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Matthew 24:36-44 
 

The appointed Gospel reading for this first Sunday in Advent, speaks of the coming of 
the Human One, the coming of Christ.  What may seem odd, though, is the passage 
does not refer to the first coming of Christ, the anticipated birth of the baby Jesus.  
Rather, it refers to the Second Coming of Christ at the end of history. 
 
This may seem odd to many of us, because we tend to associate Advent much more 
with the first coming of the Christ child in Bethlehem.  And indeed, that is an important 
part of what Advent is about.  We remember the story of the birth of Jesus each year at 
Advent in order to celebrate the story anew.  But more than that, we remember the first 
Advent to anticipate the second.  We remember the first time Christ came and dwelt 
among us, at the same time that we prepare for the day when Christ will come again.  
And so the gospel reading for today focuses our attention not on the First but on the 
Second Coming of Christ. 
 
The Second Coming of Christ is one of five so-called “Last Things” that the Christian 
tradition claims will occur at the end of history.  The other four are the Resurrection of 
the Dead, the Last Judgment, the Defeat of Evil, and the Final Renewal of Creation. 
 
In recent decades, there has been a great deal of speculation about when and how these 
“Last Things” will take place.  Some of you may remember Hal Lindsay’s little book, 
The Late Great Planet Earth.  Published in 1970, it brought a literal reading of biblical 
prophecies together with current events to claim that we were living in the End Times, 
that the arrival of the Anti-Christ was imminent and that Christian believers would be 
taken up with Christ in the Rapture, saving them from the nuclear war of Armageddon 
in the year 2000 and the seven years of tribulation that would follow before Christ’s 
final return in 2007. 
 
I was stunned when I learned that Hal Lindsay’s book, The Late Great Planet Earth, is 
categorized as a nonfiction book.  And what’s more, it was the world’s number one best-
selling nonfiction book of the entire 1970s.  It has gone through 100 printings totaling 35 
million copies.  Can you believe it! 
 
More recently, a series of novels came out, which claims to lay out what the Bible says 
will occur in the End Times.  The twelve-volume Left Behind series was written by Jerry 
Jenkins and the Rev. Tim LaHaye, who co-founded the Moral Majority with Jerry 
Falwell back in 1979.  The series became a publishing phenomenon – the best-selling 
Christian fiction series of all time with 80 million books in print.  I must confess that I 
have not read any of them, though I have read articles and reviews about them. 
 
The series began with the 1995 publication of Left Behind: A Novel of the Earth’s Last Days.  
In it, a mysterious, cataclysmic event occurs.  On a Boeing 747 bound for Europe, one 
third of the passengers suddenly disappear, leaving only their clothes and jewelry 



behind.  Around the world, millions of other people also disappear at the same time, 
throwing the world into instant chaos.  An airline pilot, a journalist, a minister, and a 
student all search for answers, only to discover that they are entering what will be a 
seven-year period of tribulation. 
 
“Central to the plot,” according to an assessment by the Presbyterian Church (USA), “is 
the two-stage return of Christ.  Christ has come and has taken the church (the ‘saved’) 
away from the earth [in what has become known as “the Rapture”].  Those ‘left behind’ 
have a second chance for salvation and are engaged in a cataclysmic fight with the 
forces of evil.  Evil forces are often disguised as good, so the battle is difficult and 
confusing.  In this struggle with evil, some who are left behind realize the error of their 
ways, repent and believe in Jesus Christ, and will be rescued at the second stage of the 
return of Christ when all the saved will be eternally with God and all the damned are 
sent to hell for eternity.” 
 
This two-stage understanding of the return of Christ is a relatively recent idea.  It is 
attributed to a woman named Maggie MacDonald of Port Glasgow, Scotland, who, it is 
claimed, came to this understanding in the year 1860 while she was in a trance.  The 
idea was further developed by John Nelson Darby and became popular with the 
introduction of the Scofield Reference Bible, first published in 1909.  [The term rapture 
does not appear in the Bible and has not been taught in the Presbyterian tradition.] 
 
