1 Advent 2011 
                                                                                         Mark 13:24-37


BEWARE, AND BE ON THE ALERT! FOR YOU DO NOT KNOW WHEN THE TIME WILL BE.

Sermon for the First Sunday in Advent, 2008 

Mark 13:24-37


The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen.


The text for our sermon today is taken from Mark 13:24-37, our Gospel reading read before:  “However, in those days, after that distress, the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light. 25 The stars will be falling from the sky; and the powers in the heavens will be shaken. 26 Then people will see the Son of Man coming in clouds with great power and glory. 27 Then He will send the angels, and gather His elect from the four winds, from the farthest part of earth to the farthest part of heaven.

28 “Learn this parable from the fig tree! When its branch has already become tender and it puts out leaves, you know the summer is near. 29 So also, when you see these things happening, you know He is near, at the doors.

30 “Truly, I tell you, this generation will certainly not pass away until these things all take place. 31 Heaven and earth will pass away, but My Words will certainly not pass away.

32 “No one knows about that day or hour, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.

33 “Beware, and be on the alert! For you do not know when the time will be. 34 It is like a man who was away on a journey. When he left home, he put his slaves in charge, assigned each one his task, and ordered the doorkeeper to keep watch. 35 Therefore keep watch! For you do not know when the master of the house is coming, whether in the evening, at midnight, at the time when the rooster crows, or early in the morning. 36 Make sure that, if he comes suddenly, he does not find you asleep! 37 What I tell you, I tell everyone: ‘Keep watch!’”

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen.

Dear friends in Christ,

By now most businesses have begun preparing for Christmas. Christmas sales have begun, and if you have to go into town for any business, well, good luck trying to find a park! There are people everywhere. 

Our church has now begun its Christmas preparation. Today is the first Sunday in Advent, the first season of the church year, where four Sundays are set aside to prepare our hearts and lives for the celebration of our Saviour’s birth. 

Whether you’ve prepared a lot, a little, or haven’t even started your Christmas preparations, today we are reminded that we should always be prepared to celebrate the coming of our Saviour – that is, His second coming. 
How do we do that? You might have heard in the news about The Mayans, a civilization that existed from 250-900 A.D. in southern Mexico. They have ‘predicted’ the end of the world with one of their calendars as December 21, 2012. On this date, it is asserted that the earth will be ravaged by a smorgasbord of cataclysmic astronomical events -- everything from a Planet X flyby to a ‘killer’ solar flare to a geomagnetic reversal, ensuring we have a very, very bad day. Can we listen to the Mayans? 

Again, you might have heard of Harold Camping. Harold Camping has a Christian Reformed Church background, and owns and operates a large Christian radio network in the United States, called Family Radio. Camping predicted the world would end on May 21, 2011, and then again on October 21. But it was his May 21, 2011 prediction that drew the most fanfare. Camping went on a media blitz, inspiring followers to drain their personal savings to warn Christians that the end was near.

Family Radio spent millions on more than 5,000 billboards and 20 large vehicles plastered with the doomsday message marking May 21 as the apocalypse. His May 21st End of the World website stated: “…the Bible has given us absolute proof that the year 2011 is the end of the world during the Day of Judgment… Amazingly, May 21, 2011 is the 17th day of the 2nd month of the Biblical calendar of our day…”

Camping, who stated he pinpointed the date for the end of the world, placed the time of the rapture at 5:59 p.m., but the day came and went without a big bang. Later he said his math was off.

