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 There are probably at least two kinds of people here this morning: those who 

absolutely love the season of Advent and holiday preparation that we have entered, and 

those who do not.  For some, this is the warmest, brightest, merriest time of year.  These 

folks love the decorating, shopping, baking, entertaining, and generally festive and fun 

spirit of these weeks.  Christmas carols bring tears to their eyes and the smell of 

Christmas cookies transports them to holiday bliss.  But for others, this time of year is 

mostly a huge headache-- it’s one hassle and demand after another, a big pile of excesses 

of every kind that’s forced upon them, like it or not. These folk’s attitude is summed up 

in the Calvin and Hobbes comic strip where Calvin, the little boy, is telling his imaginary 

tiger friend, Hobbes, “The Christmas season is always a time for personal reflection.  Too 

often we don’t examine our lives.  This is a time to take stock and think about what’s 

important.  It’s a time to rededicate oneself to frenzied acquisition…a time to spread the 

joy of material wealth…a time to glorify personal excess of every kind!...a time to atone 

for one’s frugality!”   This time of year is simply too excessive and commercial for some 

people to enjoy it at all!  And quite possibly there’s a third kind of person here today, and 

it wouldn’t surprise me if most of us may fall into this category: those of us who have a 

kind of split personality and feel both gladness and dread of this season simultaneously.  

Martin Luther teaches us that we can be saints and sinners at one and the same time; 

likewise, so we can both love and dislike the holiday season at one and the same time.  If 

you are in this probably large group, finding parts of Advent that deeply engage you or 

gladden your heart, and other parts that frustrate, exhaust and stress you, then you are 

well in tune with our Scripture texts this morning.  They are also of two minds, two 



contrary natures, as we anticipate the birth of Christ.  The first text, from Isaiah 2, is a 

strikingly beautiful passage about a mountain of peace, the future kingdom of God in 

which swords are beaten into plowshares and nations no longer wage war.  This vision of 

hope and peace is dear to every faithful heart.  The flame of this hope is often fanned at 

this time of year through Scripture texts, hymns sung, and activities experienced.  How 

we long for this vision to become a reality!  This is the kind of image that makes us love 

this time of year. 

 And yet the text from Matthew’s Gospel, chapter 24, is anything but beautiful and 

engaging.   It’s hard to even like this Scripture passage, much less love it.  If anything, it 

inspires dread and fear, just as the holidays do for some, maybe for many.  Here we see 

Jesus speaking also of a future time, brought about by God, but in a way that terrifies us 

rather than inspires us.  We don’t hear about a peaceful mountaintop experience, instead 

we hear of abrupt transitions of loss and change. He emphasizes the unexpected nature of 

God’s coming, and that above all—we need to be ready and keep awake.  Indeed, this 

whole text might be considered a wake-up call. 

 Now, here’s the thing about wake up calls; virtually nobody likes them.  The 

expression hearkens to an era, still present for some, when those staying in a motel might 

ask the desk clerk on duty to call them at a certain time in the morning in order to ensure 

they would wake up when needed.  Most of us probably use alarm clocks or cell phones 

for such a function now, but we still understand the idea: a wake up call comes with a 

certain amount of noise and urgency to rouse us out of rest and get us up and going.  And 

who really likes for that to happen? 



 Personally, I find calls of any kind during the night when I’m asleep to be 

disruptive and alarming.  People don’t call at 3 in the morning with good news, do they?  

They call because someone has been in an accident or taken to the emergency room or 

some such thing.  A phone ringing in the night pumps my adrenaline levels sky high.  

Even just the morning alarm sounding off is jarring and unpleasant; signaling the end of 

warmth and slumber and the necessity to face the harsh and cold light of day.  The 

implication of placing this Scripture text on the first Sunday of Advent is that this season 

before Christmas is to be our wake up call; but who wants a wake up call?  Do we have 

to add that whole concept into the already ambivalent mixture of this season? 

 Of course, wake up calls, while not likeable, can be important.  Even crucial.  

When my son woke me up a few weeks ago during the night to tell me he was having 

significant bleeding following his tonsillectomy, I’m pretty sure I lost a few years off my 

life span from the way my heart and mind reacted to the shock.  But it was crucial that he 

get to the emergency room immediately to stop the bleeding;  that wake up call was a 

terrible jolt, but also absolutely necessary.  Likewise, when I was in a fender bender 

about 15 years ago, due to momentary carelessness on my part, the most helpful comment 

a friend made to me was, “I’d think of this as a wake up call to drive more carefully, in 

order to avoid a more serious accident in the future.”  That friend was right; I didn’t pay 

enough attention to my driving at that time, and I actually needed that wake up call. 

 I expect you have had similar experiences in a variety of life situations?  A health 

scare that acts as a wake up call to watch your diet or to start exercising or to take better 

care of yourself?  Or a relational crisis that served as a wake up call to better tend to your 

family relationships and not take them for granted or neglect them?  Maybe your wake up 



call was the leak in the ceiling that warned that the roof needed to be replaced?  Or the 

smoke alarm that signals a fire, the tornado siren that warns of severe weather.  Wake up 

calls, though generally unwelcome and unexpected jolts, can nevertheless be good for us, 

even essential for us or others.  And like it or not, that’s what our Advent text offers us 

this morning.  A wake up call.   Our Gospel lesson this morning asks us the question, Are 

you ready?  Are you awake?  In the midst of your daily routines which seem all-

consuming and all-important, are you awake to the reality that God is up to something 

big?  Let’s look further into this text for a few moments. 

