
SERMON FOR ADVENT SUNDAY, 2018 
Upton Lovell at 11.00 

Texts: Jeremiah 33. 14-16; 1 Thess. 3:9-13, Luke 21: 25-36 
 

Advent is traditionally the time when we prepare to celebrate Jesus’ first coming, but also 
prepare for his second coming – and so we think about the Four Last Things – heaven and hell, 
death and judgement. Will our destiny be heaven, and how do we visualise heaven  - white 
robes and harps, as described in Revelation, or a beautiful scented garden, which is what 
Paradise means, or eating pate de foie grass to the sound of trumpets (that’s a 19th century 
cleric, Revd. Sydney Smith).  Or will it be hell – and is that the everlasting bonfire, as 
Macbeth’s porter termed it? Or a place of torment, as Jesus described it in the parable of Dives 
and Lazarus? Or just other people, as envisaged by Jean Paul Sartre in Huis Clos?  Death we 
know is a certainty – death and taxes. But how many of us have come to terms with the fact of 
our death…and made the necessary preparations? And then there is  judgement, following 
death and leading to either heaven or hell…..or is it that simple? Many of us have been brought 
up to fear and dread “the Day of Judgement” – that day of wrath, that dreadful day, when 
heaven and earth shall pass away. Will we be sent down to the everlasting fire, to the torments 
of hell as depicted so graphically e.g. in the “Doom” painting in St. Thomas Church Salisbury? 
Or will we pass the test and be welcomed at the Pearly Gates? Will all the trumpets sound for 
us on the other side, as in Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress they did for Mr Valiant-for-truth? 

 
Our readings today seem to reflect this latter vision – they breathe joy and hope and excited 

expectation – like a wife expecting her husband back from war, or a mother looking forward 
to children coming home from boarding school. Paul and Luke are not envisaging the stern 
judge who has all our sins written in his book. Their vision is of the appeals judge who sets us 
free, who is always on our side –– or even of the President   who grants us a pardon despite 
our wrongdoing, as Matthew Hedges was unexpectedly freed by Presidential pardon of UAE 
president, Khalifa bin Zayed Al Nahyan and allowed home this week. The judgement of God 
is not understood as the image of the criminal nervously awaiting sentence – it’s more about 
the wronged victim looking forward to justice at last. Jesus’ quotation “the Son of Man coming 
in a cloud” refers to the Prophet Daniel’s vision (Dan 7:13) “Behold, one like the Son of Man 
came with the clouds of heaven…and there was given to him dominion and glory and a 
kingdom”. It was a prophecy which the Jews of Jesus’ day believed spoke of the coming time 
when God’s people would finally, and gloriously, be vindicated after suffering at the hands of 
the nations who had oppressed them. It is a court-room scene, and God the judge finds in 
favour of his people, and brings the “Son of Man” to share his throne. And each person who 
comes before him is declared innocent, and welcomed to share the glory. 

 
So we really do have something to look forward to with joy and hope – but we’re not there 

yet. Advent is an in-between time, for God’s kingdom is both now and not yet. 
 
A young evangelist once asked a learned professor “Sir, are you saved?” He thought for a 

moment and in reply said “Now that is a very interesting question. Do you mean sozomenos, 
sotheis, or sesosmenos?” – Greek words which roughly correspond to “Have I been saved, 
once for all?  Am I in a continuous process of being saved? Or shall I be saved in the future?” 
The poor young evangelist must have been rather confused – but you can guess the answers. 
Our Christian faith looks back to the life, death and resurrection of Jesus in Palestine, in the 
first century AD, when our salvation was achieved once for all in his death on the Cross and 
his resurrection from the dead. So, yes, we have been saved. We also look forward to his 



coming again for the final judgement, to our vindication and the condemnation and destruction 
of all that is evil – so, yes, we shall be saved. And we live now in the between-times, and we 
trust that God is shaping us more and more to be like Jesus, to be conformed to His will and 
image. That is a continuous process – so yes, we are being saved, in a continuous and on-going 
process 

. 
But in this process of being saved, we have to be alert and engaged with the world we live 

in. Jesus reminds us to look for the signs of the times – and if we are attentive, we will see 
signs of God’s activity all around us day by day. Be prepared to be surprised by Him, and be 
ready to give him credit – thank Him for answers to prayer, for unexpected healing, for 
relationships mended, and so on. Paul in our epistle reading gives us excellent advice: show 
generous love to one another, strengthen your heart by a dedicated life of commitment, and 
await his coming in joy and confidence. 

For what is judgment about? It seems to me it is not about what we have done but about 
who we are. And I envisage that when we stand before God and see Him face to face, we will 
be our own judges. Can we actually meet that gaze of absolute purity, holiness and goodness? 
Will we recognise the One who has accompanied us all our life through, and can we say “So 
it was you all the time!”, like recognising a long-lost friend? Will we be able to approach the 
throne of grace, the seat of the Almighty Creator of the Universe – with reverence yes, but 
with the confidence of a beloved son or daughter? Remember that Jesus, standing by the side 
of that throne, has died for us and ever pleads for us. Or will our personalities have been so 
warped, by our selfishness, or cruelty, or greed, or ambition, that finally we turn away from 
the divine gaze and say “I can’t live with that”…and opt for that permanent separation from 
God which is hell? 

 
So my prayer today is that each of us may use this Advent season to grow in love, in 

holiness and in the knowledge of and friendship with God; so that we may increasingly 
recognise him as he comes to us in many different guises in our daily life; and that we may 
welcome him with joy and confidence  - first when we remember his coming as a baby at 
Bethlehem; then when he comes on the clouds of heaven to claim his kingdom, or  - perhaps 
before that final day, when we ourselves come to stand before his throne. Amen. 