It is foolish to try to predict the end of the world, or the second coming of Christ, because as Jesus reminds us, “No one knows about that day or hour.” 
So how does one prepare for Jesus’ second coming if we don’t know when it’s going to happen? Well, that’s exactly the point Jesus was making to His disciples, and us, over and over again in our text: “Beware, and be on the alert! For you do not know when the time will be.” Jesus makes it very clear – He is coming again, and we need to keep watch. 
What exactly does Jesus mean when He says to be on the alert for His coming? Well, it certainly doesn’t mean that we are to spend our time trying to predict when Jesus is coming again. A few verses earlier in Mark 13 Jesus said, “If anyone says to you, ‘Look, here is the Christ!’ or, ‘Look, He is there!’ do not believe it. For false christs and false prophets will rise and show signs and wonders to deceive, if possible, even the elect” (Mark 13:21-22). Much of Christianity today is plagued by this obsession with prophesy and prediction of the end times. In fact, lots and lots of books have been written in which many try to equate the Bible’s prophesies about the “last days” with current events around the world. 
Yes, it’s true that Jesus Himself has warned us of signs of the “end times,” and there are other places in the New Testament that give prophesies about what will happen in the “last days,” however, Christ makes it very, very clear in our text that those signs of the end are not to be used as predictors of Christ’s second coming, but as reminders to be on the alert and be ready at any time for His return. Remember, Jesus first gave these signs to His disciples almost 2000 years ago. The same goes for the rest of the New Testament prophesies. They were written to remind Christians of every generation - from the 12 disciples, to the last Christian who comes to faith on earth - that the “end times” are the entire time period between Christ’s first and second coming. Jesus has always wanted His followers to be ready for His return.
Jesus makes it quite clear that we are not to prepare ourselves for His second coming by predicting it. In fact, He says “No one knows about that day or hour, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.” Now this is obviously something we can’t fully understand: As true God, Jesus knows everything (John 21:17), and Jesus Himself claimed that “I and My Father are one” (John 10:30). After all, Jesus is the one who is going to return in judgment on the Last Day. However, Jesus is also true man - 100% human just like you and me - and during His life here on earth (what we call Jesus’ “humiliation”) He willingly laid aside and suppressed the full use of His powers as God. We are told that as true man Jesus even learned things and grew up physically and spiritually (Luke 2:40). Jesus only used His almighty power and wisdom as God when it was necessary to complete His work of salvation for the entire human race. Predicting the day of His return would not have served that purpose. If Jesus Himself, as true Man, during His state of humiliation here on earth did not know the day or hour of His second coming, how in the world are we ever going to predict it?

To further show what Jesus means when He says to be on the alert He shows us clearly by means of an illustration, or story: “It is like a man who was away on a journey. When he left home, he put his slaves in charge, assigned each one his task, and ordered the doorkeeper to keep watch. Therefore keep watch! For you do not know when the master of the house is coming, whether in the evening, at midnight, at the time when the rooster crows, or early in the morning. Make sure that, if he comes suddenly, he does not find you asleep! What I tell you, I tell everyone: ‘Keep watch!’” 
Let’s think about this illustration for a few moments. What do you think the master of that house expected his servants to do after he left for that far country? Do their jobs and wait for his return, of course! Why do you think he didn’t tell his servants when he was going to come back? Those of you here today who have had jobs before know that when the boss is away, the employees will play! But if the boss gives his workers some jobs to do and tells them to get them done before he gets back, but doesn’t tell them when he’s coming back, there is a much better chance that human nature will not get the better of those workers and they will do the work that their boss had given them so they make sure they have it done before he gets back. Now, what do you think the master of this house would do if he found his servants and the doorkeeper, whom he specifically told to “watch,” fast asleep when he got back? He would be one angry master, that’s for sure, and at the very least all those servants would certainly loose their jobs. 

