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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Ever since I was a little kid, and I’m sure I’m not the only one, I have been fascinated with pictures of space, imagining what it would be like to actually travel out past the confines of Earth’s gravity and stare into the star-filled heavens.  I love it when online news sources post recent photos that have been taken by the newest and largest telescopes, showing the remnants of dying stars, the brilliantly colored gas clouds left behind by some kind of activity in the far reaches of the universe, giant bursts of flames and gases shooting out from the surface of the sun, or the moon passing between the earth and sun causing a total eclipse.  And what child doesn’t think it’s just about the coolest thing ever that they can make their own eclipse viewer with a shoebox?  The psalmist definitely got it right when he wrote “The heavens declare the glory of God, and the firmament shows forth His handiwork.”
But all the brilliant stars in the sky moving effortlessly through the seasons with such regularity and predictability, the comets and asteroids that hurtle through space and just miss wreaking devastating destruction on this tiny little ball we call home, and the occasional show that we get closer to home when Earth, sun, and moon are in perfect alignment – all of these things are more than just random demonstrations of God’s creative capabilities.  They, like everything on this planet, are our servants, placed exactly where they are, moving exactly as they do for our benefit.  And today Jesus tells us to pay close attention to the heavenly bodies and the ground underneath our feet as we wait for His return to judgment.  These servants will hail their Creator’s arrival.  Just like us, they are waiting for Jesus to return and set all things back in order.  The world and all of creation groans under the curse of sin until the Last Day when there will be a new heavens and new earth no longer bound to corruption and death.

There is certainly no shortage of people in our own day of people who claim to know when the world is going to end.  Harold Camping continues to adjust his failed predictions for the rapture and end of the world as we know it.  The Mayan 2012 prediction became the basis for a box office movie production.  People continue to line the pockets of mediums and psychics and spiritists who claim to have some special connection with the other world.  People still get excited reading the prophecies of Nostradamus.  We want to pin down the future because if we know when it’s the end is going to happen then we can prepare for it, live it up until then, or control the end in some way.  
The funny thing is that our Lord has given us the signs to look for – we just don’t know how to interpret them, even though He gives us that answer too.  Jesus tells His disciples and everyone who would later believe through their preaching that there would be signs in the heavens and the earth that would indicate that the end is near – the night of sin is drawing to a close and the new day of eternity is right on its heals.  But the signs are things that we take for granted.  We assume that they are simply natural phenomenon, inevitable consequences of the laws of nature and the movements of all the heavenly bodies.  They have been happening for so long that we just assume they are going to continue to happen and that they don’t really mean anything.  But Jesus didn’t say that as soon as these things happened He would return.  Every time the sun is temporarily blocked out by the moon we shouldn’t say “This is it.  Jesus said so.”  Jesus simply said that when these things happen we should pay attention and lift up our heads because our redemption is near.  It is coming.  Be prepared.  Repent and look to Jesus.
Jesus’ words to you and His disciples are for your comfort.  Jesus tells us what to look for so that we are always prepared.  He has set these signs and indicators in motion so that every time you see them you are reminded that Jesus’ return is coming and it may be right around the corner, maybe even this very day.  Keeping that constantly in mind, we are driven to cling all the more tightly to the means by which Jesus promises to save us and defend us – the Holy Spirit uses these “natural occurrences” to remind us that we are weak, fragile human beings soaked with sin living in a world that is quickly approaching its end, but also and more importantly that the Lord Jesus has come to earth to bring us the forgiveness of sins.  And by that forgiveness, knowing that our heavenly Father is pleased with us and has removed our sins as far as the east end of the universe is from the west through the blood of Jesus, we can rejoice knowing that our Lord is coming back, and hopefully very soon.  There is nothing more that we need to do.  When Luther was asked what he would do if he knew the world was going to end tomorrow, he said he would plant a tree.  We can simply go about our lives do the things that God has given us to do – faithfully working at our jobs, raising our children in the Christian faith so that they will be prepared as well, and surrounding ourselves with the words and promises of God given to us through preaching and the Sacraments.  We keep the Lord’s promises to us ringing constantly in our ears so that our comfort can’t be stolen from us.  That makes us ready.  Jesus makes you ready.  When He brings you to trust with all your heart that you are forgiven and that when He returns you don’t have to worry about what He will say to you.  You know that Jesus blood was spilled on Mt. Calvary for you.  You know that however broken your life was here on earth, God is pleased with you because of everything that Jesus has done in your place and on your behalf.  He sends you pastors whose whole responsibility is to point you to the Lamb of God who has died for you.  He washes you with water so that you are clean.  Jesus comes to you in the Holy Supper to strengthen you and give you His full assurance that His death paid for your – yes, YOUR – sins.  You are FORGIVEN and your Lord’s return will be the single greatest day of your life because you have nothing to fear about that day.  You know how it will end.
The unbeliever, consumed by greed and lust, sees the signs in sun, moon, and stars and panics because he has no hope.  The Second Coming for the unbeliever is a day filled with dread and unthinkable fear because it will be the day that he is cast away from the presence of God forever.  There will be no more chances.  No excuses.  No do-overs.  And so every time some catastrophic event takes place, whenever the seas churn with hurricanes and the waters crash over levees and cities, nations threatening to aim their nuclear arsenals at one another,  you see people whipping themselves and one another into a panic and frenzy.  They have no hope.  They have built their hope on the sand of their trying and good intentions only to find out that in the end, these things are worthless and worse than that, they condemn them because they trusted in them.  They have spent their lives trying to soak in everything that this world has to offer.  They have spent endless hours and weekends working from sun up to sun down trying to get ahead and afford the latest in cars, clothes, homes, and technology.   In the meantime they have neglected the Word and passed on the Holy Sacraments, mocking them with their absence, because they seemed frivolous and unnecessary.  But when the end comes they will find nothing to take comfort in.  All the luxuries and extras they enjoyed in this life will be destroyed and their hearts will fail.  
Don’t join them.  Don’t be lulled into the delusion that you have time to enjoy the pleasures of the flesh now and make up for it later.  Don’t let the cares of this world consume your thoughts and all your time.  Watch yourselves.  Stay awake and sober and always vigilant because our Lord’s return will come suddenly.  Pay attention to the signs and let them be your reminders.  Every time you see a shooting star rejoice knowing that your Lord is making all the necessary preparations for His return.  When the sun is darkened praise God and remember that the darkness of sin is coming to an end and the bright light of Christ will soon shine forth for all eternity.  When you see the trees budding take heart because the return of the King is upon us.  And prepare yourselves for that day.  Hold fast to the Word of truth.  Hear God’s promises to you whenever they are available to be heard.  Lift up your heads and your hearts and receive the one who is coming again soon and who comes to you right now TODAY in His Body and Blood to strengthen you and prepare you for His return.
In the Name of +Jesus.  Amen. 
