejoice, and no one will take away your joy. 
In that day you will no longer ask Me anything. I tell you the truth, My Father will give you whatever you ask in My name.”


How long is “a little while”?  How long is “just a bit,” or “just a minute”?  Is “just a few minutes” really that much longer?  When I was in grade school and the dentist told me that we were almost done, I knew that there was still an eternity of suffering ahead.


Time, of course, does not change, it just seems to.  We may say that we need more hours in the day, but we each have the same twenty-four that everyone else has.  We may say that time flies or that time drags, but we know that is only a perception, since time always proceeds at the same rate.  So it isn’t that time goes faster, but our perception of the passing of time certainly becomes faster the older we are.  So “a little while” is a very dif​ferent measurement of time for a small child, for a teenager, for a young adult, and for the elderly.  It was reported in the newsletter a few weeks ago that we anticipate paying off the debt on our church in just a little while, in this case, in five years.


With the words before us this morning, Jesus is addressing our atti​tude toward time.  Sometimes, we really want time to speed up, so that we get through something unpleasant.  Sometimes we really want time to slow down, so that we can prolong our joy.  Jesus assures us that the unpleasant things will only last “a little while,” but the ultimate joyful experience will last forever.


Jesus spoke these words to His disciples in the upper room, not on Easter evening, when He was again with them there, but on Maundy Thursday evening, a few days earlier.  After the Passover meal, after giving them the Lord’s Supper, Jesus spoke many other words to His disciples before going with them to the Garden of Gethsemane for His arrest, trials, and crucifixion.  So Jesus, rather enigmatically, said to them, “In a little while you will see Me no more, and then after a lit​tle while you will see Me.”


Do you know what He meant with those words?  The disciples didn’t.  But then, they were by all accounts slow learners.  As Jesus said in our Gospel reading, “How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to be​lieve all that the prophets have spoken!” Lk24v25.  And for them, what Jesus was talking about was still in the future.  For us, it is in the past, so we should have a much easier time understanding what Jesus was talking about.  He was talking about His death and His resurrection.


“In a little while you will see Me no more,” because they took His dead body down from the cross and laid it in the tomb and rolled a stone in front of the tomb.  Then no one could see Jesus any more.  But most of the disciples weren’t there even then; in fact, they all forsook Him and fled in the Garden of Gethsemane when Jesus was arrested.  Most didn’t see Him again from then on.  Peter saw Jesus at His trial, but Peter was busy denying that he knew who Jesus was.  John was there at the cross, but most likely took Mary home after Jesus died.  So they didn’t see Jesus any more be​cause Jesus was dead and buried.  In this case, “a little while” was less than twenty-four hours.


“And then after a little while you will see Me.”  Jesus didn’t say that they would believe their eyes, and they didn’t, at first.  On Easter Sun​day they saw Jesus alive.  Ten of them saw Jesus alive in the upper room on Easter evening.  Eleven of them saw Him alive the following Sunday eve​ning.  They saw Jesus alive up nort’, in Galilee, when they went fishing.  They saw Jesus alive when He gave them the great commission.  They saw Jesus alive as He ascended into heaven.  In this case, “a little while” lasted from Friday afternoon to Sunday morning—or, in the case of those who forsook Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane already, from Thursday evening to Sunday evening.


Now we can understand what Jesus meant when He said, “In a little while you will see Me no more, and then after a lit​tle while you will see Me.”  He went on to explain, “I tell you the truth, you will weep and mourn while the world rejoices. You will grieve, but your grief will turn to joy.”  They would be very sad because Jesus was dead.  But they would become very glad when they realized that Jesus was alive again.


We can find so many parallels in our lives.  What seems to be unending sorrow does end, and we again have joy.  Unending discourage​ment at not having a job ends when you get a job.  Then, too, not having enough to do changes into having too much to do.  Waiting and waiting for spring to come will change into having way too much to do outside, every​thing needing to be done at once.  The dreaded doctor appointment finally comes and is passed, and you have a clean bill of health.


Jesus illustrates this with a comparison that over half of us cannot comprehend.  “A woman giving birth to a child has pain because her time has come; but when her baby is born she forgets the anguish be​cause of her joy that a child is born into the world.”  Shirley told me about the pain, and I remember offering to take it for her, which, of course, is impossible.  To this day, there is no medical test that measures your level of pain.  That’s why they ask you to rate your own pain on a scale of one to ten.


Jesus’ illustration is beautiful, because those who have gone through it immediately agree.  The pain of childbirth is intense and unbelievable and indescribable, but then it is over, and the newborn baby is held, and the joy is now very intense and unbelievable and indescribable.  So with everything in our lives which concerns “a little while.”


Lots of things will happen in our lives “in a little while.”  This ser​vice will end and we will go home.  This day will end, and tomorrow will begin.  This month will end and another begin.  This year will end and another will follow.  Of course, the farther we go into the future the more uncertainty there is.  Some people are becoming intensely worried about the fulfillment of some vague Mayan prophecy next year, but are much less worried about the definite fulfillment of a very specific promise from Jesus.  “In a little while” lots will happen.  And if Jesus doesn’t return “in a little while,” then “in a little while” our bodies will cease functioning, and they will be putting us in the grave.


They say that the pain of dying is rather intense as well.  We will learn about that by our own experience.  But whatever is involved will only last “a little while.”  Even a lingering death from cancer only lasts “a little while.”  And that is then followed by the ultimate end of any more “little whiles.”  For when we enter heaven, God does not tell us that we will be there only for “a little while.”  No, we take up residence in heaven forever, and ultimate joy lasts forever.


Everything else that we have yet to face in life will last only “a little while.”  That is an important point to keep in mind, that is a difficult point to keep in mind, because nearly everything we face seems to last an eternity.  Many people who have been in traffic accidents can tell you how time slows way down and they can see each tiny detail which lasted only a micro​second.  It is not a memory we want, but that “little while” seems to drag on for hours and hours.  And joyful times that last for hours can seem to fly by in seconds.


Jesus promises us, “Now is your time of grief, but I will see you again and you will rejoice, and no one will take away your joy. In that day you will no longer ask Me anything. I tell you the truth, My Father will give you whatever you ask in My name.”  Now, during the rest of our lives, we know that we will often have grief of one kind or another.  There may be traffic accidents, there will probably be sickness, there will probably be many disappointments and conflicts and rage.


But Jesus will see us again, and even more, we will see Jesus.  He, of course, is with us always, just as He has promised.  But the time is coming when we will again see Him with our own eyes.  And then we will rejoice, and no one will ever again take away our joy, because the joy of heaven lasts forever.  In addition, He promises that we will then no longer ask Him for anything, because we will already have everything we could ever need or want.  For now, while we still have grief, we can still ask Him, and He promises, “My Father will give you whatever you ask in My name.”


“In a little while” will last for the years remaining to our lives, and then will follow heaven.  Amen.
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