
November 27, 2016 Advent 1
Matthew 24:36-44 Pastor Jeff Laustsen

“Advent Surprise”

“Therefore you must also be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected time.”

Franz Joseph Haydn’s Symphony No. 94 in G Major is better known as the “Surprise Symphony,” so named for a
startlingly loud chord that interrupts the otherwise soft and gentle flow of the second movement.  This
distinctive feature did not appear in the original score; it was added by the composer on a whim for the piece’s
London premiere on March 23, 1792 and was retained in later performances.  According to many accounts of
this performance, Haydn had already given the downbeat to begin the movement when he heard the snores of
a front-row patron.  His sense of humor piqued, Haydn continued through the movement until reaching its final
chord, at which time he cued an immense fortissimo (loud tone), bringing the drowsy patron to his feet.  This
episode earned the symphony its enduring nickname, and it still startles audience members hearing the
symphony for the first time.

Some surprises are as delightful as the “Surprise Symphony.”  A surprise birthday party, a surprise phone call or
card from someone we haven’t heard for a while, or a surprise visit from an old friend are moments of
unexpected delight.  But there are other surprises that are not so welcome: a surprise surcharge on a bill, or a
surprise medical diagnosis that catches us off-guard, or a surprise problem at work that greatly complicates our
day are surprises we can do without.  There are times when, as the saying goes, “the best surprise is no
surprise.”

While it may feel like the coming of Christmas has caught us by surprise, this joyous holiday is one that is on
the calendar and is an annually scheduled celebration for our families and for the church.  But before we hear
the story of the birth of our Saviour and lift our voices in all the wonderful carols of Christmas, there is another
season that may catch us by surprise.  While Advent has been a part of the church year for centuries, it may be
the least-understood and most-unexpected church season.  Advent is a time of preparation for the celebration
of Christmas, as the lights on our Advent wreath grow and we hear the words of John the Baptist calling us to
“prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.” (Matthew 3:3).  But Advent (which means “coming”)
also calls us to prepare for a day whose arrive is less certain: the promised coming of the Lord at the end of
days.  It is a season that calls us to prepare for a time that will catch us by surprise, when our Lord Jesus Christ
“will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead, and his kingdom will have no end.” (Nicene Creed).

One of the first surprises of Advent is today’s Gospel lesson.  Instead of hearing the familiar stories of the
Christmas season (the preaching of John the Baptism, the Angel Gabriel’s announcement to Mary, the angel’s
visit to Joseph to announce that the child born to Mary is “Emmanuel, which means, ‘God is with us.’” –
Matthew 1:23), we hear Jesus’ words toward the end of Matthew’s Gospel pointing our attention to “that day
and hour [that] no one knows, neither the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.” (24:36).  Jesus is
addressing his disciples amid rampant speculation that his coming is an indication that God’s prophetic
promises of the restoration of Israel are about the be fulfilled (these same disciples will ask Jesus before his
Ascension “is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?” (Acts 1:6).  But while Jesus’ followers
have the certainty that God will fulfill all that God has promised, no one knows when this fulfillment will occur
– not even the Son of God.  The long history of failed predictions serves as a reminder that “it is not for you to
know the times or periods that the Father has set by his own authority.” (Acts 1:7).

Jesus compares the disciples’ circumstances to those in the “days of Noah” who also lived in the midst of
uncertainty: “For as in those days before the flood they were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in
marriage, until the day Noah entered the ark, and they knew nothing until the flood came and swept them all



away, so too will be the coming of the Son of Man.” (24:38-39).  Life will go on as usual, with no striking or
mysterious signs of an approaching judgment.  Judgment in the time of Noah came in the form of an event
which caught the unprepared by surprise.  What Jesus’ disciples do know is that while the exact day and time
are not certain, what is certain is that the end could come at any time; such knowledge should spur active
engagement in their assigned mission.

When the day of the Lord arrives, what will result will be a surprise to all who are involved: “Then two will be in
the field; one will be taken and one will be left.  Two women will be grinding meal together; one will be taken
and one will be left.” (24:40).  This is often misunderstood as a teaching on the “Rapture,” a dispensational
theology in which the faithful are taken up into the heavens before a great “tribulation” takes place on earth;
but there is no such teaching there in Matthew’s Gospel.  Those who are “taken” refers to the saved
community at the Second Coming of Christ (eschaton), the same manner in which some were saved when they
were taking into the Ark.  As those who were “left behind” in the Ark had to endure the ordeal of the Great
Flood, to be a believer in Jesus Christ is to endure faithfully the tribulation, which is part of the church’s mission
– not to escape it.  The eschaton will make the present hidden reality apparent to all: when the crucified one is
revealed to all, the Son of Man and his persecuted community will be revealed as the elect people of God.

