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Sermon for the First Sunday of Advent, Year A 

December 1, 2019 

The Rev. Evelyn Wheeler, Rector 

Isaiah 2:1-5; Ps. 122; Romans 13:11-14; Matthew 24:36-44 

We open Advent with one of the great themes of the season – not the 

birth of the baby Jesus in Bethlehem, but the second coming, at the 

end of the age, or whenever, when God’s justice will repair all the 

broken pieces of creation, and God’s peace will reign. 

Now we think that in the earliest years of the church – even before it 

was, strictly speaking, “The Church,” that believers expected the Son 

of Man to come soon, like soon.  But by the time Matthew’s Gospel is 

written – and the best guess is sometime around 80 – 90 CE: That is 

50-60 years after Jesus’ crucifixion.  So now we are well into the 

second, even the third generation of believers, and “soon” doesn’t quite 

cut it anymore.  So now the emphasis has shifted, at least to some 

extent, to a timeframe of unexpectedness.  It could be soon, it could 

be late, but no one knows when.  

So all the predictive signs of turbulence and turmoil are vague enough 

to apply to pretty much any time in human history from that day until 

this: and the Son of Many could come at any moment, of any day, today, 

tomorrow, next year, or in the next century, or in the next millennium. 

Or later.  What are we to think of that?  And how are we to respond to 

this way of thinking? 

Yes, Jesus is coming.  But he is always coming, always arriving, and, 

perhaps, always present, and how are we to know? 
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Will the world really end?  Or is it just the “world as we know it”?  Or 

not at all?  Scientifically there is no reason to doubt that the world will 

continue; whether we will is another question. Billions upon billions of 

species have evolved and then gone extinct for up to 3 and a half billion 

years; why should we be any different? 

Sometime in the latter part of the 19th century, John Nelson Darby 

posited a pre-tribulation return of Christ to the Plymouth Brethren: 

He said that the Son of Man will come and some – the true believers – 

will be taken up to meet the returning Savior, while others will remain 

behind and suffer a thousand years of disaster and horror and sorrow. 

Perhaps you’ve heard of this, I think they call it “The Rapture.”  It’s 

not supported in Scripture, but it has become a rather popular 

metaphorical tool – in some denominations.  

And this passage in Matthew sounds like it might be related to the 

Rapture, with some taken and some remaining.  But that’s not what 

Matthew is up to here at all. 

The usual text used to support the Rapture is from Thessalonians: 

"For this we say to you by the word of the Lord, that we who are 

alive and remain until the coming of the Lord, will not precede 

those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord Himself will descend 

from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the archangel and 

with the trumpet of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. 

Then we who are alive and remain will be caught up together with 

them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so we shall 

always be with the Lord. " (1 Thessalonians 4:15-17) 
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For 1800 years, this text was understood to say that whether we are 

alive or we are dead, when the Lord comes, all who believe will be 

together with him.  This “taken up,” is not about being physically 

removed; it is about “becoming part of” the kingdom of God. 

We speak in this way every day – Evelyn is really caught up in the 

subject of racial reconciliation.  John Doe is caught up in car racing.  

We are caught up in excitement when our sports team is doing well; we 

are caught up in some political debate when we care about the issues of 

the day.   

This being “caught up” speaks of being interested, being involved, being 

fascinated, being part of a larger conversation, a community, or an idea.  

It doesn’t literally mean that we are taken, abducted, wafted away – 

no, it means, and has meant since it was written, that we are engaged, 

enthused, enlightened, and involved. 

Furthermore, when one of the two in the field, or one of the two 

women who are grinding meal together is “taken,” we really don’t know 

if that’s a good thing or a bad thing, do we?   

Someone might be taken by flood waters, while another is left on the 

shore.  That probably would not be a good thing for the one taken.  On 

the other hand, either might be better off, taken or left, depending on 

who takes them and where, or how they are left….  

What Jesus in Matthew’s Gospel is talking about is being recognized by 

the Lord as belonging to the Lord, and becoming and being part of the 

work of God. 

So as Paul said to the Church in Rome: “Let us lay aside the works of 

darkness and put on the armor of light; let us live honorably….” 
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We don’t know when; we don’t know how; we don’t know what; and we 

don’t even really know if.  In Jesus’ day, the main problem for the 

leaders of Judea was keeping the Romans happy, so they wouldn’t come 

down on them or the people and destroy all they were trying to 

preserve: their own skins, and their powers and authority, such as they 

were.  But we know that it was not very long afterward that Rome did 

come down on them, and destroyed the temple and the city and send 

the Jews out into the Great Diaspora, that lasted for generations upon 

generations, and the Christians who lived in Judea as well. 

And the compiler of the stories and texts in the Gospel of Matthew 

knew this.  So the text has an apocalyptic feel, and was written in such 

a way as to tell the believers that God knew about this before it 

happened, and if they stayed true to the faith, God would be with 

them.  Ruin had come, but there was hope for the future.  Some would 

be taken – by the Romans? – and some would remain.  Stay faithful. 

God is constantly showing up when least expected.  In fact, it is 

impossible to predict when the Spirit of God will show up.  But there 

are ways to recognize her when she does:  and the primary sense one 

encounters is PEACE.  Not the peace of relaxation, but the peace that 

comes when things fall into place, when things “feel right,” when doors 

start opening and hearts start beating faster and hope springs even in 

the darkness.  

THIS is what we are to be ready for: for the Spirit to show up and 

challenge us to move outside our comfort zone and look for where new 

seeds are sprouting in our own lives, in our community, in our families, 

in our circles, in our hearts, and here in our church.  THIS is what we 

are waiting for.   
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And while we wait, we are to stay alert – by living honorably as in the 

day, not in reveling and drunkenness (burying ourselves in darkness and 

disdain and disorder and despair), but putting on LIGHT and shining 

brightly where we are and where God calls us to be. 

Amen, Come Lord Jesus. 

Come into our hearts and awaken hope. 

Come into our minds and enlighten reason. 

Come into our spirits and help them open. 

Come and bring the peace that passes understanding, 

Help us to be who you call us to be; 

Help us to be who we truly are. 


