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Message: “Follow the Sign” 

You may have heard this story.  “A truck driver was driving along on 

the road.  A sign comes up, Low Bridge Ahead.  Before the driver knew 

it, the bridge is right there and they get stuck under the bridge.  Cars are 

backed up for miles.  Finally, a police car comes up.  The cop gets out of 

the car and walks to the truck driver, puts their hands on their hips and 

says, ‘Got stuck, huh?’  The truck driver says, ‘No, I was delivering this 

bridge and ran out of gas.’”1 

The response: “Here’s your sign.”  You may know this from comedian 

Bill Engval’s routine “How do you know if you’re a redneck?”  I mean 

no disrespect.  I offer the story because, well, it’s funny.  But it also tells 

us something about how we can miss the obvious. 

What are signs for?  There are lots of ways they’re used.  And we’re 

very familiar with them.  For example, what kind of sign is red and 

octagonal with white letters?  A stop sign.  It helps us stay safe as we’re 

traveling on the streets and highways, a rule of the road. 

Let’s try another one.  What kind of sign is usually made out of wood 

and carved with an arrow pointing in a specific direction?  It may or may 

not have a word on it.  It’s a trail marker.  This sign points us to the trail 

so we can stay on the path leading to our destination.  No matter whether 

they’re used to help us be safe, to offer cultural guidelines or help us 

figure out what to do or which way to go, signs are helpful. 

So it wasn’t unusual for Jesus’ disciples to ask him for a sign.   

That’s what Luke records for us (Luke 21:5-9).  Jesus has just made a 

startling prediction: the grand and glorious temple building will be torn 

down.  The disciples know Jesus by now.  They aren’t doubting him.  

They’ve seen too many miraculous things. 

The disciples want to know more.  When will this catastrophe happen?  

Tell us what sign to look for! (v7).  They aren’t looking for a physical 

sign, which would be absurd.  Could you imagine a “Demolition in 

Progress” sign in front of the temple?  That would be a joke, and this is 

no laughing matter.  The destruction of the temple in Jerusalem would 

damage the health of the people of Israel. 

 
1 https://www.azquotes.com/author/33358-Bill_Engvall  
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Jesus’ disciples are asking for a different kind of sign, a 

supernatural sign.  They want a sign like a star rising in the east, or 

some miraculous appearance.  It could be an angelic messenger or 

something violating the natural law.  After all, Jesus walked on water to 

get to them as they were in a boat on the sea of Galilee. 

When we hear the phrase “supernatural sign,” it tends to send 

people’s minds off in different directions.  It leads us to all sorts of 

superstitions.  Superstitions are widely held but unjustified beliefs that 

certain actions or events have supernatural causes.   

What are some superstitions you know about?  [Black cat, ladder, 

broken mirror, baseball superstitions, etc.]  While some of these can fall 

into the common sense category, most make no sense.  But there’s 

another type.  Have you ever heard of pigeon superstition? 

Psychologist B.F. Skinner did a series of experiments with animals 

to explore behavior.  This included one with pigeons.  The experiment 

requires a pigeon to press a button to gain access to food.  The pigeon is 

quickly able to learn the task and gain access to food.  Then access to the 

food is set on a timer.  When access to the food suddenly becomes 

available to the pigeon, it determines this sudden access must be due to 

some action on part of the pigeon.  So, if the pigeon happened to flap its 

wings the first time, it remembers and repeats the behavior.  This is 

shown by the pigeon flapping its wings every time the door to the food 

opens.  “[The pigeon is] convinced its actions have a decisive influence 

on what happens. This is called pigeon superstition.”2 

This behavior reflects a difference between predestination and free 

will.  We may find ourselves caught up in similar superstitious 

behaviors.  It’s easy for us to get so caught up in ritual, tradition or 

seeking signs that it begins to govern our thoughts and actions.  We start 

looking for miracles, rather than trusting in God’s love and the freedom 

it gives us to live a full life and share this life and love with others, even 

when we have different opinions. 

Here’s an example: recent polls by the Pew Center show we distrust 

each other.  Two-thirds (64%) of adults in the US believe the trust we 

 
2 https://casualviewer.com/2017/01/30/mr-nobody-2009-review/  
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have in each other is shrinking.3  Some polls show up to 80% of 

Democrats and 80% of Republicans think the other party is doing harm.  

Yet, on the flip side, 86% of US adults think it’s possible to improve our 

confidence in each other.4  This gives me hope.  We can see a way past 

our differences. 

If you think trust issues are limited to elections, think again.   

For example, trust for public schools is low, with only 28% of US adults 

having a lot or quite a lot of confidence in them.  That was before the 

pandemic.  Since then, there’s been a change following party lines (14% 

for Republicans and 43% for Democrats) while independents remain the 

same. 5 We have learned how to take the most well-intended things and 

turn them into a political statement.    

Why such mistrust?  I don’t mean to over-simplify a complex issue.  

But I wonder how much pigeon superstition is at work.  If we’ve learned 

how to change behavior in others, how much of what we do is by choice 

and how much is through manipulation?   

The truth is we can be misled.  We can be misled by people, by others’ 

beliefs (or lack thereof), as well as by our biases, and by the lies people 

tell us as well as the lies we tell ourselves. 

Jesus knew a time of disruption and unrest was coming.  He wasn’t 

giving the disciples another supernatural sign.  Jesus was telling us about 

our nature. And there’s nothing supernatural about the way we struggle.  

The fall of the temple and the diaspora which followed was the result of 

the thinking and acts of people.  Jesus didn’t come to stop that.  He came 

for a different purpose.  Jesus came to save us from ourselves! 

