
Lay Reader Sermon Series I

The Twenty-sixth Sunday after Trinity


psalter:
Psalms 93 & 98
1st lesson:
Isaiah 66:1-2, 10, 12-16, 18-23
2nd lesson:
Matthew 24:23-31
"Watch Therefore . . ."
Note to the Lay Reader: The Collect and lessons used today are from the Sixth Sunday after Epiphany. Please see the rubric at the bottom of page 224 of the Prayer Book.
Canon Shields

"For there shall arise false Christs, and false prophets, and shall shew great signs and wonders; insomuch that, if it were possible, they shall deceive the very elect. "Behold, I have told you before." (Matthew 24:24-25) These words, and the entire Gospel for today, are part of the discourse of the Lord spoken in response to a question asked by one of His disciples soon after they came out of the temple in Jerusalem. Sounding like a tourist from the country in the big city, he exclaimed, "Look, Teacher, what wonderful stones and wonderful buildings!" The temple complex which Herod the Great had caused to be built was impressive, and some of the stones measured up to 37 by 12 by 18 feet in the temple itself, which was about 150 feet long and 150 feet high, all of white stone. Building blocks in the outer wall of the entire complex were of comparable size, and some have endured to the present time in the Wailing Wall in Jerusalem. So they were wonderful stones and wonderful buildings.

Therefore Christ's response must have been very disturbing: "Do you see these great buildings? There will not be left here one stone upon another, that will not be thrown down." The shocked and silent disciples followed Him to the Mount of Olives; and there, as they were looking back at the temple, one of them asked, "Tell us, when will this be, and what will be the sign when these things are all to be accomplished?" (Mark 13:1-2,4)
His answer included a prediction of the destruction of Jerusalem, which occurred in A.D. 70 as a result of the rebellion against Roman rule; and He also warned and encouraged His listeners to be ready for that great consummation that would bring all things to the final judgment and the return of the Son of man. "There shall arise false Christs," He said; and in times of great upheaval, people seem especially prone to listen to them. Moses had warned in Deuteronomy, "If a prophet . . . says,  'Let us go after other gods,' which you have not known, 'and let us serve them,' you shall not listen to the words of the prophet." (Deuteronomy 13:1) Christ had already taught, "Beware of false prophets . . . Ye shall know them by their fruits." (Matthew 7:15-16) Thus if someone says that the Christ is in the wilderness, or in a secret room, in some new and different place, don't believe him "Behold, I have told you before."

In contrast to this, the final coming will be very clear: "For as the lightning comes from the east and shines as far as the west, so will be the coming of the Son of man . . . Then shall appear the sign of the Son of man in heaven." Referring to the coming Messiah as the "root of Jesse," the prophet Isaiah had written, "In that day the root of Jesse shall stand as an ensign to the peoples . . . (The Lord) will raise an ensign for the nations, and will assemble the outcasts of Israel, and gather the dispersed of Judah from the four corners of the earth." (Isaiah 11:10, 12) Our Lord said of Himself, "And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all men to myself." Saint John records this saying, and then explains, "He said this to show by what death he was to die." (John 12:32-33) So the ensign or sign of the Son of man is certainly the Cross. We were all marked with it at Baptism, and the true follower of Christ and the true prophet will live their lives in accordance with its principles. Those true to their Lord will be gathered to Him: "They will see the Son of man coming on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory; and he will send out his angels with a loud trumpet call, and they will gather his elect from the four winds, from one end of heaven to the other." Saint Paul wrote of that great day in his letter to the Corinthians: "Lo! I tell you a mystery. We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised incorruptible, and we shall be changed." (1st Corinthians 15:51-52)
In a passage used as the Epistle for the celebration of the Holy Communion at a burial, Saint Paul encouraged the Thessalonians with similar words: "The Lord himself shall descend from heaven with a shout, with the voce of the archangel, and with the trump of God: and the dead in Christ shall rise first: then we which are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds, to meet the Lord in the air: and so shall we ever be with the Lord. Wherefore comfort one another with these words." (1st Thessalonians 4:16-18)
These descriptions of this mysterious and awe-inspiring future event, the Second Advent of our Lord, are meant to encourage and strengthen us with the conviction of His return; and to remind us in a very forceful way that we must be prepared.

Like the disciples who heard this discourse on the last days, we ask, "When shall these things be?" (Matthew 24:3) In His reply, the Lord said there would be certain portents, but these are of a somewhat general nature. The essence of His answer is in this saying: "Of that day and hour knoweth no man, no, not the angels of heaven, but my Father only." (Matthew 24:37) He went on to say that it will be like things were in the days of Noah; that is, people will be so absorbed in their daily pursuits that they will have no time for God, and will be caught unprepared when called to give an account of their lives. His conclusion is not surprising: "Watch therefore, for you do not know on what day your Lord is coming." (Matthew 24:42)
The great question is not, "When is the Lord returning?" The question we should be concerned with is, "Are we prepared for His return?" And not only ready for that Second Advent, but also for that solemn yet joyous time when He will call us to Himself, and we will come to that judgment called the particular judgment. We must be ready for that return of the Son of man for which the creation longs, when we "will see the Son of man coming on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory," and we must be ready to enter that larger life of which the Prayer Book speaks. May God grant us that for which we prayed in the Collect for today: "Grant . . . that . . . we may purify ourselves, even as he is pure; that, when he shall appear again with power and great glory, we may be made like unto him in his eternal and glorious kingdom."
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