
What a strange start to Advent this 
Gospel reading is. You would think 
we might begin this season of 
anticipation and waiting by starting 
with Gabriel’s visit to Mary and 
building up from there to the birth 
of the King of Righteousness. 
 
Oh no, not a bit of it, we are going 
to do it the other way round. ending 
up with the young teenager Mary, 
just having been told by the Angel 
Gabriel that she is going to get 
pregnant by the Holy Spirit, going to 
visit her much older cousin 
Elizabeth who is also miraculously 
pregnant with John the Baptist. 
 
And where are we starting? With 
Jesus, speaking to his disciples just 
before the Last Supper, warning 
them that there are dark storm 
clouds ahead.  
 
The particular storm that Jesus was 
anticipating was the destruction of 
Jerusalem 40 odd years into the 
future, the result of the city’s 
refusal to accept the invitation of 
the Prince of Peace and its 
insistence of doing things its way. 
 
Jesus wasn’t, I don’t think, talking 
about the second coming here, but 
whether he was or he wasn’t he was 
warning them that rejection of his 
message would only lead to trouble 
even if he did use rather 
extravagant language about signs in 
the sun, moon and stars.  

 
We should remember that Luke was 
writing at about the time that Nero 
had become the Roman Emperor, 
so his choice of words mattered. 
The trouble for us is that they have 
spawned hundreds if not thousands 
of faulty prophecies about when the 
second coming would happen. At 
the latest count, and I am sure I 
have missed a few, at least 30 dates 
predicting the Second Coming or 
the arrival of the Anti-Christ this 
century have passed by 
uneventfully. Those false prophets 
must have forgotten to read Mark 
13, where Jesus says quite 
specifically that even he doesn’t 
know when it will be and that we 
shouldn’t waste time thinking about 
it, even if we should live as if it 
could be today or tomorrow. 
 
That’s not to say that Luke doesn’t 
believe in the second coming. 
Straight after the Ascension in Acts 
1 11, The Message paraphrase says 
This very Jesus will come as 
certainly – and as mysteriously  – as 
he left. 
 
The point is Luke was making a 
political point here, yes indirectly 
and almost certainly deliberately, 
that political and economic systems 
can rise and fall with astonishing 
rapidity and often completely 
unexpectedly.  
 



We know plenty about that, don’t 
we? Jesus’ words are as relevant 
today as they were when Luke 
wrote them. They speak to our 
condition, people are full of fear 
and foreboding, not least because 
all too often these things catch us 
unawares.  
 
We only have to take a six-month 
time frame over say the past 40 
years to see that. Who, even in mid 
1989 would have predicted the 
collapse of Communism in Eastern 
Europe by the end of that year? 
 
Who could have forecast at Easter 
2008 that six months later RBS, the 
world’s biggest bank at the time, 
came within literally three or four 
hours of running out of money and 
having to close its doors, an event 
that would have made the global 
financial crisis as it played out look 
like a picnic in the park? Similarly, 
the Arab spring that suddenly 
started from nowhere and 
culminated in the Syrian civil war 
that is still going on? At the start of 
2016, not even Boris Johnson 
believed the UK would vote for 
Brexit, and here we are almost six 
years later out of the EU but with no 
idea of the long-term ramifications. 
 
And, of course, at the start of last 
year, who but a few scientists had 
even heard of coronavirus and that 
the world was on the verge of being 
turned upside down for months on 

end with no sign of the disruption 
coming to an end any time soon? 
 
The point is that just as the world 
was in a state of convulsion in Jesus’ 
lifetime, so it is now and so it will 
continue to be. As ever Jesus speaks 
into the human condition. The 
world has been in a mess for 
centuries. It’s just that modern 
technology means we are far more 
aware of what’s going and, more to 
the point, much more quickly so 
that it seems ever more relentless. 
 
In our Gospel reading Jesus seems 
to be saying we mustn’t turn away 
from a world that’s in pain. Why? 
Because we need to embrace reality 
if we want to experience God’s 
presence. 
 
It was the American novelist 
Flannery Connor who wrote: “To 
the hard of hearing you shout, and 
for the almost blind, you draw large 
and startling figures.” 
 
That is exactly what Jesus is doing 
here is this passage. He is desperate 
to get the attention of his disciples, 
Look at what is going on around 
you, be alert, he says. 
 
Look at what’s going on around you, 
be alert, because what Jesus is 
offering is different to and better 
than anything the world outside can 
give us. Paul echoes that in the 
Epistle where he prays for the 



Thessalonians to be strengthened in 
holiness so that they may be found 
blameless at Christ’s return.  
 
For all the fun and frippery around 
Christmas, Advent reminds us that 
there is no such thing as an easy life 
for the Christian. Advent invites us 
to acknowledge that life hurts, 
invites us to acknowledge life as it 
is, not pretend it’s something it’s 
not.  
 
