Sermon: Luke 12:35-40    BE READY

A young man applied for a job as a farmhand. When asked for his qualifications, he said, "I can sleep when the wind blows." This puzzled the farmer, but he took a liking to the young man and hired him. A few days later, the farmer and his wife were woken up in the night by a violent storm. They quickly began to check things out to see if all was secure. They found that the windows of the farmhouse had been securely fastened. A good supply of logs had been set next to the fireplace. The farm implements had been placed in the storage shed, safe from the elements. The tractor had been moved into the garage. The shed had been properly locked. All was well. Even the animals were calm. It was then that the farmer grasped the meaning of the young man's words, "I can sleep when the wind blows." Because the farmhand had performed his work loyally and faithfully when the skies were clear, he was prepared for the storm when it broke. Consequently, when the wind blew, he had no fear. He was able to sleep in peace.  He was ready for that eventuality.

Today’s Gospel reading is about being ready - something Jesus talked about a great deal. In this reading, we find here that there are two instructions to teach us, a wonderful promise to encourage us, and a warning to keep us on our toes!

Lets look at the instructions first:

Verses 35 and 36 tell us:

“Be dressed ready for service and keep your lamps burning, like men waiting for their master to return from a wedding banquet, so that when he comes and knocks they can immediately open the door for him.”

1) The first instruction is “be dressed ready for service”. 

Pretty obvious, you might think.  You’re hardly likely to go to work stark naked, are you?  But Jesus is saying more than just get dressed. We all get dressed. The older translations say, “gird your loins”. It’s being dressed in a particular way.  It means being dressed in a manner that enables you to get on with the work that is at hand. When Jesus washed his disciples feet, we’re told, “he took off his outer garment, and put a towel around his waist.” He dressed in a way that enabled him to perform the task before him. That is the sense that is meant here. 

What Jesus is saying is that we need to make sure everything is in place to enable us to be ready for him when he returns.  A sense of being able to drop everything and just go, with nothing restricting us. 

 I remember with some embarrassment an incident from my late teens.  I was living in a terrace house in Sydney when I was training as a teacher, and a young man rang to ask me to go and see the opera “The Magic Flute” with him.  When he called to pick me up, I wasn’t ready – I was still getting dressed.  He waited very patiently for me, but by the time we got to the opera house, the opera had begun, and we were excluded until the beginning of the second act.  I was so regretful.  Not only did we miss a whole act of the opera because of my tardiness, I didn’t see the young man again either.  I wasn’t ready to go, and I missed out!  This is the sense of Jesus's words – be dressed and ready to go, if you want the good things in store for you!  This event – the return of  Jesus - is not something that God will put off just because we’re not ready for it!

2) The next instruction is “keep your lamps burning”.  

In that day, lighting was dependent on fuel.  The lamps had a container and a wick, and in order to keep the lamps lit, the wicks had to be kept trimmed, and oil supplied to the container.  If the oil ran out – so did the light. What is the significance of the light, or the lamp for us?  Again, a light is something that enables us to be ready, and watchful.  The significance of the light is that it gives us a clear view, and enables us to see more clearly and watch more closely. The concepts of watching and waiting go to together.  But there’s a difference between them.

The difference between watching and waiting is perhaps a sense of anticipation.  Simply waiting is something can happen passively.  You might wait for something that is a long time coming, but not necessarily watch for it.  For instance, you can wait for an important date to come around. A wedding, a birthday, a special dinner. It isn’t something that consumes much of your thinking.  You might think of it from time to time – imagine what it might be like when the date rolls around, but essentially, you get on with what you’re doing, and the things that absorb your attention on a day to day basis.  

To “watch” and wait is different.  If you are sitting at a bus stop – you might watch for the bus as well as waiting.  You look down the road at regular intervals, so that you don’t miss it when it comes, or so you don’t get on the wrong one!  You’re watching and waiting. 

One of my daughter Bethany’s delightful characteristics when she was younger was the habit she had of watching and waiting.  I remember often, that she would make arrangements for a friend to visit.  But she wouldn’t just wait while getting on with other things till her friend got there.  She would go out to the front of the house, sit down on the curb and look longingly down the street – sometimes for hours – till her friend arrived.  Her attention couldn’t be diverted!  She watched and waited till her friend arrived.

To watch and wait for Jesus involves that same sense of anticipation. That eagerness, if you like, for the event to take place.  To watch for it means to wait eagerly, to look for it, to want it to happen as soon as possible.  To watch and wait also means to be ready.  You don’t watch and wait for something ill prepared.

I wonder is that how we feel about the return of Jesus  - or is it something that we tend not to give it much thought to?  If we are serious about following Jesus, this is a command we need to take to heart. Jesus is telling us to watch and wait.

Promise If we are ready then, and are watching and waiting, Jesus has a wonderful promise for us. Lets look at verses 37 and 38:

“It will be good for those servants whose master finds them watching when he comes. I tell you the truth, he will dress himself to serve, will have them recline at the table and will come and wait on them. "

What a beautiful picture that is. These verses tell us that Jesus will “dress himself to serve”.  In that statement, is a sense that Jesus will put aside his place as head of the banquet, and instead, take on the role of a servant.  He is doing us a great honour. The verse says, “He will wait on them.”  Have you ever been really waited on? At a posh restaurant, for instance? Having someone completely intent on your pleasure, there to meet your every need, every want?  I don’t know about you, but the thought of Jesus honouring me like that is something I find very humbling.  But that is his promise for those he finds ready to meet him.

Warning  Lastly, in this passage, there is a warning. Verses 39 and 40 say this:

“But understand this: If the owner of the house had known at what hour the thief was coming, he would not have let his house be broken into. You also must be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him.”

At first glance, this illustration might be confusing. Jesus is like a thief? But what we need to bear in mind is that the emphasis in this passage is not that Jesus and a thief are the same in every respect.  The only respect in which they are alike is in the unexpected nature of their arrival.

And in the same way that not being ready for a thief results in great loss to those who are not prepared for it, so not being ready for Jesus’ coming results in great loss - a loss of eternal proportions - for those not prepared for his coming. The warning is that everyone must be ready, and at all times.

Which raises an obvious question, doesn’t it?  How are we to be ready?  What does that mean for us?  I could preach another whole sermon on that one…but I won’t right now!  Let me just briefly point out that we need to be ready on two fronts.  That of being and that of doing.
The being is to do with our salvation.  “Am I a child of God? Am I His?  Does His Spirit live within me and empower me to live for Him? Do I have absolute confidence that when He does return, I will be with Him? The answer to every one of these questions needs to be an unequivocal YES before we are ready for His coming.  If it isn’t we need to do something about it! Ask me!

And the doing? That follows the being. Jesus said, “If you love me, you will obey my commandments.” If we truly belong to God, it will be evidenced in the ways we live – sacrificial love for God, and for others.   A life characterised by love and service.

So to be ready, we need to make sure that we belong to God, and that we are intentionally and actively committed to Him on a day to day basis – not just Sundays… And that commitment to God needs to be expressed - again on a day to day basis – in the way we live and relate to others, particularly in the context of the Christian community.

Let me leave us all with a couple of questions to take into the rest of the week – in fact into the rest of our days:  Am I ready to meet Jesus when he returns – which might just be before we get home this morning!  And, am I eagerly watching and waiting for his return?

