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Be Ready to Hope 

Matthew 24:36-44 

John Breon 

 

 In Memphis some years ago, a woman named Hope Phillips was 

sitting in her car with her husband and son. They saw a man drive his car 

down Riverside Drive into Wolf River Harbor. It appeared to be a suicide 

attempt. But then Phillips said she saw the man climb on top of the sinking 

car. “He looked so desperate and like he was calling for help. All I could do 

was run into the water,” she said. 

 Phillips swam toward the man, who was about twenty-five feet from 

the bank. She used a tree branch to pull him toward the bank and her 

husband helped drag him out of the water.  

 The man said he was a college student and he kept telling them that 

he wasn’t worth anything. She said, “You are worth something; you’re here, 

aren’t you?” 

 Then he asked her name. She told him, “Hope.” He asked again and 

repeated her name, “Hope. Hope.” He started smiling. She could tell he 

wanted to live. He was literally saved by Hope (Robert Morgan, Preacher’s 

Sourcebook of Creative Sermon Illustrations 451). 

 For Advent this year, I’m borrowing the theme of N. T. Wright’s book 

Surprised by Hope. We can’t live very long, certainly not very well, without 

hope. But with hope we can survive experiences we never imagined we 

could. Where does hope come from? Hope comes to us as a gift from God. 

And it may surprise us. It can come in unexpected ways or at unexpected 

times or through people we wouldn’t expect it to.  

 God loves to surprise us. Hopefully, you’ll get at least one present this 

Christmas that makes you say, “It’s just what I wanted! How did you know?” 

Can you picture God preparing just the right gift for you, just what you 

need? Picture God’s delight when you open that gift, when you receive it.  

 Hope is one of God’s gifts to all of us. Hope tells us there’s a future. 

Hope encourages us not to give up. Hope assures us there’s something to 

live for. Hope wakes us up. 
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 We joke about the tryptophan in turkey and how sleepy it makes us. 

Some of you may just be coming out of your Thanksgiving dinner-induced 

coma today. What if there’s spiritual tryptophan? Stuff that puts us to sleep 

spiritually and makes our faith and hope go dormant?  

 That’s why we have a season like Advent and why we have a text like 

this one from Matthew where Jesus tells us to stay awake and be alert. 

 The word advent means “coming” or “arrival.” The Church season of 

Advent developed over the centuries. It started as a forty day kind of 

“Winter Lent”—a time of self-examination and repentance. It developed 

into a time to prepare for celebrating the birth of Jesus at Christmas. 

Advent involves expectation, anticipation, and preparation for the coming 

of Christ. We want to be ready to celebrate his first coming in the 

Incarnation, his birth as a human baby. We receive the continual coming of 

Christ now in the Holy Spirit. We seek to be ready for the second coming, 

the second advent of Jesus when he appears again in glory to the whole 

world and brings the fulfillment of God’s kingdom in the new heaven and 

new earth. 

 Because Advent includes the return of Christ, many churches often 

use readings like this one from Matthew. This passage is part of a larger 

section where Jesus answers questions his disciples asked about what he 

said concerning the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem and about his 

return at the end of history. 

 Jesus talks about “the coming of the Son of Man” (37). He says, “Your 

Lord will come” (42). And he repeats, “The Son of Man will come” (44). 

 Jesus explains that no one knows when this will happen—except God 

the Father. The people in Noah’s day knew nothing about what would 

happen (37). You do not know when your Lord will come (42). Jesus does 

say, “Know this.” Then he says in a little parable about a thief in the night, if 

the owner of the house had known when the thief would break in, he would 

have prevented him (43).  

 The main idea Jesus gives here is keep watch or keep awake or be on 

the alert or be prepared (42). Since we don’t know when he will return, we 

must always be ready for him.  



3 
 

 How do we do that? How are we prepared for the coming of Jesus? 

How do we live in the hope of his return? How does that help us get ready 

to celebrate his coming to us at Christmas—and every day? 

 As the seasons change and it starts to get colder, many people 

winterize their houses or boats or vehicles. To do that, you make some 

changes, you get the house ready for cold weather. In some parts of the 

country, people put snow tires or chains on their cars. 

 Let’s think about how to get ready for Christmas, how to stay ready 

for Christ’s return, how to be ready for hope. 

 We want to be open to God’s surprises. Let’s live every day expecting 

God to come to us and preparing for his final coming in Christ. That means 

we live with hope.  

 Some years ago the small Alaskan town called Hope was destroyed 

by a flood. No lives were lost, but much property was damaged. Church 

leaders went to see how they could help. When they arrived, they found the 

devastated town completely deserted. But someone had placed a small 

sign in the center of what had once been the main street of the little town. 

The sign read, “The Community of Hope Has Moved to Higher Ground” 

(James Moore, Let Us Go over to Bethlehem 19-20). 

 We’re the church, we’re the community of hope. And we’re always 

moving to higher ground as the Lord leads us on. Our hope in the coming 

of the Lord takes us farther and higher. 

 When our hope is set on the Lord and we become ready for him to 

fulfill our hope, we can be patient. We don’t have to hurry God. We don’t 

have to hurry toward the fulfillment. God’s got this. We can slow down. 

