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When I was a child my family used to have a lot of people over for dinner around the holidays. I 

loved these festive dinner parties. And not just because I love to eat. I loved the excitement of preparing 

the house, setting the table, choosing the music. It was fun dusting off all the kitschy Christmassy 

things—the napkin rings with jingle bells, the ruby and gold sparkle candlesticks, the placemats with 

snowmen and reindeer on them. It didn’t matter they were hideous; in December everyone agreed not 

to nitpick. I loved the extensive meals simmering in the kitchen for hours filling the whole house with 

promises of deliciousness to come.  

 I wasn’t much help to my parents though as they prepared all these fineries. I used to get so 

excited for our guests to arrive that starting half an hour before they were scheduled to come, I would 

plant myself on the sofa, looking out the window, keeping a vigilant watch. Even my dogs, who normally 

could look out the window for hours, would get tired of staring into the darkness with me. As I craned 

my neck to see down the road I would yell to my mother or father, “What kind of car do they drive? 

Which direction do you think they will be coming from?” And I would scan the headlights and silhouette 

of every vehicle that came by trying to determine, before they got to our driveway, if these were the 

long awaited guests. 

 Most of the time, people arrived late. This is standard practice I now realize—a gracious 

lenience given to the hosts to allow for any last minute preparations. But every minute past the agreed 

on arrival time felt like an hour. I couldn’t understand how they could possibly delay. Weren’t they as 

excited about the evening as I was? Did they get lost? Did they forget? Where were they? The excited 

expectation was too much to bear! 

 And that, my friends, is Advent. A season of spiritual preparation, mounting excitement, and 

ultimately, waiting with fervent expectation. Advent is a time for us to rediscover the spiritual virtues of 

the countdown—the thrill that comes with each passing day, in anticipation of something wonderful.  

 Kids are great at Advent. They may not know it, but all those Advent calendars, the Advent 

wreaths, the decorating of the house and the tree, all serve to mark down the time until…Santa Claus 

wiggles down their chimney. But I don’t blame them. In fact they embody the excitement of the season 

better than anyone.  

 But what about for us? What are we waiting for? What are we excited about? What are we 

looking forward to?  

If you answered the birth of Jesus, because you think that’s what I want to hear, I’m sorry to say 

you are incorrect. At Christmas we commemorate Jesus’ birth but we look forward to something else: 

Jesus’ return. In Advent, our Christian excitement for what is to come is fueled by what has been before. 

We look backward to look forward. The celebration of Jesus’ birth—the arrival of Immanuel, God with 

us—that we are counting down to, presages another arrival of Jesus and with him a reign of peace and 

justice for all God’s people. That’s why the readings you hear in the beginning of Advent are all so 



focused on the second coming. It is because he came before that we believe he will again. And that is 

pretty exciting. 

It is also pretty mystifying. For as you are no doubt aware, the manner of this second coming, 

has caused thousands of years of confusion and anxiety and it has resulted in some rather alarming 

activities by our brothers and sisters in Christ.  

In the first couple centuries of the Common Era, after Jesus lived, died and rose, and the nascent 

Christian church was sprouting up across the eastern Mediterranean, the idea that Jesus would return 

soon was a given. Paul is sure of this. He thinks it will happen in his lifetime. He talks a lot about it in his 

letters, like the letter to the Romans that we read this morning, “Salvation is nearer to us now than 

when we became believers; the night is far gone, the day is near.” Such an expectation is rooted in the 

prophets of the Old Testament who taught that the Messiah, when he came, would restore the fortunes 

of Israel, rebuilding the Temple, bringing in a reign of peace, lifting up Jerusalem to its rightful place as 

meeting point of heaven and earth. This is what Isaiah is prophesying in the portion of his letter we read 

this morning. God will settle disputes and judge with equity, and swords will be beaten into 

ploughshares, spears into pruning hooks, and nations will not learn war anymore. His arrival will usher in 

the reign of God on earth as it is in heaven. Because Jesus’ followers understood him to be the Messiah, 

they had to square the predictions of the coming reign of God, with the fact that those things didn’t 

happen even after Jesus was resurrected from the dead. So a lot of alternative theories about his second 

coming started springing up.  