· “The prudential advice, based on the predictions in verses 36-41, then is that the faithful must stay
vigilant and awake, knowing that Christ will return, though the timing remains unknown.  The phrase
‘the day or hour,’ or even just the phrase ‘the hour,’ simply means the timing.  It is not suggested that
the general time frame of Christ’s return can be known in advance, but that the specific day or hour is
obscure.” – Ben Witherington.

In order to illustrate his command that his disciples “keep awake therefore, for you do not know on what day
your Lord is coming” (24:41), Jesus employs the metaphor of a thief that was a traditional image in the
prophetic stream of early Christianity:

· “For you yourselves know very well that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night.” – 1
Thessalonians 5:2.

· “Remember then what you received and heard; obey it, and repent.  If you do not wake up, I will come
like a thief, and you will not know at what hour I will come to you.” – Revelation 3:3.

· “See, I am coming like a thief!  Blessed is the one who stays awake and is clothed, not going about
naked and exposed to shame.” – Revelation 16:15.

While the time of the Parousia (the Second Coming) cannot be calculated, neither should it come as a surprise
to those who watch and wait for the coming of the Lord.  Disciples are to be busy with their assigned mission,
not wasting time with apocalyptic speculation; the valedictory words of our Risen Lord are that “you will
receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea
and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1:8).

After hearing the “Surprise Symphony” for the first time, you know what’s coming in the second movement,
and you can be prepared for the sudden blast of sound that will catch unsuspecting listeners by surprise.  But
when you know that something will happen but not the exact moment when it will occur, it can result in
uncertainty and anxiety.  We may find ourselves living on edge, wondering if the time of the Lord’s coming is
imminent or in the distant future.  Not knowing when the “surprise” is coming can be an unsettling thought. 
But St. Paul points us in another direction; in his letter to the Romans, Paul encourages his readers to see that
love is the appropriate mode of action in light of the certainty that the Lord will return, even if the exact
moment of that coming will be a surprise.  God’s future “casts its light into the present and that provides the
illumination of the reality by which we are called to live.” (Paul Achtemeier).  Christians therefore, in Paul’s
view, are creatures of the future, not the past:



· “Let us then lay aside the works of darkness and put on the armor of light; let us live honorably as in
the day, not in reveling and drunkenness, not in debauchery and licentiousness, not in quarrelling and
jealousy.  Instead, put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its
desires.” – Romans 13:12-14.

It means that we must no longer look to ourselves but to God, to obey God’s will for our lives.  “Liberated from
the burdens of a sinful past, the Christian strives with confidence step by step into a future which brings even
closer the fulfillment of God’s redemptive plan for creation.” (Achtemeier).

Those who live in the presence of God in the present and trust in God’s steadfast presence in the future are
admonished by the prophet Isaiah to take the first steps on the path that all nations will tread one day:

· “In days to come the mountain of the LORD’s house shall be established as the highest of the
mountains, and shall be raised above the hills; all the nations shall stream to it.  Many peoples shall
come and say, ‘Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD, to the house of the God of Jacob; that
he may teach us his ways and that we may walk in his paths.  For out of Zion shall go forth instruction,
and the word of the LORD from Jerusalem.  He shall judge between the nations, and shall arbitrate for
many peoples; they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks;
nations shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more.  O house of Jacob,
come, let us walk in the light of the LORD!” – Isaiah 2:2-5.

The appropriate response to this vision of God’s reign is to be guided by it, to actualize hope through
obedience.  These words are not a prediction but an affirmation that history will reach its goal: “This is a
proclamation that the future is God’s, not a summons to people to bring in the new age.” (Gene M. Tucker).

· “The second coming of Jesus is accompanied by truth triumphant over mere fact, by justice and
righteousness and mercy triumphant over a mere accommodation with present circumstances, of joy
triumphant over mere pleasure, of peace triumphant over the mere absence of overt hostility … So the
only place where we can invest, where there is a harvest worth aspiring to, is in the future, and it is
given flesh and blood and bone and purpose in the form of Jesus Christ.  We look forward to a new
heaven and a new earth in which the promise of the creating is to be fulfilled.” – Peter Gomes.

Haydn’s Surprise Symphony is meant to both startle and delight its audience with the wondrous music of this
great composer.  The Advent message of surprise – not that our Lord is coming, but the unknown when of his
return – reminds us that we are living in God’s world and God’s time, when we do not know all of what God
has in store for us but we live in the sure and certain knowledge that all of God’s promises will be fulfilled,
God’s will is to be accomplished, and God’s love is steadfast and sure.  When the surprise does arrive, it will be
glorious; in the meantime, we live each day sharing God’s love as we call all people to look for the coming of
the Lord, who “shall come when morning dawns and light triumphant breaks … the day when Christ in splendor
comes, and we shall see his face.”  Amen.