Advent also invites us to set aside 
our stinking thinking about 
everything that could go wrong for 
us but generally doesn’t, our fears 
that the world is going to hell in a 
handcart. No, says Jesus in verse 28, 
‘When these things begin to take 
place, stand up and lift up your 
heads, because your redemption is 
drawing near. 
 
Stand up and lift up your heads, 
because your redemption is drawing 
near. 
 
Because that redemption, that 
salvation that Jesus talks about is 
something the Old Testament 
prophets would have given their eye 
teeth to have known about, a 
salvation that so excites the angels 
that, as Eugene Peterson puts it so 
beautifully in his commentary on his 
own paraphrase of the Bible in The 
Message, they are leaning over the 
balconies of heaven to see just what 

God is up to with all us sinful 
humans.  
 
Imagine that, the angels are leaning 
over the balconies of heaven to see 
what God is up to with humanity. 
 
That in itself is enough to give us 
hope. But hope isn’t always 
comfortable, it can be hard work, it 
can be risky. But hope also means 
light – and the darkness has not and 
cannot overcome the light. As Sue 
read at the end of our Old 
Testament reading in Jeremiah, God 
is our righteousness. 
 
So What else does Advent offer us? 
Advent also invites us to yearn, to 
lay bare what we want, not least 
our desire for God, but also to name 
those gaps in our lives that need 
filling. Yet at the same time we are 
also invited to wait, to acknowledge 
the not yet of life.  
 
Here in Scotland, Advent is a time of 
darkness, the time when seeds lie 
dormant in the earth waiting to 
spring into life as the light comes. 
Babies grow in the dark of the 
womb, waiting to be born. 
 
Advent reminds us that in the 
longer term we are waiting to Christ 
to come in his glory. In the short 
term it invites us to be Christ as best 
we can to those who need Christ 
most, to bring them hope and 
healing, because if we don’t then it 



may never be brought to them at 
all. 
 
Advent also invites us to look for the 
signs of God’s activity in the world 
all around us, in the world of 
nature, the world of work, the world 
of neighbour. As one commentator 
put it, if God can turn up in Mary’s 
womb, God can turn up anywhere. 
 
Advent invites us to imagine, to 
imagine a better world, to imagine a 
world where, as Peterson puts it, 
God actually chooses to pitch his 
tent among us in all our messiness.  
 
We mustn’t be frightened, Jesus 
says. Yet we have to be on our 
guard. Don’t let the sharp edge of 
our expectation get dulled by 
parties, drinking and shopping, as 
Peterson says. Isn’t that a perfect 
description of Advent for non-
Christians? 
 
So whatever you do don’t fall asleep 
at the wheel, Peterson says. Pray 
constantly that you will have the 
strength and the wits to make it 
through everything that’s coming 
and end up on your feet before the 
Son of Man. When Tom Wright says 
the same thing in different words, 
it’s time to pay attention! 
 
Keep looking even when you’re 
tired and worn out, be patient and 
keep looking even when you’d 
rather be doing something more 

enjoyable, because trouble will be 
coming down the line – we don’t 
know when, but it will be coming. 
Little wonder Paul describes 
patience In Galatians 5 as a fruit of 
the Spirit. 
 
But earthly troubles in whatever 
shape they take aren’t the worst 
thing that can happen to us. Worse 
than that is to have a life without 
meaning, without purpose, without 
hope and without love – in other 
words without God. 
 
The whole point of Advent, the 
waiting, the anticipation, the call to 
trust that God’s plan to redeem the 
world is going to work out fine, is to 
remind us that we never have to be 
without God, we never have to be 
without love or hope or purpose.  
 
Why? Because God chose, in the 
form of Jesus, to join us in all our 
messiness and our failings, to 
restore us into relationship with 
him. All it requires from us is that 
small act of faith, that willingness to 
trust.  
 
And how do we trust and hope? 
Well, reading Scripture helps, 
especially regularly rereading those 
verses that speak to us when we 
need encouragement or when we 
have doubts as we all do from time 
to time. I particularly like the first 
few verses of Isaiah 43, where God 



promises not to let the waters 
sweep over us.  
 
Romans 15 too, where Paul says For 
whatever was written in former 
days was written for our instruction, 
so that by steadfastness and by the 
encouragement of the scriptures we 
might have hope. And shortly after 
that he prays May the God of hope 
fill you with all joy and peace in 
believing, so that you may abound 
in hope by the power of the Holy 
Spirit. That is my prayer for all of us. 
 
When our friends ask us why do you 
believe in all that stuff, that’s what 
we need to tell them – that we are 
loved by God, that we are precious 
to God, we have purpose, we 
abound in hope. 
 
That changes everything. That 
changes everything. 
 
 
  


