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Let’s open our hearts together in prayer. Let us pray: Gracious and 

loving God, our hope lies in you, and we pray that you will open our 

hearts to your message of hope for us today. In Jesus’ name we 

pray, Amen. 

Happy New Year! It’s a bit early isn’t it – we haven’t even had 

Christmas yet! But, today is the first Sunday of a new Christian year that 

we start off with the season of Advent. The word advent is the anglicised 

version of the Latin word adventus which is the translation of the Greek 

word parousia, which is commonly used by theologians to refer to the 

second coming of Christ. During this season of Advent, we prepare for the 

second coming of Christ, while also preparing to commemorate the first 

coming of Christ as a baby in a manger. It’s a season of hope; of expectant 

waiting, anticipating and preparing. 

It’s difficult to make a smooth transition from Jesus’ death on the cross 

last week to the birth of Jesus 24 days from now. The Sanctuary is so 

beautifully decorated for Christmas, but our scripture reading from Matthew 

seems to be at odds with decking the halls with boughs of Holly and singing 

fa-la-la-la-la-la-la-la’s. For the first Sunday of Advent, we explore the 

expectation of Jesus coming again, which gives us hope and leads us to the 

peace, joy and love that Jesus brings in his coming to us as a baby in a 

manger. 

Matthew says that we must be ready for the Lord at any time. When 

Jesus appears, those who are prepared will be saved. In the next chapter, 

Matthew reinforces today’s message by telling three parables in a row 

about being prepared: first, ten bridesmaids wait for a bridegroom, but 
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only five have enough oil in their lamps when the bridegroom returns; 

second, a master entrusts money to his three servants and two make good 

investments, but one merely buries his portion in the ground until the 

master returns; and third, like a shepherd separates the sheep from the 

goats, Jesus will take into God’s kingdom those who have provided 

hospitality to strangers in need. In our passage today, Jesus foreshadows 

the conclusion of these three parables: “Therefore you also must be ready, 

for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour.” 

But what exactly should we do to be prepared? We’re told that two will 

be in the field and one is taken and one is left; two will be grinding meal 

and one is taken and one is left. Hoping, with odds like the flip of a coin. 

Many things are unknown, and neither the angels nor Jesus know when the 

event that we are to prepare for is to occur. 

A number of years ago, researchers performed an experiment to see 

the effect hope has on those undergoing hardship. Two sets of laboratory 

rats were placed in separate tubs of water. The researchers left one set in 

the water and found that within an hour they had all drowned. The other 

rats were periodically lifted out of the water and then returned. When that 

happened, the second set of rats swam for over 24 hours because they had 

hope. Those rats hoped that if they could stay afloat just a little longer, 

someone would reach down and rescue them. God lifts us out of the water 

every time we witness a miraculous sign of God’s love for us and this gives 

us hope. 

During the period leading up to WW2 there were three Jewish 

psychiatrists in Vienna, two learned masters and one young apprentice. 

The first master is Sigmund Freud. He spends years studying people, 

striving to understand what makes us tick. He reaches the conclusion that 
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the most basic drive in human beings is the drive for pleasure; it’s seeking 

pleasure that makes us do what we do. 

The second master is Alfred Adler. He too spends years studying 

human behaviour. His studies lead him to the conclusion that human 

behaviour is governed by the desire for power; to gain control; to feel we 

are important. 

The third man is the young psychiatrist, Victor Frankl. He hopes to 

follow in the footsteps of his mentors. But before his career gains any 

momentum, WW2 starts. Freud and Adler are world renowned scholars and 

manage to escape before Hitler invades. Frankl is not so lucky. He’s 

arrested and thrown into a concentration camp. 

After the war is over, Frankl is released and resumes his career. He 

reflects upon his time as a prisoner because he experienced something 

quite strange – the people who survived were not always the ones you’d 

expect. Many who were physically strong wasted away and died while 

others who were much physically weaker, grew strong and survived. What 

was it that enabled them to hang on through a living hell? 

Frankl reflected on the theories of his mentors. Freud’s pleasure 

principle didn’t explain it. For four terrible years the men in that camp knew 

only pain, suffering and degradation. It wasn’t pleasure that kept them 

going. 

Adler’s theory about power being the basic human need didn’t explain 

it either. Frankl and his fellow prisoners were completely powerless during 

their time in the concentration camp. Each day they were treated like 

animals; they had no power and no prospect of power. 

Victor Frankl came up with his own theory and it’s similar to the rat 

experiment. The difference between those who survived and those who 

perished was a sense of meaning and purpose. They had hope.  
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There are three main groups of theological theories about our hope in 

the second coming of Christ. The first group is like the Left Behind series 

which envisions God’s elect being raptured – taken up to the Lord at the 

unknown time of the second coming. A second theological group believes 

that judgement is not at the end of history, but at the end of each person’s 

life. No one knows when death will occur and then it will be too late if we 

are not already prepared. The third group does not speculate on the future, 

but confronts us with God’s radical claim on us here and now. They claim 

that we should always be asking “Am I really living in the Way of Christ?” 

and “Am I trusting in Christ?” While radically different, all of the theological 

theories require us to take action with deeds of love and mercy in the 

present.  

During his 1960 presidential campaign, John F. Kennedy often closed 

his speeches with the story of Colonel Davenport, the Speaker of the 

Connecticut House of Representatives. One day in 1789, the sky of 

Hartford darkened ominously, and some of the representatives, glancing 

out the windows, feared the end was at hand. Quelling a clamour for 

immediate adjournment, Davenport rose and said, “The Day of Judgement 

is either approaching or it is not. If it is not, there is no cause for 

adjournment. If it is, I choose to be found doing my duty. Therefore, I wish 

that candles be brought.” The preparedness to which we are called is not 

shaped by fear of the future, but rather, by hope, peace, joy and love that 

Christ offers us now. 

The Jewish faith is aided by foundational stories like the first Passover 

and the annual re-enactment of this legendary evening where God freed 

the Israelites from bondage in Egypt. In its gruesomeness, the Passover 

presents an unforgettable story of God’s love for them, and God’s love for 

them gives them hope.  
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This same theme is played out again when the blood of Jesus, the son 

of God, is shed on the cross for our salvation. Christ is crucified at the time 

of Passover. The Apostle John says that Jesus is “the lamb of God who 

takes away the sin of the world.” This bears a striking similarity to the male 

lamb that is sacrificed for the Passover meal and whose blood saves the 

Israelites. Like the blood of the lamb on the doorposts, Jesus’ blood came 

to publicly identify those who are saved by God. In our Communion 

celebration of the Last Supper last week, the bread represents Jesus’ body 

broken for us on the cross, and the cup of juice represents the blood of 

Christ, shed for the forgiveness of our sins. We remember our own 

gruesome story of the crucifixion of Jesus and we re-live this profound 

Christian memory as an unforgettable sign of God’s love for us, and God’s 

love for us gives us hope. 

The risen Christ is always with us. The very last, concluding words of 

the gospel according to Matthew are from the risen Christ, saying, “And 

remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” As we prepare 

ourselves during Advent, Jesus calls us to live in faith: to love God and to 

love our neighbours as ourselves. We’re aided by the teaching of Jesus, the 

continuous support of the Holy Spirit, and forgiveness by the grace of God. 

Our hope lies in being prepared by living in faith. Faith made real by our 

Saviour, who came to us as a baby in a manger. Thanks be to God. Amen. 