 Our Gospel lesson falls into a category of Biblical and non-Biblical literature 

called, “Apocalyptic”.  Meaning, having to do with the end times.  Today, as  the first 

Sunday of Advent, is the beginning of the church year; it’s like a liturgical equivalent of 

New Year’s Day.  Perversely, we begin Advent and the church year focusing on the end 

of time.  Doesn’t sound like Christmas-y kind of talk at all; you’ll find more “Christmas 

cheer” in the stores this weekend then you’ll find in our Gospel lesson this morning.  But 

Advent isn’t actually about Christmas cheer.  It’s about being awake and ready. 

 Are you aware that the apocalyptic view of history, which we find in Scripture, 

suggests that history is going somewhere?  Doesn’t always seem that way, does it?  But 

according to Scripture, history is not merely an endless repetition of cycles of time, a 

meaningless and aimless drift, a hamster forever running on a circular wheel that in 

reality goes nowhere.  History has a direction, an end point in the mind of God.  In his 

words in Matthew’s Gospel today, Jesus speaks to us using apocalyptic language.  

Clearly, Jesus believes that God is involved in human history and is heading it towards an 

intended direction, towards an intended end.  There are some Christians and not-quite-



Christians who become passionately involved in apocalyptic theology.  They warn us 

continually that the end times are upon us, they perform convoluted math to predict the 

precise moment, they sometimes hide out in enclaves awaiting the big moment.  Some 

Christians are actively involved in what we might call “rapture theology”, the idea that at 

the end of time, true believers will be raptured or taken away, while the rest  are “left 

behind.”  There is some very little Biblical support for this, and most of it is cryptic and 

difficult to interpret, to say the least.  Sometimes the text we have before us this morning 

is interpreted in that vein.  But our text this morning most likely does not support that 

kind of theology.  Let’s do a quick analysis of the language and the metaphor Jesus is 

using to understand why that is.  Look at the lesson.  Jesus begins with his main point, 

namely that no one knows when this end time will be.  No one.  Not even the angels, not 

even Jesus, knows.  Why whole groups immediately assume that they do know when 

Christ says plainly that they don’t, won’t and can’t, I have no idea.  The only thing you 

can be sure of, is that if you hear a prediction of a time for the end, is that that cannot be 

the hour of the end, since no one knows.  At any rate, Jesus then creates a metaphor for us 

of how unexpected this end time will be, of how it will catch us unaware.  He refers back 

to the story of Noah, reminding us that aside from Noah, the people of Noah’s day were 

going about their usual routines as the time of the deadly flood approached: they were 

eating, drinking, getting married and having families, and they were caught unawares by 

the flood that destroyed them.  Verse 39 reads, “they knew nothing until the flood came 

and swept them all away.”  The word “swept” there, can also be translated, “taken”.  The 

flood swept, or took them, away, and they died.   



 Well, Jesus continues, that’s how it will be when the Son of Man comes, too.  

There’ll be two men in the field working, one is taken, one is left.  Two women will be 

grinding flour; one is taken, one is left.   Now for a moment of analysis.  In the Noah’s 

flood metaphor, the one who is swept away or taken, is the one who is lost, who drowns.  

Very likely, in this very next verse, Jesus intends the same implication.  It’s the man who 

is taken in the field, who is swept away, taken off as if by the flood waters, who is lost.  

Same with the women grinding.  The man who is left, the woman who is left, are, in this 

particular passage, the ones who are saved.  It’s quite possible that we tend to mis-

interpret these verses, because our culture is so steeped and fascinated by this whole left 

behind theology.  We attribute meaning to these words that Jesus doesn’t intend.  Jesus 

isn’t talking about folks being spiraled into the sky, leaving behind their automobiles still 

running and their false teeth and artificial knee joints on the car seat.  Jesus is simply 

making the observation that God acts and intervenes in ways that completely take us off 

guard, because we are so immersed in the daily routines of our life.  If we had a time-line 

for God’s activity, it would be so much easier.  Jesus acknowledges that in his next 

words.  If a home-owner knows a thief is planning to rob him that night, he’s ready for 

the thief and foils his plan.  But, the reason the thief succeeds is that the homeowner isn’t 

aware of the thief’s plan or timing.  Likewise, God takes us by surprise.  Which is why 

we need to respond to this wake up call, to be ready, to be awake. 

 How might we cultivate this attitude of spiritual alertness?  Surely that is part of 

our spiritual journey during this Advent season.  Doubtless you have many ideas of your 

own about this, but I have a few practical suggestions for your consideration.  Above all, 

make this a season of worship.  Here, alone in all the culture, the coming of Christ is not 



about spending money or being busy or forcing holiday cheer; literally, church and 

worship are our sanctuary right now, the place where the coming of God Incarnate is 

reflected upon with reverence and depth.  You might also take home one of these 

devotional aids---the Advent calendar, for example.  Read that daily scripture verse and 

say a prayer, whether short or long.  Or take a Christ in our Home magazine.  Or attend 

Randi Alreck’s Advent themed study on Tuesday mornings.  Or make a point of 

connecting with someone you otherwise wouldn’t.  Participate in acts of charity or good 

will.  Look into the night sky and wonder.  Read through the first chapters of Luke.  

Listen to sacred Christmas music.  This season will largely be shaped by you, if you are 

awake and  intentional about that; if you are not, it will most certainly be shaped by 

commercialism and excess in our surrounding culture.  You will want to be alert, awake, 

and on your guard to avoid that.  Most importantly, you will want to be awake to the 

ways God comes---at the end of time, yes; at Christmas, most certainly; but also daily---

where will you see the coming of God in Christ each day of this season?  And will you 

notice it, will you be awake to it, or will you be preoccupied, distracted, or complacent 

and miss it?  God repeatedly surprises us, showing up in unexpected ways and places. 

Use this wake up call of a season to do yourself and others some good.   “Keep awake”, 

Jesus tells us.  God is all around you, showing up where you least expect, and you won’t 

want to miss out on God’s coming. Amen.  

  

  


