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“Be Prepared”
“Therefore you must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour.”

I was not a very good Boy Scout (mostly because I’m not a big fan of camping) but I did learn some
important lessons from my brief foray into Scouting:

· Do a good turn daily
· Help other people at all times
· Leave your campsite better than when you arrived
· Be prepared

The Scout Motto “means that you are always ready to do what is necessary to help others.  It also means
that you are ready, willing, and able to do what is necessary in any situation that comes along.” (Boy
Scouts of America).

The Scout Motto of being prepared appears to be echoed by Jesus’ warning in today’s Gospel lesson that
“you also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour.” (Matthew 24:44).  On this
first Sunday in Advent, our attention is focused not so much on the coming of the Christ Child at
Christmas but on the Parousia, the “second coming” of Christ at the end of days, when “he will come
again in glory to judge the living and the dead, and his kingdom will have no end.” (Nicene Creed).  We
enter into the season of Advent aware that we are not merely remembering the birth of our Saviour in a
manger in Bethlehem, but also looking forward to that day when Christ will come again and all of God’s
purposes will be fulfilled for God’s people in God’s time.

The setting for our Gospel lesson is Holy Week, mere hours from Jesus’ passion and death on the Cross
at Golgotha.  Jesus uses this time between Palm Sunday and Maundy Thursday as an occasion for a
series of teachings and warnings about the “end times,” which was and still is a source of speculation
among many of Jesus’ followers (in their final encounter with the Risen Lord, the disciples asked Jesus
“Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?” to which Jesus replied that “it is not
for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set by his own authority” – Acts 1:6-7).  The
timing of “that day or hour” is unknown to all; it is known to “neither the angels of heaven, nor the Son,
but only the Father.” (24:36).  Jesus compares these times to “the days of Noah” in Genesis 6-9, when
life was going on as usual, with no striking or mysterious signs of the approaching judgment: “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).  What the disciples do know is that the end could come at
any time; this knowledge should spur active engagement in their assigned mission.  To be a believer is to
endure faithfully the tribulation, which is part of the church’s mission – not to escape it, as many have
erroneously interpreted Jesus’ prediction that “two will be in a field; one will be taken and one will be
left.” (24:41).  Those who are “taken” refers to being gathered into the saved community at the
eschaton, just as some were taken into the ark.  This eschatological judgment has a revelatory function:
the crucified Jesus is already the Christ, and the persecuted church is already the elect people of God,
but the reality is hidden except to the eyes of faith.  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.



· “There is for Christians no more precious thought than that they live in God while they do their
work here on earth.  But when the Great Day comes – it does not matter when, because he is my
Lord – then I shall be redeemed.  Yet this comfort belongs to none but Christians.” – Martin
Luther, 1525.

Advent calls us to be prepared for the coming of our Lord into our lives.  Such preparedness does not
involve speculating on when and where our Lord will return, because the time of the Parousia cannot be
calculated, and those who have attempted to make such predictions have failed miserably.  The task for
followers of Christ is to “be busy with the assigned mission, not with apocalyptic speculation.” (M.
Eugene Boring).  Being prepared means not allowing anything to distract us from the mission and
purpose that our Lord has entrusted to us, keeping awake for the coming of the Lord so that we do not
become complacent but begin each day as if it were our last, precious moment to accomplish what God
has placed into our care.

· “There is so much to distract us from the life of faith, from service to neighbor, from recognizing
God in our midst.  If we’re honest, we might admit that the frenetic decorating and shopping
and card-giving that consumes these next four weeks can easily become part of what sidetracks
us.  We end up preparing for Christmas rather than for Christ and thereby more easily miss the
presence of our Lord in the face of those in need and more liable to the judgment he speaks in
today’s passage.” – David Lose.

Christ warns his disciples that “if the owner of the house had known in what part of the night the thief
was coming, he would have stayed awake and would not have let his house be broken into.” (24:43).  The
metaphor of the thief was traditional in the prophetic tradition 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).  Like a
thief, “the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour” (24:44), but it is one for which we will be well-
prepared when we focus our attention not on when or where he might return, but on living each day as
“the day that the LORD has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it” (Psalm 118:24).  It means being
prepared for the coming of the thief who is in reality God’s beloved thief, “who has come to set us free.”
(Barbara Brown Taylor).  Living in preparedness as the people of God means that we “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 quarreling and jealousy.  Instead, put on the
Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires.” (Romans 13:12-14).

· “Likewise also Christians should live their lives and behave in such a way that they need feel no
shame for any of their works, even though all the world should see them.  For if our lives and
works are such that we are loath to let our deeds be seen or heard openly and before everyone,
we certainly are not living the Christian life … Therefore Christians should live as they wish to be
known by all persons on the last day.  Live as children of light (Ephesians 5:8).” – Martin Luther,
1522.

BE PREPARED.  It is good advice for Boy Scouts and good advice for Christians.  It encourages us to live
each day as an opportunity to let the light of Christ shine before others, to share the love of God with all
persons, and to live as servants of God.  It may be the last day, or it may be the first of thousands of
days; but no matter what time it is, let us be prepared to be the body of Christ today as we look forward
to the coming of Christ on the Lord’s day. Amen.


