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Good morning and welcome to the first Sunday of Advent -- the season of light and 

anticipation. Advent comes from the Latin word “adventus,” which means coming. We look 

forward to Christmas when we commemorate the first coming of Christ, and we look forward to 

the second coming of Christ.  

Full disclosure: Until I began to work on this sermon, I thought Advent was only about 

the birth of Christ; I didn’t realize the second coming part. Then I had to wrestle with it, because 

they seem like such different events. One is about the beginning of Christian time, in the birth of 

a humble and divine baby. The other is about the end of time – when that same baby, all grown 

up, resurrected and ascended, returns in a cloud with power and great glory, as today’s Gospel 

tells us.  

I think one of the reasons I had trouble is that I haven’t learned very much about the 

second coming. But – lucky you – I’ve studied up and would like to share a little bit of what I’ve 

learned.  

In the weeks leading up to Advent, the lectionary has given us many readings about the 

second coming, and they are disheartening. Two weeks ago, the Lord came to Daniel in a vision. 

He said a prince will come and then, “those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some 

to everlasting life, and some to everlasting contempt.” Last week Revelation told us Christ the 

King will come in with the clouds and “on his account all the tribes of the earth will wail.”  

Throughout the Bible, we hear promises and threats about what will happen when the 

kingdom of God at last arrives on earth. During the first century, when the earliest gospels were 

written and the apostles were only a few generations gone, Christians believed Christ was 

coming back soon: at any minute, really. That’s one of the reasons we are told to “keep alert” or 

“be on guard,” like we hear today. But thousands of years have passed. Yes, Christ is coming 

again, but when?  

St. Paul would say that we, as baptized Christians, are living between two ages. Christ’s 

death and resurrection ended the world as it was, but the full new creation is yet to come.  

It may seem like we’ve been waiting a long time, but God’s promises don’t change no 

matter how long it takes, and here are a few reasons why we know that is true.  
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It’s probably safe to say we love the Christmas story. It is not magic, but it is magical; 

and many of us have heard it for almost as long as we’ve been alive. While movies, books and 

paintings retell the story, for the most part they stick close to scripture. 

But the story of the second coming? That’s different. It’s been fantasized, romanticized 

and corrupted. We’ve had the predictions of Nostradamus, the Rapture Series, the Left Behind 

Series, movies about the Omen, the Final Conflict and Apocalypse Now.  

I grew up in California’s Central Valley. When I was in sixth grade the idea took hold 

that the world was going to end – on a Tuesday, I think it was. There would be a huge earthquake 

and the coast of California would break off and fall into the ocean. That would have turned our 

Central Valley farmland into beach front property! My friends and I were so excited, we went to 

school with snorkels and swim fins. Needless to say, the end did not come and California’s 

coastline remains intact.  

It is possible we have let popular culture define the second coming as a violent, scary, 

capricious end of time. But the Greek word apocalypsis means “revelation.” The Book of Daniel, 

the Book of Revelation and some of the passages we hear today come from apocalyptic 

literature, a very specific genre, which was very familiar to the ancient Jews and early Christians.  

The general story line in apocalyptic literature is of a great battle that ends with the return 

and intervention of a Messianic figure who punishes God’s enemies and rewards God’s people. 

Remember that being Christian during the Roman Empire was dangerous. Christians were 

persecuted and killed. They needed stories that promised a warrior king would come to save 

them and punish their enemies. They believed, and they needed to believe that Christ will come 

again to judge the living and the dead, as we say in the Nicene Creed.  

But even though we say this in the Creed every week, I know that I, maybe we, have 

forgotten the importance of the second coming. It is a major article of our faith, as important as 

the birth and resurrection of Christ. Belief in Christ’s coming again gave the early Christians 

courage, hope and inspiration. It could do the same for us now, but we don’t seem to talk about it 

very often. Maybe we’re not sure how to explain it. Maybe we don’t want to sound like “one of 

those” end of the world fanatics. Or maybe we focus too much on this life and the promise of 

heaven, forgetting that God and our faith promise even more.  
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But the Bible will help us. Today’s readings make clear that Advent is about two 

comings. We can start with Jeremiah, which is about God’s promises to his ancient people and to 

us.  

The Israelites have been living in exile in Babylon, but now God promises to forgive the 

sin and rebellion that sent them to exile in the first place. Even more, God gives them a new 

covenant. The Lord says he will fulfill the promises he made to the house of Judah and the house 

of Israel, but – notice in the second half of the passage – God doesn’t mention the house of Israel 

again. The second time, he says he will keep Jerusalem safe. That change is a really big deal. 

God is giving the people a new name, a new personification. In ancient Israel when you gave 

something a new name, it meant fundamental, existential change. God proclaims a radical new 

reality, a new Jerusalem.  

That’s also what God gives to us in the birth of Jesus – a radical new reality. Think about 

it. God comes to earth as an infant completely reliant on the love and care of Mary and Joseph. 

Jesus is born into the world, as human as you and me. He joins the marvel and mess that is 

humanity. He lives with us. He teaches us. He forgives us. That’s the radical new reality that we 

commemorate at Christmas.  

The reading from Jeremiah is about the first coming. In the gospel, Jesus promises the 

second coming.  

To put this Gospel reading in perspective, we need start back at Chapter 20. Jesus is 

teaching to a crowd in the temple. The Pharisees and Sadducees send spies to question Jesus. 

They want to trap him in his own words so they can condemn him to the Roman governor, 

Pontius Pilate. But the spies are amazed at Jesus’s answers, and they fall silent. Then the 

Sadducees come to test Jesus, and his faith and knowledge amaze them, and they fall silent, too. 

Then Jesus starts to talk, as a prophet, about the future. He says the Temple and all of Jerusalem 

will be destroyed. He says his followers will endure wars, insurrections, persecution and betrayal 

before their redemption.  

Jesus tells the crowd that these horrible events will occur before – and this is where 

today’s reading begins – “the signs in the sun, the moon and the stars,” herald the return of the 

“Son of Man,” which is one way Jesus refers to himself in the Gospels. The rest of his prediction 
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is hard to digest. People will faint from fear. The heavens will be shaken. Heaven and earth will 

pass away. These are images from the Old Testament Book of Daniel. They are apocalypsis and 

revelation, and now we understand that far from a threat, this is a promise of protection.  

 Yet there is also tension in Advent. We are in-between, as St. Paul said. Christmas is 

coming, and Christmas is already, always here. The second coming of Christ may be drawing 

near, but Christ may also be far away  

So, Advent is both about waiting in the light for Christ and waiting in the dark for Christ.  

 In a few minutes, we will celebrate Holy Eucharist. I’m going to suggest something for 

the moment when we proclaim the mystery of faith. Imagine one more sentence at the beginning: 

Christ is born. Then our proclamation is a litany of God’s grace in the first and the second 

coming: Christ is born. Christ has died. Christ is risen. Christ will come again.  

This is what we believe. We believe the dark gives way to light, and belief leads us 

forward. So, let’s celebrate Advent as people of the light who aren’t afraid of the dark, as people 

who wait faithfully in-between, with love and gratitude.  

Amen.  


