
Advent 1 and 2,  2019    Matthew and Isaiah 

 So, what a crazy ride we have all been on since the Wednesday which was the day 

before Thanksgiving.  Which, to my surprise, was only a week and a half ago.  I’d swear 

it was longer!  On that Wednesday, we had a not insignificant snow storm that shut down 

schools and other things, snarled holiday travel,  and abruptly shifted our world from 

November browns and greens into winter wonderland white.  Then came Thanksgiving, 

then Black Friday, and then the Snowmaggedon hit, which made that earlier Wednesday 

storm seem kind of puny, and which shut down virtually every church on Sunday 

morning,  along with the Miller Hall Mall, Bentleyville, and schools, for days.  And here 

we are now, already in the midst of Julebyen weekend,  and finally having our first 

opportunity to worship together in the season of Advent!  Wowzer!  If you’re  at all like 

me, you might feel like you’re still trying to catch up with yourself and with the world,  a 

little stunned at how quickly things around us can change and how the passage of time 

can catch us unawares, maybe leave us feeling far from ready for whatever comes next.   

 Our Gospel lesson deals with the passage of time; with awareness or the lack of 

being aware; with readiness or a lack of being ready. And for that reason, it is an 

appropriate lesson for us as we begin our Advent together, even though it doesn’t sound 

very Christmasy, to say the least.  In fact, it probably sounds much more like something 

out of the ever popular end-of-the-world movements that get promoted in various ways, 

perhaps the “Left Behind” series of the late 90s being a good example.  And yet, that 

whole way of understanding is based on some questionable scriptural and theological 

interpretations of passages like this.  I do want to take a quick moment to examine this 



text a little, because I think getting caught up in those world-is-ending movements is 

futile and unhelpful, possibly even harmful.  Our gospel lesson today falls into a category 

of literature called “Apocalyptic”.  Meaning, having to do with the end times.  Within the 

apocalyptic view of history, there is the belief 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.  As I 

mentioned, 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 of us are “left behind.”  Sometimes our morning’s 

Gospel text is used to support that rapture theology, but in reality, it does not.  Let’s do a 

quick analysis of the language and the metaphor Jesus is using to understand why that is.  

Look how the lesson begins.  Jesus leads 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 

in our day 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, of how radically things can change.  

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 behind, the woman who is left 

behind, are, in this particular passage, the ones who are saved. Which is the opposite 

interpretation of the rapture theology group. Jesus isn’t talking about the good and saved 

folks being spiraled into the sky, leaving behind their automobiles still running and their 

false teeth and artificial knee joints on the car seat.   If we wanted to view this passage 

through that set of lenses, it would be the other way around, the ones “left behind” are the 

lucky ones.  But that isn’t the point either!   Jesus is speaking metaphorically here.  He 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.  Just as was the 

case for the people in the Noah’s Ark story.  Just as was the case for the farmers in the in 

the field or the housewives making flour. If we had a time-line for God’s inbreaking 

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.  Things change in an instant!  

And we know that.  An overnight snowfall changes the entire landscape.  An unexpected 

fatal accident or illness turns the world upside down.  Or likewise, surprise moments of 

joy or grace also occur in our lives!  We can’t plan them, schedule them, manage them, 

control them.  God and life surprise us!  Which is why we need to cultivate this attitude 

of awareness,  of readiness, that Christ encourages in this text.   

 But what would that attitude of awareness look like?  What form might our 

readiness take?  Because notice that nothing is said in either lesson about hiding out in 

enclaves, stockpiling canned food and weapons, and blitzing social media with 

catastrophic predictions.  Quite the contrary, in fact.  Our first lesson from Isaiah 2 might 

have some ideas for being aware and ready that are worth considering.  In this lesson, a 

vision of God’s intended future is held up for us, and it’s a beautiful vision; a vision of 

peace; a vision of light; a vision of goodness. In God’s intended kingdom, all people are 

drawn to God, are open to learning from God, are inspired to walk in wise pathways.  In 

fact, weapons of war are repurposed into agricultural tools; swords are beaten into 



ploughshares and spears into pruning-hooks.  Like the spiritual says, “I'm gonna lay 

down my sword and shield,  Down by the riverside, I ain't gonna study war no more.”  

Tools of war turned into tools for good.  It’s a wondrous and powerful vision, but that’s 

what it is, isn’t it?  A vision!  This passage fills us with longing, because it is so not a 

reality—it remains a vision, a hope, but one that is yet unfulfilled.  And in that sense of 

longing, of hoping, of not giving up on God’s vision, I think we may find a vehicle for 

our attitude of awareness for Advent.  Which might mean that you could cultivate an 

attitude of awareness or readiness for however God might break into your life, by 

reflecting upon your longings.  For what do you yearn?  What are your hopes,  the 

deepest desires of your heart?  What is your vision of the future, both personally and for 

the world?  What kind of future would that be?   Acknowledging those longings, 

honoring those hopes, keeping those visions alive----that may be the kind of awareness 

and readiness we can cultivate within this season.  Not because all is well, but precisely 

because it isn’t. 

 A few weeks ago I came upon an article on Advent written by a woman named 

Sarah Bessey, and here is what she wrote, “It’s because everything hurts that we prepare 

for Advent. Advent matters, because it’s our way of keeping our eyes and our hearts and 

our arms all wide open even in the midst of our grief and longing. The weary world is 

still waiting in so many ways, in so many hearts, in so many places, for the fullness of the 

Kin-dom of God to come. Advent is for the ones who know longing.” 

 If that’s true, then I have to believe that Advent is a season for all of us.  Because 

all of us have those longings, those hopes, those visions.  And in many cases, those hopes 

https://sarahbessey.com/advent-the-ones-who-know-longing/


and visions are present now perhaps in part, but not yet wholly fulfilled.  Which is the 

reality for God’s kingdom, and the reality for the many forms the inbreaking of God’s 

kingdom into our world and our lives may take.  The kingdom is here now in part, and 

yet it is not wholly here.  We experience in part the peace, the healing, the goodness that 

God intends for us; but we do not experience it in whole.  We see God’s Spirit alive and 

well in the church, the world, ourselves, and yet still—there is darkness and bitterness 

and plenty of swords and spears that remain weapons of war rather than tools of 

agriculture.  We prepare for the birth of Christ, God’s ultimate inbreaking into the world, 

with joy and anticipation, but also with the griefs and brokenness that we bear at this 

particular time of our lives.  Sometimes those griefs and that brokenness are all the more 

intense during this holiday season.  All of which adds up to longing, hoping, waiting, 

visioning.  The themes and direction of Advent.  Ready or not, Advent comes.  Christmas 

comes.  Ready or not, God’s in breakings happen suddenly, taking us by surprise.  These 

are matters outside of our control.  But what is within our sphere is that willingness to 

cultivate an awareness or a readiness for God’s activity among us, based in part on our 

willingness to keep longing, yearning, hoping, and envisioning.  To not give up.  To keep 

the faith.  And remember that even within our brokenness and certainly within our 

longings---God is with us.  God is Emmanuel. God stands in solidarity among us.  God 

also longs, hopes, waits, and dreams alongside us—waiting for us and our world to 

embrace God’s kingdom and vision.  That is the Advent awareness and readiness we 

cultivate and cherish, the light of Christmas that brightens even our dark and wintry 

nights.  Amen.  