Now let’s apply this illustration to ourselves. Jesus has given us and all Christians work to do after He ascended into heaven and He has given to each one of us as individual members of His church different gifts to be able to perform those duties. He has commissioned all of us to make disciples of all nations (Matthew 28:18) and to preach the Gospel - the Good News of salvation through Jesus - to every creature (Mark 16:15). He has told us to build each other up and strengthen each other, to help out anyone who is in need and do good to all (Matthew 10:24; Hebrews 12:12-13; Galatians 6:10). He has given each one of us the job of doorkeeper to keep watch for His return. And so He tells us to gather together to worship Him and encourage each other in love and good works as we wait for His return on the Last Day (Hebrews 10:24-25). He has also given us His Word and His Sacraments.
So what do you think Jesus is going to do if He finds His servants have “forgotten” about Him, or finds us not doing the work He has given us, or not watching for His return, but instead finds us “sleeping”? Now Jesus obviously doesn’t mean physical sleep here in this illustration; no doubt there will be millions of people in the world who will be awakened from physical sleep when the trumpet sounds at Jesus returns. He is speaking of spiritual sleep - unbelief. Not watching for Him and keeping Him in our heart and mind, but forgetting about Him and crowding Him out of our hearts, minds, and lives. Jesus gives us this warning in Luke’s Gospel, “But watch yourselves lest your hearts be weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness and cares of this life, and that day come upon you suddenly like a trap,” (Luke 21:34). For those who have fallen asleep spiritually into unbelief the return of the Master will be terrifying and will seal their fate eternally in hell. 
Jesus does not want His return to be terrifying for anyone. He wants His return to be for our rescue as our loving Saviour, not for our condemnation as an angry judge. He wants it to be something that we look forward to and even pray for daily (Revelation 22:20). For us, His return will be a glorious day! Our “last day” will be the greatest day of our lives. On that day we will experience the incredible joys and eternal peace of the heaven that Jesus paid His own life to earn for us. We’ll see for ourselves why Jesus went through so much for us, even taking the nails of the cross - even death and hell itself for us! Heaven must be some kind of treasure for Jesus to have wanted so much to give it to us! That is the treasure He wants us to set our hearts on. Jesus once said, “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Luke 12:34). We set our hearts on that treasure when we make His Word - hearing from Him - a priority in our daily lives. We set our hearts on that treasure when we make His people - the blessing of fellowship - a priority in our lives, and come together for worship and Bible Study whenever we are able. We set our hearts on that treasure when we make use of the incredible blessing of prayer that Jesus has given us - actually speaking to God Himself - praying to Him to give us strength and faithfulness to keep watch till the end. This is what Jesus meant when He said “Beware, and be on the alert!”

Unfortunately though, during the very time of the year when we prepare to celebrate Christ’s first coming to this earth, it is probably the most difficult time to keep our hearts and minds watchful for His second coming. Nearly everything that the world throws at us (or what we throw ourselves into) during the Christmas season clutters our hearts and minds with the things of this world and detracts from a watchful focus on our Saviour and His return. Even things that are just fine and good in and of themselves can take the place in our hearts – hearts that should be reserved for Jesus. Decorating, the giving of gifts, visits with family members and friends can all very easily become the “reason for the season” instead of Jesus. There is nothing at all wrong with all these things, but, none of these very good things is worth “falling asleep” spiritually for and losing your own soul. 

Dear friends, put your hands and feet to work preparing for the celebration of Christmas. Work hard at decorating and preparing your meals and homes for welcoming guests. But with the Spirit’s help, let’s all keep our eyes fixed on Jesus (Hebrews 12:2) and our hearts and minds ready for His coming. Jesus is coming! Therefore, keep watch! Amen.


The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 
PRAYER FOR THE FIRST SUNDAY IN ADVENT I


Almighty God and  Father, we thank and praise You for Your promises of mercy and deliverance, which You have fulfilled in the coming of Your Son Jesus Christ.  He is indeed the Light to reveal You to the Gentiles, and the glory of Your people Israel.


As Your faithful people in every age have believed Your Word, grant that we, too, may believe it, and one day inherit Your heavenly promises.  As Your people of old looked forward with longing to the coming of the Messiah, grant that we, too, may joyfully welcome Jesus into our hearts, and be saved by Him from the power of sin, Satan, and death.


Lead us by Your Spirit to a to a deep awareness of our need of repentance.  Teach us to hate what is evil and to love what is good.  Strengthen us when our enemies try to lead us into sin.  Direct our lives in ways that are holy and right, that we may serve and glorify You in all things.


Cause Your saving light to shine in all corners of the earth, that people everywhere may know Your love in Christ Jesus, and join that great number of Your people who say: “Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord!  Hosanna in the highest!”


Grant peace to the nations of the earth.  Look with special favour on our own country, and on all its citizens.  Guide all who rule over us, that they may learn to know You as the only true God, and may seek to do Your will in all things.


Bless all who have gathered in Your house today to hear Your precious Word.  Grant strength, comfort, and understanding to those who are sick or troubled, to those who are sad and depressed, to those who are enduring hardships, and to all others who are in any bodily or spiritual need.  Grant them perseverance, and the joy of Your abiding presence.


We ask these things in the name of Jesus Christ our Lord, who has come to deliver us, who has died to save us, and risen to justify us, and who is always alive to intercede for us.  Amen.
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