 Over the next two thousand years, as wars continued to rage, as Jerusalem spent more time as a 

city of discord than a city of heavenly unity, as the clouds never quite gathered together into that 

chariot for the Son of Man to thunder down to earth, the doctrine of the second coming continued to 

try and adapt with the reality that Christ had not returned—or at least had not returned like people 

were expecting. Some people tried recalculating the exact day (we remember all those enraptured with 

the rapture a few years back), some envisioned an alien-like abduction like in the Left Behind series, 

others gave up on the idea, others elongated the timeline (“a thousand ages in thy sight are like an 

evening gone”) and still others sought out a middle way in advocating for a coming of the Messiah that 

was gradual—Jesus is already amongst us partially, but not yet fully.  

 If you’re hoping I can settle this all out for you, once and for all, I must apologize in advance. I 

don’t know when, or how Jesus will come again. Although I’m pretty sure those Left Behind books have 

it all wrong. And to be honest, I don’t lose a whole lot of sleep over the matter. If there’s one thing I do 

know about the second coming it is that I have no control over it whatsoever. What I can control is how I 

live my life in preparation for the possibility that God will come and want to see what I’ve been up to. 

And so I find myself much more sympathetic to the approach advocated by the author of the Gospel 

according to Matthew. 

By the time the Gospel of Matthew was written, another whole generation of believers had 

passed away. Paul as well. So we can start to see a shift in the thinking about Jesus’ second coming. 

Instead of focusing on when it was going to happen, the emphasis is on being ready for it, whenever it 

happened. “But about that day and hour no one knows…keep awake therefore, for you do not know on 

what day your Lord is coming.” If you could make sure you were always ready, the thinking went, it 

wouldn’t matter when it happened, because you’d be alright. I think this is a much more productive 

approach, even if it holds within it some level of conjecture as well. All we can do is be ready. Be awake, 



be alert and on the look-out for God breaking into the world. And it is in Advent, in this season of 

preparation and expectation, that we recommit ourselves to this good work.  

But how? How are we to wait in the meantime (and sometimes it is a very mean time)? Paul’s 

advice could still be helpful in answering that question, even if his timeline is not. “Let us then lay aside 

the works of darkness,” he writes, “and put on the armor of light.” 

 I’m quite taken with this phrase, “armor of light.” On the one hand, “armor” denotes some sort 

of battle, a war. And yet “light” is not something we think of as having any sort of physical force to it. 

There is no violence, no fight when light casts away darkness. It simply scatters it from its path by being. 

If we were to take it as our task, our charge, our mission this Advent to clothe ourselves in the armor of 

light, what would that mean for you? If every day from now until Christmas you woke up committed to 

scattering the darkness from before the path of another person, what would that mean for this world? 

We don’t have to look far for exhibitions of darkness all around us. What if we were beacons of light in 

that darkness? What if we were hope to the hopeless? What if we were help to the helpless? What if we 

were a home for the homeless? What if we were goodness in the face of evil? Is this not our Christian 

calling? Day after day after day to put on the armor of light and cast away the works of darkness. And 

there is much darkness to be scattered. 

 When our dinner guests finally arrived, I would jump off the couch, running through the house 

yelling “They’re here! They’re here!” The joy of expectations met; of waiting rewarded; of hope realized 

echoed off the freshly dusted furniture. We were ready (no thanks to me) to receive into our hearts and 

homes those whose coming had been foretold to us, and whose arrival caused great happiness. We had 

decked our halls with holly and our tree with an armor of light—symbols of life in the lifeless winter. My 

friends, Jesus is coming. I don’t know when. I don’t know how. If his first entrance into the world is any 

indication, he’s not going to show up in any way we expect him to. But the promise, is that when he 

does come our world will be ruled by peace and love, not by violence and greed. I find this unbearably 

exciting.  

But we don’t have to wait for him to get here to get started. While we wait, and watch, let us—

each of us—put on the armor of light. As we prepare for the yearly reminder that Christ, the light of the 

world, has visited us in great humility, and as we look expectantly for that light to come again in glory, 

let us not be idle, let us not be impatient, let us not lose hope. Let us with joy put on the Lord Jesus 

Christ, in whom there is no darkness at all that we may shine forth into this world the goodness and 

mercy that our God has given us. And let us do so until His Kingdom come.  

 

 

 


