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Matthew 24: 36 – 44

Therefore Keep Watch


By this point in the year it should be obvious to everyone that Christmas is coming.  There can now be little doubt that in just a few short weeks the baby Jesus will arrive.  And he will put on his red suit and slide down the chimney and give out presents to all the good little boys and girls.  Yes Christmas is most definitely coming.  The sounds of carols and of cash registers announce that it is once again time to celebrate that mish mash culture and religion we call Christmas.  Decorations have emerged from their dusty boxes and nearly everywhere we go we see signs of what is coming.  Holiday music rings in our ears, telling us about snowmen and elves and reindeer and jolly old Saint Nick and helping us get in the mood for a White Christmas or a Blue Christmas or a Rock and Roll Christmas.


It is hard to imagine any other day of the year that requires so much preparation.  Most of us start weeks or months ahead of time to get ready for the big day.  And the marketing and advertizing folks begin long before that.  Do you realize how many businesses there are that survive almost entirely on holiday sales?  Christmas is a powerful engine in our economy.  This time of year everyone seems to be getting ready.  Stores are hiring extra staff to get ready for the holiday rush.  Cities like College Park are putting up colorful decorations.  Grocery stores are stocking up on items needed for holiday feasts, schools are preparing holiday programs for parents, radio stations are changing over to Christmas music, and mail order catalogs are being sent out by the millions.  Yes, everyone is getting ready.  It seems like our whole community, our whole culture is working to make sure that everything is just right when the one we are expecting finally comes . . . 

But who is it exactly that we are expecting?  Who is it we are waiting for?  On Christmas are we expecting to hear an announcement that the savior of the world is born or are we expecting to hear the pitter-patter of reindeer on our roofs?  Are we preparing for the coming of Jesus or the coming of Santa Claus?  I suspect that if you ask any child in their right mind they will happily tell you they are excited about the arrival of the one who brings the presents.  There is no way the baby Jesus can compete with an i-pod or an x-box or a new bike.  And though most of us adults may not get quite as excited about the presents I think we would agree that the secular aspects of Christmas are some of the best parts: the Christmas bonuses, the parties, the lights, the music, the movies, the shopping.  Many of the things we look forward to at this time of year have little or nothing to do with the birth of Jesus.  For all of us, the religious and cultural aspects of Christmas have been wrapped up together for so long that it may seem impossible to sort them out.  And even if we could sort them out who has time for such things anyway.  We have so much preparation to do and only four weeks lift to do it.  

On this first Sunday in Advent we come to church and are reminded that Advent is a time of preparation.  But I suspect that most of us feel like we already have more preparation than we need.  We may already feel overburdened by all the frantic holiday preparations we are making.  I suspect most of us have a long list of preparations we need to make in the weeks ahead.  Maybe some of you are mentally going over our lists right now instead of listening to this sermon.  Maybe you’re sitting there thinking, “OK, this week I need to get the Christmas tree put up and trimmed, and drag out the rest of the decorations for the house, I need to continue my gift shopping, I need to get the house ready for company, I need RSVP to one party and get an unwrapped toy to take to that other party, I need to get a ‘wish list’ out to my family of gifts I’d like to receive, I need to plan a meal for Christmas dinner, etc., etc.”  I would be willing to bet that each of us has a list that looks something like this.  Yes, there is indeed a great deal of preparation that needs to be done for the coming of Christmas.  I do not think it is a stretch to say that Christmas is the most planned, the most prepared for, and maybe the most anticipated day of the year.  

But in light of the fact that we spend so much time and energy and money preparing for Christmas what exactly are we to make of our text this morning.  Here is a text that tells us clearly that we cannot possibly know the day or the hour of the coming of our Lord.  According to Matthew, the Lord will come when no one is expecting it, like a thief in the night.  God will come when no one is looking and before anyone knows what happened.  This text tells us there will be no warning, no time of preparation for that great hour.  Two people will be working side by side, one will be taken and the other left.  In an instant the person sitting next to you may disappear at the hour of God’s arrival.  What could be more counter-cultural in this season of preparation than a text that says Jesus will come with no warning and we will have no time to prepare?  Our passage says, “the son of Man will come when you do not expect him,” which means we can be pretty sure that God will not come at Christmas.  Christmas is the one time when everyone is waiting and watching and planning and expecting God to come.  No self-respecting thief would show up on the one night of the year that everyone is expecting to be robbed.  Yes, we can be pretty sure from this passage that God will not show up on Christmas.
But how can this be, isn’t Christmas the very time that we celebrate the coming of God.  Emmanuel, God with us.  Isn’t that what Christmas is all about?  Yes that is what Christmas is about, but this passage for the first Sunday in Advent points out one of the great contradictions about Christmas.  You see on the one hand Christmas is a remembrance of the birth of Jesus.  It is a celebration of the incarnation, a time to reflect on the miracle of a God who became human.  And yet, at the same time Christmas is also a reminder that Jesus will come again.  God is not finished with us yet, there is more to the story.  Jesus promised to come back and finish once and for all what began so long ago in that stable.  So for us Christmas is really about 2 comings of Christ.  It is a remembrance of the first coming and a promise of the second coming.  The ancient communities who originally read this passage from the Matthew lived with great excitement and expectation that Jesus was coming back soon.  They had been taught that at any moment the Lord might come and the world as they knew it would end.  But after two thousand years it is understandable that some of that enthusiasm has died down.  Hardly any of us in the church today think much about Jesus coming back again.  So we don’t really know what to make of passages like this one about the second coming of the Lord.

