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The number is 37!  That’s right, 37!  That’s the exact number of shopping days left until Christmas.  Can you believe it?  Have you done all your shopping and made all the preparations for Christmas yet?  

One of my friends earlier this week told me that she has finished  ALL of her Christmas shopping for this year already on-line….and it’s not even Thanksgiving yet.  The other day the nation’s largest retailers Walmart and K-Mart have just announced that they will be opening 24 hours….on Thanksgiving Day, that’s right!  On Thanksgiving Day!!!  It is sad that the consumer culture has now encroached upon the one day of the year when family members would gather and have a meal together.  Even the Postal Service has announced that they will now be delivering packages for Amazon.com on Sundays during the holiday season.  It is a sad reality of the world that we live in today.  Just what’s all the fuss about getting ourselves busy and making all these preparation for the holidays anyway?  

It seems that Christmas has been creeping up on our calendar earlier and earlier each year.  As soon as Halloween is over, stores are replacing the Halloween stuff with Christmas stuff.  Whatever happened to Thanksgiving and Advent….the season of preparation and expectation?  We might have all the gifts wrapped up, all the foods prepared and ready to go for the big feast, but we still have not prepared for the most important thing - our hearts for the arrival of Christ whose birth we celebrate for this coming season.  

The true meaning of Christmas is twofold.  On one hand, we rejoice in the celebration of His birth, while on the other hand, we eagerly anticipate the 2nd coming of our Lord once again as He has promised.

Our text today is one of those apocalyptic passages that Jesus was foreshadowing about the End Time – His imminent 2nd coming.  It describes God’s final judgment and redemption upon the entire human race.  At first, it would seem rather odd that this apocalyptic passage comes up in our lectionary text as we are gearing up for the holiday season supposedly filled with joy, blessings and happiness, certainly not fear and trembling that are associated with the trials and tribulations of the End of Time?  But I think that’s exactly why text is needed….a sort of a reality check for us to remind ourselves not to lose sight of God’s true mission and purpose here on earth through His son Jesus Christ.  Jesus came not just to give us the abundance of joy but to save those who are lost and in need of a savior, during this desperate time and in this hopeless world.  

But as Christians, we know that this is what Jesus has all along predicted and promised.  We do not know when that will happen, but we just need to be prepared for it and to invite others to learn about the signs and warnings of what is to come.  It is never too late for us to turn our lives around back to God.  That’s why John the Baptist was sent to proclaim a message of repentance.  This is a season of counting our blessings, returning thanksgiving and making preparation of what is to come.

The setting for this passage took place at the temple in Jerusalem, which had been utterly destroyed by the Babylonians in 587 BC.  As a result, the Jews were forced into exile.  Many of the Jews remained hopeful that someday they would return back to Jerusalem and re-establish the temple once again.  Jesus proclaimed that the re-built temple, no matter how glamorous it may be, will once again be destroyed…this time by the Romans in 70 AD.  But what Jesus referring to was more than just the physical temple in Jerusalem.  He was referring to this earthly kingdom that must be destroyed and that the Kingdom of God be re-established eternally.  

Jesus warned his followers and to us today that we must stand vigilant of the signs of the end time.  Many people want to know WHEN the END may be….so they can make plans for it?  But we can’t!  It is not up to us to calculate the exact moment of when or how that may happen.  Jesus did, however, offer us series of signs through which we can take warning of.


How many of you remember a couple of years ago, there was this 92 year old fundamental radio tele-evangelist by the name of Harold Camping?  Camping boldly predicted, after his careful research, analyses and observance of events happening in and around the world, that the Rapture (or the End Time) would take place on precisely 5/21/2011.  He went on the radio airwave and on the internet to warn the general public about this infamous “End of the World” date.  Many people were fearful of his prediction and were making all sort of preparation for it…but others simple went about their business as usual.  Well, that date came and gone with nothing happened.  Life went on as usual.  You and I are still here.  

After the May, date came and went, Camping went back and recalculated his math and came up with yet another prediction.  This time…10/21/2011.  Well, as you would have guessed, that too came and went with much of his disappointment as well as many of his followers.  Some of whom had sold all of their properties, distributed their entire life saving, bidding farewell with their family in anticipation of that day.  Since then the 92 year old Camping has reportedly suffered a stroke and has lost much of his credibility.  He has since kept a low-key profile in making any more of these apocalyptic predictions.  He seemed to have soften up with his bold prediction, citing a reference in Matthew 24, that no one knows about that day and the hour, neither the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but only [God] the Father.


Through our passage today, Jesus reminded us that there will be false prophets who would come in His name.
  There will be wars waged among the nations and insurrections/revolutions against the principalities and those who are in power.
  The earth will experience violent earthquakes, famines, and plagues, which may lead to massive chaos, destruction and human life losses.
  Those who profess their faith in Christ may even be persecuted, imprisoned and hated, even by our own family members and friends.  Our faith will be challenged but He promised to give us words of wisdom by the Spirit to withstand any trials as we testify before our opponents.
   

Jesus did not mean to scare His followers by telling us all these signs but He simply wanted us not to be caught off-guard and be prepared when that Day does come.  We just need to be ready for it ourselves….and we have been commissioned to prepare others as well.   

During this past week, many of us have witnessed some horrific footage from the devastated Philippines.  More than 4,000 are confirmed to have perished, despite all the warnings and preparations made in advance, many of them did not stand a chance against the strongest typhoon ever recorded.  It made us realize how vulnerable we are when it comes to life.  Those who adhered to the warning and evacuated and were able to get out of harm’s way, some had nowhere else to go but many others were reluctant, decided to stay and ignored all the warnings and signs.  


Collectively we grieve for the loss of human lives and we continue to seek God’s mercy upon those who mourn the loss of those who have perished.  We pray for the humanitarian relief effort that is taking place and the rebuilding of not only their homes but of their spirit, the hope and their lives.

Jesus was quite concerned about the people getting prepared for the end of time.  We can get easily caught up with the complacency and comfort in life and pretend that everything is going well and nothing bad is ever going to happen to us.  We have chosen to ignore God’s tell-tale warning signs and to live our careless and self-promoting way of life.  We have pre-occupied our minds with personal and earthly gains, instead of centering our lives and rededicating our focus on Christ and God’s mission here on earth.  It’s all about where we place our life priorities, as we approach this season of thanksgiving and preparation ahead.  

Scripture tells us that God desires everyone to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth.
  During these desperate times and in grave despairs, what the world truly needs is a Savior, not a Santa Claus.  

The season of Advent is a season of Preparation of what is to come.  Christ has promised to fill us with the words of wisdom, boldness and confidence, so that we may speak and extend God’s love to others, as we strive to do justice, to love kindness and to walk humbly with our God.
 

Peace is difficult to be found in the midst of fears, hostilities and tensions.  Yet it is under these “less than ideal” conditions where we found ourselves in a precarious role as ambassadors of God’s peace.  If we listen carefully, we may still hear the echoing of the voice of John crying out “in the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD, make straight in the desert a highway for our God.  4 Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made low; the uneven ground shall become level, and the rough places a plain.


So what are we going to do for the next 37 days, as we enter this Season of Preparation?  We can choose to join in on the frenzy that has distorted the true meaning of the season, or we can choose to honor our calling by counting God’s blessing, giving thanks to God for what God has done and will continue to do in our lives and making preparation for God’s Heavenly Kingdom to be re-established here on earth.  All these we do with a thankful heart while trusting in the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, Amen.   
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