
Be Ready!

Psalm 122, Matthew 24:29-51 November 19, 2000

“Of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the
Father only.…Watch therefore, for you do not know on what day your Lord is coming.…
Therefore you also must be ready; for the Son of man is coming at an hour you do not expect.”
Behind this warning stands the gospel of Jesus Christ. The reason we are to be ready is that Jesus
Christ is coming back. And that is good news.

The return of Jesus Christ means, among other things, that one day all of our suffering
will end! One day there will be no more pain, no more tears, and no more sorrow. I do not mean
simply that we will die and be unable to feel. I mean that death itself will come to an end!

The world of change that we see about us—the world of disease, decay, decline, and
death—is not a permanent world. It is not an everlasting world. It is not ultimate reality. Instead,
the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ is ultimate reality.

God made the world. The world belongs to God. Everything in the world belongs to God.
And, when God is ready, this passing world will come to an end. It will be replaced by a world of
permanent relationship with God.

That is why we want to be in this world but not of the world. We want to love this world
appropriately but not too much, not with the kind of love that God alone deserves. We want to
live here not as permanent residents but as strangers who are passing through on our way home.
In short, we want to “be ready.”

We want to be ready, not only for the difficulties which await us in this life, but also for
the world to come, for the end of all suffering, for our encounter with ultimate reality, for eternal
life and for permanent relationship with the God and Father of Jesus Christ.

Part of growing up and becoming mature has to do with coming to grips with reality. But
this means more than the physical, visible reality around us. It means the greater reality beyond.
True maturity involves realizing that it is God with whom we have to do in all things, now and
later.

Part of what today’s reading is telling us about reality is that later may be too late. While
the return of Jesus Christ is good news, its suddenness will not permit of preparation at that time.
The point of the reassurance is for us to be ready now. Part of the reality then will be that Jesus
will return in power and glory.

Jesus, who at the time these words were spoken was preparing to die and to leave this
earth, Jesus, who was crucified, resurrected, and ascended into heaven, and so has been bodily
absent from the earth for almost 2000 years, Jesus is to return with power and great glory. This is
the opposite of his earthly life and appearance. Here Jesus was marked by weakness, poverty,
obscurity, suffering, and death. The reversal to power and glory means that this humble servant
of the Lord shall return as Lord of the Universe. The one whom humanity rejected, who was
nailed to the cross on a garbage heap outside Jerusalem, is the Son of God. We Presbyterians do
not dwell on the details of the timing of the second coming—largely because of today’s reading,
which says that not even the Son, but only the Father, knows when it is. But what we can say and
what we do say about the second coming, on the basis of this power and glory, is this: To Christ
belongs the victory! The one whom we have come to know through the reading, preaching, and
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hearing of the gospel is the same one we will meet again at the end of time. The one who loves
us now will love us then. The one who already served our death sentence will be the final Judge.

To Christ belongs the victory! And all of his enemies have been defeated. Death shall not
win. Disease, decay, and decline shall not win. The powers of evil shall not win. Instead, Jesus
Christ, who was crucified, dead, and buried, shall return as the victorious Lord of the universe.

This puts things in the proper perspective. I once heard about a sixteen year old girl who
came home and told her father that she had just had the worst day of her life. He said, “You
couldn’t have; You’re not old enough. You’re going to have worse days!” He had a longer
perspective on life than she did. The reality of the second coming of Jesus Christ in victory gives
us a still longer perspective on life. Sometimes we have bad days. Sometimes we have bad years.
Sometimes our whole lives do not go the way we want them to. That is terrible. But it need not
defeat us. For in the long run, to Christ belongs the victory. And he is returning to share that
victory with us. This long range perspective gives us the courage we need to live today.

How will Christ share his victory with us? By finally establishing the kingdom of God.
Ever since creation, the universe has been scattering away from God. The purpose of the work of
Jesus Christ is to regather us from all the places we fallen, run, and hidden. We who have been
estranged from God are to be reconciled to God; we who have been in a broken relationship with
God are to be in a good, healed, and permanent relationship with God, and therefore with each
other.

Inevitably, the question arises as to when this victory will be made manifest, when Jesus
Christ will return, and when the end of the world will be. This is what the disciples asked. This is
what people ask now. Jesus heads off that question: “Of that day and hour no one knows, not
even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the Father only.”

This means that we are not to spend our time in calculations and speculations of when the
end will come. Instead, we are instead to live our whole lives in readiness for the end of time and
the return of Jesus Christ.

If we knew when he were coming, most of us would slack off until the last couple of days
and then try to make amends. Since we do not know, the ultimacy and finality of that moment is
projected backward across time and gives an urgency to each moment of our lives.

Thus, we are called upon to believe in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, and we are called
upon to believe in him now, today, at this very moment, not some time tomorrow.

Moreover, we are called upon, and invited to enter into, lives of faithful service—day in
and day out, year in and year out—always ready for the return of our victorious Lord.

The return of Jesus Christ is sure and certain. The day and the hour are unknown to us,
but that simply heightens the importance of our being ready every moment of every day.

So, how do these assurances of the gospel, particularly these teachings about the end of
time, affect our day to day lives now?

The assurance of the victory of Jesus Christ tells us that this world is not ultimate. This
world is temporal, contingent, and passing away. Neither this world nor anything in it deserves
our worship. We are tempted to worship the gods of nation, the gods of war, the gods of wealth,
and the gods of power. We are tempted to give our absolute allegiance to things that are less than
absolute. We are tempted to believe that the economy can save us or that the nation can save us.
We are tempted to despair that nuclear weapons can end God’s purposes for humanity or that
death has the final power and victory over us. But the assurance of the victory of Jesus Christ
tells us that nothing in this world is ultimate.
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The other side of this is that God is ultimate. The God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ
is alone ultimate, is alone worthy of worship, and is alone worthy of absolute obedience.

It is the worship of God for which we were designed. It is the worship of God for which
we were created. It is the worship of God for which we were saved. It is the worship of God for
which we were called together into this church. Indeed, it is the worship of God for which the
eternal kingdom of God has been brought into existence.

So, we are called away from the worship of false gods which enslave us, and we are
called to the worship of the one true God who sets us free.

The final part of the chapter includes a parable about the master returning to his
household and finding that his head servant either has taken care of everyone left in his charge or
has failed to do so.

The implication for the Christian church today is that part of our readiness and
watchfulness has to do not only with believing and worshiping God but also loving and caring
for neighbor. These activities are not extras. These are part of the Christian life.

So, the Christian life does not neglect this present life in favor of the future. Instead, we
want to live life here most appropriately in order to be ready for the future.

We care for people through our ministries of compassion. We give food, clothes,
blankets, medicine to those who need them. All over the world we build hospitals, nursing
homes, children’s homes, schools, and so forth. This is part of who we are.

We also care for people through evangelism and nurture. We bring people here to hear the
gospel, to learn the Bible, and to meet their living Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. This, too, is part
of who we are.

In today’s reading, Jesus Christ tells us, in language as strong as possible, to be ready for
his return. This is not meant to scare us. Quite the opposite, it is meant to reassure us that the one
whom we have come to know in the gospel will win the final victory. Thus, we are encouraged to
live lives of faithful readiness and service here, with an appropriate expectation of the world and
life to come.

After all the struggles of our lives, after all the suffering, it is good to know that to Christ
belongs the victory!

“Of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the
Father only....Watch therefore, for you do not know on what day your Lord is
coming....Therefore you also must be ready; for the Son of man is coming at an hour you do not
expect.” Are we ready for his return?

To God be the glory, forever and ever! Amen.
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