                                   11-13-05 Sermon:    “ Are You Ready? ”
             ( Zephaniah 1:7, 12-15, 18;  1st Thessalonians 5:1-11;  Matthew 25:1-13 )
     Raise your hand if you’ve ever had a dream that scared you or made you anxious?  One type of dream that scares me seems to happen whenever I have a busy week filled with deadlines and things for which I need to prepare.

     In this dream I’m back in college and I go to one of my classes.  After I sit at my desk the professor hands out the final test, and suddenly I realize that I forgot to study for it.  I’m not prepared!  I’m not ready!  Panic and anxiety then fills my body.  At that point I usually wake up and I am relieved to discover that I’m 42 years old and no longer in college.

     The fact is, we all have various times in our lives when we’re caught unprepared because we’re not ready for a certain event or challenge.  In our second reading from 1st Thessalonians chapter 5 the Apostle Paul tells us about the 2nd Coming of Christ and the Day of Judgment. 
     You know, there are some things in life we can’t predict.  Allow me to mention 2 events whose time of occurrence we do not know.  First, we do not know the time of our DEATH.  Second, we do not know the time of CHRIST’S RETURN.

     In either case, whichever comes first – our death or Christ’s return – we must then stand before God and face His judgment.  This fact leads to a question:  “Are you ready?”

     Will you pass or fail this test?  Will you go to heaven or hell?  Are you ready?  There are various ways we can give a positive answer that question “Are you ready?”  But only ONE answer is from God, and all the rest are sinful answers that will let us down.  With that said, I will now explain 3 sinful ways that we are tempted to give a positive answer to the question:  “Are you ready?”

     First, we are tempted to answer the question “Are you ready?” in a positive way by trying to predict the time of Christ’s return.  But Jesus clearly teaches that we not know the DAY or even the HOUR of His return.

     Nevertheless, this doesn’t stop some people from trying to predict the exact time of Christ’s return.  Why would we be tempted to do this?  Because we don’t like surprises!  We want to live by sight and not by faith. 

     In addition, we sinners don’t like trusting in God every moment.  We would rather spend our time doing our own thing.  But if we know the exact time of Christ’s return we can plan ahead and make sure we take a few days to prepare ahead of time.
     But this attitude is actually sinful because we’re trying to control our own lives and even the 2nd Coming of Christ.  Many people are tempted to think we can predict the 2nd Coming of Christ because it’s appealing to think that we can control the time period when we need to prepare and get ready.

     We need to remember these words of Jesus from Matthew chapter 24:  36 “No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.  37 As it was in the days of Noah, so it will be at the coming of the Son of Man.  38 For in the days before the flood, people were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, up to the day Noah entered the ark;  39 and they knew nothing about what would happen until the flood came and took them all away. That is how it will be at the coming of the Son of Man.”
     The second way we may try to give a positive answer to the question “Are you ready?” is by ignoring the question and denying the reality of sin, judgment and hell.

     We live in a world where we are tempted to deny that certain desires, words or actions are still sins.  We want people to affirm our opinions and our choices.  

     We are also tempted to believe that God would never judge anyone nor would He ever send people to hell for their sin.  This lie tempts us to live as we please without fear of judgment or hell.  

     But if we live in this way the Apostle Paul says that destruction will come on us suddenly and we will not escape.  Paul says as much in our second reading:  “While people are saying, ‘Peace and safety,’ destruction will come on them suddenly, as labor pains on a pregnant woman, and they will not escape.”  We can choose to deny sin, judgment and hell, but that doesn’t change the fact that they are real!
     Finally, the third way we are tempted to give a positive answer to the question “Are you ready?” is by trying to make ourselves worthy of God’s salvation by avoiding sin and doing good works.

     Now, there’s nothing wrong with avoiding sin and doing good works – as long as your motive is good.  But if you think you make yourself worthy of God’s love and mercy by avoiding sin and doing good works, then you have an evil motive and are guilty of trying to earn your salvation.  Such an attitude will result in one of two evil conditions.  
     In one case you may end up being a very arrogant person who boasts before God and thinks that you deserve His mercy.  But listen to what Jesus says at the end of Matthew chapter 7:       21 “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven.  22 Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?’  23 Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!’ “  The “will of the Father” is that we trust in Jesus alone for salvation.  But if we boast in our “good works”, we have no hope.
     However, in another case we may end up in complete despair because we are convinced that we are NOT worthy of God’s grace because our many sins outweigh any good works we’ve done.  If we refuse to trust in Christ and focus on our own efforts, we will live and die in despair and spend eternity in hell.

     Now you’ve heard 3 sinful ways that we try to give a positive answer to that question “Are you ready?”  But none of these plans will make us ready for Christ’s return and the final judgment.  So, how CAN you be ready for Christ’s return?  Listen to what Paul writes in our second reading:  4 “But you, brothers, are not in darkness so that this day should surprise you like a thief.  5 You are all sons of the light and sons of the day. We do not belong to the night or to the darkness.”
     Did you hear that?  You belong to the “light”, that is, you belong to Christ!  We don’t make OURSELVES ready for Christ’s return.  The proper response to the question “Are you ready?” is that GOD makes you ready!  You are ready for His return because Jesus lived a perfect life for you and suffered God’s judgment for your sins.

     In other words, you are ready for Christ’s return because Christ has saved you.  Therefore, we live each day in repentance and faith – confessing our sins to god and trusting in Jesus as our Savior.  Through your faith in Christ you are ALWAYS ready for Christ’s return.

     So, if Christ returns when you are at work – you are ready because Christ has saved you.  If Christ returns when you are eating supper – you are ready because Christ has saved you.  
     If Christ returns when you are asleep – you are ready because Christ has saved you.  If Christ returns when you are in Church – you are ready because Christ has saved you.

     But what if Christ returns when there is a sinful thought going through your mind?  What if Christ returns when you just spoke a hurtful word to your spouse, parent or child?  What if Christ returns when you are in the midst of a sinful action during a moment of weakness?

     The fact is, there is never a time when we Christians are free from sin.  Because we still have a sinful nature we are always struggling with sinful thoughts, words and deeds.  If we would have to be sinless at the moment of Christ’s return, not one of us here would have any hope.

     That’s why you must remember that you ARE ready for Christ’s return because GOD has made you ready.  Because of Christ, your sins of past, present AND FUTURE are forgiven.  Because of Christ you are holy before God every moment of every day.  Being ready for Christ’s return is all about faith in Christ’s work for us!
     At the end of our Gospel reading from Matthew chapter 25 Jesus says that we should “keep watch” .  What does this mean?  This means that we must daily trust in Jesus for 1) mercy, 2) for the strength to live according to His will in this world, and     3) for the hope of eternal life with God.

     Jesus is the one who forgives our sins and makes us holy before God.  Jesus is the one who helps us resist sin and submit to God’s will.  Jesus is the one who gives us eternal life in the Father’s love.  

     You don’t know the time of your death.  You don’t know the time when Christ will return.  In either case, you must stand before God.  Are you ready?  Trust in Jesus, and you ARE ready!  
     Jesus has made you ready, and that means you can live in peace and you can sleep in peace.  Always remember these words of the Apostle Paul:  9 “For God did not appoint us to suffer wrath but to receive salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ.     10 He died for us so that, whether we are awake or asleep, we may live together with him.  11 Therefore encourage one another and build each other up, just as in fact you are doing.”  Amen!