The disciples were asking for a sign, but they were asking for the 

wrong kind of sign.  They were asking for a sign about a calamity.  

Jesus was inviting them to look for the new thing to come.  A better 

question might have been: if the temple building was destroyed, what 

would take its place?  Today, if we lost our church building, what would 

we do? 

 
3 https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2019/07/22/trust-and-distrust-in-america/  
4 Ibid 
5 https://www.thecentersquare.com/national/poll-gallup-poll-shows-americans-distrust-of-public-schools-along-

party-lines/article_c0ee9370-0382-11ed-83e5-f72a8f9a192d.html  
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We know buildings won’t save us.  Institutions won’t save us.  Leaders 

who want to lead us through the power of their voice and personality 

won’t save us.  Only one being can save us: God.  And the people who 

followed Isaiah understood this.   

God made a promise and gives a warning to the people returning 

home.  It’s been seventy years since they were scattered to Babylon, 

Egypt and other places.  God says, “I’ve made myself available to those 

who haven’t bothered to ask. I’m here, ready to be found by those who 

haven’t bothered to look. I kept saying ‘I’m here, I’m right here’ to a 

nation that ignored me. I reached out day after day to a people who 

turned their backs on me, people who make wrong turns, who insist on 

doing things their own way ….  But just as one bad apple doesn’t ruin 

the whole bushel, there are still plenty of good apples left, so I’ll 

preserve those … who obey me” (Isaiah 65:1-4, 8 MSG). 

God follows this with an eternal promise: “Pay close attention 

now: I’m creating new heavens and a new earth.  All the earlier 

troubles, chaos, and pain are things of the past, to be forgotten.  Look 

ahead with joy. Anticipate what I’m creating: I’ll create Jerusalem as 

sheer joy, create my people as pure delight. I’ll take joy in Jerusalem, 

take delight in my people … Wolf and lamb will graze the same meadow, 

lion and ox eat straw from the same trough, but snakes - they’ll get a 

diet of dirt! Neither animal nor human will hurt or kill anywhere on my 

Holy Mountain, says God” (Isaiah 65:17-18, 25, MSG). 

I don’t really think this is a message about how much lions and 

wolves like tofurkey.  It’s about the way our nature changes when we 

embrace and live the way God intends, caring for each other.  Those 

among us who are like lions, wolves, lambs and oxen – strong, cunning, 

meek and steady, can get along.  We can care for each other when we 

are united with a common purpose, loving God and each other.  Evil 

won’t be able to find a foothold. 

And this isn’t just a promise for the end of time when Jesus returns.  

God makes a promise we can hold onto here and now.  The supernatural 

sign is here, right in front of us, pointing the way.  The sign is Jesus.  It’s 

up to us to determine whether we’ll take the path, choosing to follow 

him, or not. 
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It's up to you as a person and all of us as a community of faith.   

We can get caught up with the back-biting, power games and political 

manipulation of those who lead us, inside and outside the church.  When 

we do, we’re just like the disciples, asking for a sign about the next 

calamity.  Or we can use our free will to seek the way Jesus invites us to 

follow.  We’ll experience chaos and uncertainty, no matter which path 

we choose.   

I hope you’ll choose the path of life.  It’s where faith, hope and love 

reside.  

Let us pray: 

O God, we are so grateful for your grace and mercy.  Forgive us for 

those times when we get caught up in the manipulations and lies of 

others.  Forgive us for the ways we deceive ourselves, putting our 

confidence and trust in structures built by humans, rather than in you and 

your promises to us.  Remind us once again of our need for pardon and 

healing and the role we have in forgiving and tending to our neighbors.  

Make this assembly a gathering of those whose souls are on fire for you, 

Lord.  Give us the words to speak and the courage to extend your 

invitation by faith so others may know your love and rediscover hope.   

We pray this in Jesus’ name, amen. 
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Isaiah 65:17-25 (CEB) 

Look! I’m creating a new heaven and a new earth: 

    past events won’t be remembered; 

    they won’t come to mind. 

Be glad and rejoice forever 

    in what I’m creating, 

    because I’m creating Jerusalem as a joy 

    and her people as a source of gladness. 

I will rejoice in Jerusalem and be glad about my people. 

    No one will ever hear the sound of weeping or crying in it again. 

No more will babies live only a few days, 

    or the old fail to live out their days. 

The one who dies at a hundred will be like a young person, 

    and the one falling short of a hundred will seem cursed. 

They will build houses and live in them; 

    they will plant vineyards and eat their fruit. 

They won’t build for others to live in, 

    nor plant for others to eat. 

Like the days of a tree will be the days of my people; 

    my chosen will make full use of their handiwork. 

They won’t labor in vain, 

    nor bear children to a world of horrors, 

    because they will be people blessed by the Lord, 

    they along with their descendants. 

Before they call, I will answer; 

    while they are still speaking, I will hear. 

Wolf and lamb will graze together, 

    and the lion will eat straw like the ox, 

    but the snake - its food will be dust. 

They won’t hurt or destroy at any place on my holy mountain, 

    says the Lord.
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Luke 21:5-9 (CEB) 

Some people were talking about the temple, how it was decorated with 

beautiful stones and ornaments dedicated to God. Jesus said, “As for the 

things you are admiring, the time is coming when not even one stone 

will be left upon another. All will be demolished.” 

They asked him, “Teacher, when will these things happen? What sign 

will show that these things are about to happen?” 

Jesus said, “Watch out that you aren’t deceived. Many will come in my 

name, saying, ‘I’m the one!’ and ‘It’s time!’ Don’t follow them. When 

you hear of wars and rebellions, don’t be alarmed. These things must 

happen first, but the end won’t happen immediately.” 