Yet the Bible is full of such passages.  The expectation of Jesus’ return has always been an important part of the faith of the church.  So maybe this passage is here on the first Sunday in Advent to encourage us to reflect on what it means to follow a savior who not only came in past but is also coming in the future.  As Christians we do not follow a historical figure.  Our faith is not to be found in the past.  The center of our church is not a baby who was born two thousand years ago, but a living Lord who might return at any moment.  When we think about Christmas as being merely a remembrance of the past we run the risk of missing what is most important in the season.  If we get caught up too much in an ancient story about shepherds we tend to forget that at any moment the skies above us might fill up with a ‘multitude of the heavenly host’ announcing the return of Jesus.  According to our passage this morning we do not know on what day our Lord will come.  
To emphasize the point our text gives us two images of what the unexpected coming the Lord will be like.  The first is a historical image.  The coming of Lord will be like what happened at the time of the great flood.  When we read the story of Noah we naturally think about the flood from his perspective.  But this passage raises the question of what the flood was like for everyone else, for all those folks who did not get advance notice and blueprints for an ark.  They were just living their lives as normal, eating and drinking and getting married, and then one day it started to rain.  And it continued to rain, and by the time they realized that this rain was not going to stop until it covered the whole earth, it was too late.  By then the ark was closed and only those inside survived.  This is what the coming of the Lord will be like.  We will think it is a typical rain storm but it will turn out to be a great flood.  According to this passage, those of us who follow Jesus need to be prepared for the fact that every time it rains it could be the last time.  I wonder whether governor Purdue considered that when he prayed from rain on the capitol steps a few weeks ago.  Just like in days of Noah, we may be eating and drinking today and tomorrow the Lord may come.  There will not be any warning, no advance notice, it will just happen.

The second image in this text about the Lord’s unexpected return is even stranger.  It compares the coming of the Lord with a thief in the night and breaking into your house.  It says if the owner had known when the house was going to broken into it could have been stopped.  But that is the whole point, you don’t ever know when the thief is coming.  I cannot read this without thinking about a young man named Sean Taylor, a football player for the Washington Redskins, who was killed this week when some young men broke into his house in the middle of the night.  Apparently the thieves thought Taylor was out of town, but he surprised them and in the process he was shot and killed.  Sean Taylor’s story is incredibly tragic, yet it does illustrate the point of this passage – you never know when the thief will come.  It happens when you least expect it.  And for me the even more confusing part in this passage is that the thief is actually Jesus.  Our Lord is being compared to a criminal.  The point is that Jesus will come as unexpectedly as any thief.  This passage is telling us that one night we may hear a noise in our house, get up to check it out, and discover Jesus that has returned.  That’s how unexpected the coming of the Lord will be.

So what does all this mean?  If the return of Jesus is going to be so unexpected then what are we supposed to do about it?  According to our passage all we can do is get ready.  “Therefore, keep watch” says the text, “because you do not know on what day your Lord will come.”  In other words, we need to be ready for the fact that every day might be Christmas day.  Think back to when you were a child and remember the anticipation you felt when you went to bed on Christmas Eve.  And remember how you got up early on Christmas day and ran downstairs so full of excitement that you were about to burst.  Well, this passage is encouraging us to feel that way every night and every day.  Every night when we go to sleep and every morning when we wake up we should expect the return of the Lord.  It could be today, it could be tomorrow, but one day soon, when we least expect it, the Lord will come.  
As we begin the season of Advent today, this text is reminding us that the preparation we are doing is not just preparation for December 25th.  What we are doing during Advent is preparing ourselves for the coming of the Lord which may happen at any hour on any day.  So this season is not just about getting us ready for Christmas, it is about helping us to keep watch every single day.  Advent helps us get ready for a whole year, a whole lifetime of waiting and watching and expecting the coming of our Lord.  So let us take this time of preparation seriously and consider carefully what it means to live between the times.  What it means to live between the first and second comings.  What it means to follow a savior who could return at any moment.  In this season of Advent may God prepare each of our hearts for the coming of the Lord.  Amen.                    