 Deborah Brunt writes in a news article about growing up in Corinth, 

MS. Her grandparents lived in Monroe, LA. She says she made the eight-

hour trip by car with her grandfather once, and only once. And she was 

grateful to be alive after that trip. In those days the route was a two-lane 

highway with a speed limit of 65 mph. But her granddaddy had a simple 

plan for making a road trip: Accelerate to 75 mph and don’t slow down for 

any reason. During the trip when she rode with him, they spent seven hours 

passing on hills, flying through stop signs, and narrowly missing oncoming 
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vehicles. Deborah had to lie down in the back seat to keep from dying of a 

heart attack at the ripe age of ten. 

 Then she says that a lot of us live in the same manner that her 

granddaddy drove. Get up in the morning, set your personal cruise control 

at 75 and don’t slow down for any reason. Interruptions and obstacles 

annoy and frustrate us as we barrel through the day. 

 One day, Deborah faced a frustrating situation where there seemed to 

be no right way to go. She shared her distress with a friend who told her, 

“When you don’t know what to do, stop.” Sometimes forging ahead isn’t 

the thing to do. Sometimes slowing—or even stopping—is good.  

 Deborah quotes David’s prayer in Psalm 139:3, “You chart the path 

ahead of me and tell me where to stop and rest” (The Living Bible). Then 

she concludes: 

 

Like Granddaddy on a trip, I’ll miss those rest stops as long as my 

plan for living is to accelerate to 75 mph and not slow down for any 

reason. But if, like David, I’ll keep my eyes on God, He’ll show me 

when to keep moving and when to make no move at all. (“We Can 

Exit Life’s Fast Lane,” The Daily Oklahoman, 11/17/04) 

 

 We get ready for Christmas, we prepare for the Lord’s coming as we 

just keep doing what Christians normally do. Someone told me recently 

that they read this passage from Matthew and thought, “Don’t put off 

things. Don’t put off joining a Bible study, don’t put off reading the Bible, 

don’t put off volunteering and helping people. We will be judged on what 

we are doing now, not what we were planning to do in the future.” 

 Someone once wrote to Billy Graham: “Christmas is such a busy time 

for our family. We always end up spending more than we should. You’ll 

probably say we ought to keep Christ in Christmas, but how can we?” His 

reply is still helpful: 

 

Now is a good time to remind ourselves not only to keep Christ in 

Christmas but to make Him its center. Christmas celebrates the most 

important event in human history. At Christmas, the God who created 
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the whole universe came down from heaven and became a baby—

Jesus Christ. As the Bible says, “The Word became flesh and made His 

dwelling among us. We have seen His glory, the glory of the One and 

Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14).  

     Take time each day to pause as a family and thank God for 

sending His Son into the world. Also, take advantage of opportunities 

to focus on Him, such as special concerts or programs. And plan 

ahead. Make a Christmas budget and stick to it. Also, plan your time. 

Don’t let the holiday season overwhelm you, but instead let your life 

be overwhelmed by the wonder of what Christ has done for us. (“My 

Answer,” no date) 

 

 If we’re going to get ready for Christmas, if we’re going to be ready 

for God to come into our lives each day, if we’re prepared for the Lord’s 

return, we’ll engage in basic Christian practices. 

 Pray. Open up to God, listen for God’s voice, tell him what you need, 

and thank him. 

 Read the Bible. Here’s one way to get started. There are twenty-four 

chapters in the Gospel of Luke. Start today, read a chapter a day, and finish 

before Christmas. 

 Serve. This includes donations to ministries that serve needy people. 

But it may also mean getting out there and helping someone yourself. 

 Worship. Make a commitment to being with other followers of Jesus 

each week to worship the Lord. 

 And, remember love. Years ago, I came across a reading titled 1 

Corinthians 13 Christmas Style. I looked it up again this week. See if this 

helps you: 

 

If I decorate my house perfectly with lovely plaid bows, strands of 

twinkling lights, and shiny glass balls, but do not show love to my 

family—I’m just another decorator. 

 

If I slave away in the kitchen, baking dozens of Christmas cookies, 

preparing gourmet meals, and arranging a beautifully adorned table 
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at mealtime, but do not show love to my family—I’m just another 

cook. 

 

If I work at the soup kitchen, carol in the nursing home, and give all 

that I have to charity, but do not show love to my family—it profits 

me nothing. 

 

If I trim the spruce with shimmering angels and crocheted snowflakes, 

attend a myriad of holiday parties, and sing in the choir’s cantata but 

do not focus on Christ, I have missed the point. 

 

Love stops the cooking to hug the child. 

 

Love sets aside the decorating to kiss the spouse. 

 

Love is kind, though harried and tired. 

 

Love doesn’t envy another home that has coordinated Christmas 

china and table linens. 

 

Love doesn’t yell at the kids to get out of your way. 

 

Love doesn’t give only to those who are able to give in return, but 

rejoices in giving to those who can’t. 

 

Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, and endures 

all things. 

 

Love never fails.  Video games will break; pearl necklaces will be lost; 

golf clubs will rust.  But giving the gift of love will endure. 

(©By Sharon Jaynes, https://sharonjaynes.com/1-corinthians-

13-christmas-style/) 

 

https://sharonjaynes.com/1-corinthians-13-christmas-style/
https://sharonjaynes.com/1-corinthians-13-christmas-style/


7 
 

 We know our Lord has come and he brought the gift of hope to us. 

We know he comes to us all the time. He gives us hope that we can have a 

new way of thinking and living. Our hope is not just for the far off future 

but that our lives here can be different, that we can keep getting closer to 

God, that we can make a difference. We don’t know when the Lord will 

come in final glory. But we have the blessed hope of his return. And if we 

live in love, if we walk with the Lord day by day, we’ll be ready to greet him 

and live with him in a new creation. 