The Presbyterian assessment continues: “Two things must be said about the theology in 
the Left Behind series.  First, as a work of fiction, Left Behind does not present biblical 
teaching or theology in a systematic way.  It is informed by a number of biblical 
passages, but it is, in the end, fiction.  It should not be viewed as a key to understanding 
the Bible or as a textbook that describes the events surrounding the return of Christ.  
Second, insofar as it is informed by a theological understanding, it is a kind of 
premillenial dispensationalism” which is not in accord with the theology of the 
Presbyterian Church. 
 
The return of Christ and the final establishment of God’s Reign of justice and peace are 
central to Presbyterian belief and practice.  When we say the Lord’s Prayer, we pray 
“Thy kingdom come.”  And when we celebrate communion together, we hear these 
words spoken: “Every time we eat this bread and drink this cup, we proclaim the 
saving death of the risen Lord until he comes.”  Our Christian hope is that, at the end of 
history, Christ will come again to establish God’s reign of justice and peace for all 
Creation.  But at the same time, Presbyterians refuse to engage in idle speculation about 
the timing and details of Christ’s return. 
 
Scripture passages that describe the “End Times” are imaginative attempts at 
envisioning how the cosmic story will eventually end, just as the Creation stories in 
Genesis are imaginative attempts at envisioning how the cosmic story first began.  Such 
stories are themselves necessarily speculative.  They attempt to envision the end of 
history – something we cannot know about with any certainty. 
 
And so Presbyterians practice a restraint that we believe is consistent with the teaching 
of the Scriptures and our understanding of God.  It is expressed in this morning’s 
scripture lesson: “But about that day and hour no one knows, neither the angels of 
heaven, nor the Child, but the Father-Mother only.” 



 
No one knows when Christ will return – not even Jesus!  If Jesus is content not to know 
that day or hour then who are we to speculate about it?  We might as well be content 
with not knowing either.  And so, we wait.  We wait in hope for Christ to come again. 
 
The question that remains, of course, is what we do in the meantime, while we wait for 
Christ’s return.  The answer is given in today’s scripture reading: “Keep awake . . . for 
you do not know on what day your Lord is coming.”  “Keep awake!”  That is what we 
are to do while we wait for Christ’s return.  Life is too precious, too wondrous, too 
miraculous, for us to sleep through it, oblivious to what is going on around us.  We 
need to keep awake, lest our lives pass us by and we miss them altogether.  We need to 
keep awake, lest history becomes something that simply happens to us, not the drama 
that we ourselves can help to shape.  We need to keep awake, living fully in the present 
moment – not worrying about the future or dwelling on the past, but seeking first the 
reign of God and God’s righteousness.  We need to live responsible, fully-conscious 
lives – lives of integrity and good character. 
 
We trust that one day Christ will come again, but we don’t know when.  So we watch 
and we wait in hopeful expectation of Christ’s return.  It is this hope that can keep us 
going when our efforts to make the world better suffer setbacks.  Believing that in the 
end Good will triumph over Evil and that God’s purposes for Creation will ultimately 
be fulfilled, we are less likely to lose heart, to fall into despair, when our efforts to bring 
about social change do not always succeed.  Our hope in Christ helps us to persevere in 
struggles for justice and peace – to keep on keeping on. 
 
We are to do the work that each of us has been given, whatever it may be.  We are to 
pursue the particular vocation to which each of us has been called.  We are to be 
actively engaged in the world in love and service to others.  We are to live each day of 
our lives as if Christ might come at any moment. 
 
All we need do is live each day as Christ’s faithful servants – to so live that it does not 
matter when he comes.  It is our noble task to make each day of our lives fit for Christ to 
see.  We must be ready at any moment to meet Christ face to face.   
 
We dare not become complacent, thinking that because Christ hasn’t returned up to 
now, we have plenty of time.  Christ could come back at this very moment.  Or he might 
not return for another millennium.  We know neither the day nor the hour.  What is 
important is not the date and time, or the details, of when he will return, but what we 
do while we’re waiting. 


