
Sermon Discussion Information 
 
Sermon Series: Advent 2017 “Arrivals” 
 
Sermon Title: “Keeping Awake” 
 
Sermon Text: Mark 13 
 
Listener’s Journey: I want my listener to understand that Christ’ command to “watch for his return” is 
principally about being fully awake in the present and with clear minded courage choosing to imitate 
Christ’s incarnational self-emptying for the sake of love. 	
 
Unique Quotes from Sermon: 
 
Today’s Advent Scripture and theme focuses squarely on the return of Christ, a thematic part of the 
Advent tradition that, among all the Advent themes, feels out of place during the Christmas season. It 
feels out of place because of the difficulty of the biblical texts on the subject. And, it feels out of place 
because we are in a season of the year with diminishing daylight and living in a time of boiling identity 
politics and violence. So, most of us are desperate for light, hope and peace, not more thoughts of 
uncertainty, violence and apocalyptic transitions. 

 
There are critically important invitations in the return of Christ texts, though. Encouraging invitations. Life-
giving invitations. And, if we are willing to go deeper than the Y2K like scaremongering of media and 
publishers who sell hype and books and religious fundamentalists who sell fear and survival food…we 
will learn that Christ’s command to “watch for his return” is principally about being fully awake in the 
present and with clear minded courage choosing to imitate Christ’s incarnational self-emptying for the 
sake of love.  
 
** 
Today’s account is also found in Matthew and Luke’s gospels. Matthew, Mark, and Luke are commonly 
referred to as “the synoptic” gospels because their biographies of Jesus (in contrast to John’s biography) 
include many of the same stories, and often in a similar sequence and with similar wording.1 The 
historical context of Mark chapter 13, Matthew chapters 24 and 25, and Luke chapter 21 was Jesus 
teaching his disciples in a grove of olive trees opposite the temple area during the first Holy Week and 
after having walked with his disciples through the Jerusalem temple spaces.  

 
Matthew has the longest version of this account covering two full chapters. It is interesting to note that 
Matthew went on to attach several of Jesus’ shorter teachings and parables to support what he believed 
were some key applications and implications of Jesus’ apocalyptic visions. For sure, Jesus was getting 
his followers ready for the blow back and persecution that was going to sift them as they brought forward 
Christ’s teachings of grace over law, faith over religious meritocracy, and the new radical inclusive life 
ethics of compassion, mercy and justice for everyone.  
 
Beyond preparing his first followers for beginning a new movement, though, he also spoke to Christ 
followers of all time. And, in regards to his return Jesus used an eminently important word to today’s 
Scripture: “Watch” The word “watch” is interesting to think about for a bit. The Greek word for watch that 
Matthew, Mark and Luke used speaks to being sleepless, circumspect, attentive, ready, and awake!2 “For 
what, and to what end, though?” My mind seems to claw for handles every time I read Mark 13, Matthew 
24-25, and Luke 21. “So that I can spend every waking day worrying about the end of all things?” Can 
Jesus’ imperative possibly mean that I am to be obsessed, losing sleep, and always on edge for an 
apocalypse to happen at an unknowable time?  

																																																								
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Synoptic_Gospels (accessed 12-16-17) 
2 http://biblehub.com/greek/69.htm (accessed 12-16-17) 



 
Many have said “yes” to those questions over two millennia of time since Jesus first said these words. 
The first Christians thought it was going to happen in their lifetime because, well that seems to be 
what Jesus said to them: 30 Truly I tell you, this generation will certainly not pass away until all these 
things have happened. 31 Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will never pass away. Mark 
13:30-31. NIV 

 
And, virtually every generation, and especially with every turn of a century, and especially every turn 
of a millennium (cue Y2K!) since the first followers tried to decipher what Jesus seemed to be saying. 
The destruction of Jerusalem and the temple happened forty years after Jesus said it would,3 but the 
larger end time narrative and return of Christ has not.  

 
So, what do we do with this end times text and everyone’s inability to know what Jesus meant when 
he said “this generation”? Here is one helpful way we can move from being rattled by what we think 
might happen in an unknowable future to what we need to attend to the present: Let our peripheral 
gaze have eternal wonderings about unknowable realities and keep our primary gaze squarely on 
living faithfully in the present. Today’s text points us in that direction in Jesus’ application framework 
of “tending to our households.” 

  
You do not know when that time will come. 34 It’s like a man going away: He leaves his house and 
puts his servants in charge, each with their assigned task, and tells the one at the door to keep 
watch. 35 “Therefore keep watch because you do not know when the owner of the house will come 
back—whether in the evening, or at midnight, or when the rooster crows, or at dawn. 36 If he 
comes suddenly, do not let him find you sleeping. 37 What I say to you, I say to everyone: 
‘Watch!’” 

Mark 13:33-37. NIV 
 

Watch: be sleepless, circumspect, attentive, ready, and awake! Back to my question, again: “watch 
for what, and to what end?” If not Y2K panic and sleeplessness, then what? 

 
Matthew’s account of Jesus’ end time narrative helps us here. All three biographers include Jesus’ 
parable reference to a house steward caring for the people and matters of a household.  

 
45 “Who then is the faithful and wise servant, whom the master has put in charge of the servants in 
his household to give them their food at the proper time? 46 It will be good for that servant whose 
master finds him doing so when he returns. 47 Truly I tell you, he will put him in charge of all his 
possessions. 48 But suppose that servant is wicked and says to himself, ‘My master is staying 
away a long time,’ 49 and he then begins to beat his fellow servants and to eat and drink with 
drunkards. 50 The master of that servant will come on a day when he does not expect him and at 
an hour he is not aware of. 51 He will cut him to pieces and assign him a place with the hypocrites, 
where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 

 
Matthew 24:45-51. NIV 

 
Matthew recounted a longer version of Jesus’ parable where he articulated that the fully awake 
person is equal to a faithful and wise servant who is reliable and attentive. In Matthew chapter 25 
Matthew had a continuation of Jesus’ end times teaching longer than the other biographers such that 
his version frames the return of Christ in a more expansive understanding of how everything works 
within the larger idea of “the kingdom of God” or our Creator’s ultimate vision for the human 
experience. Jesus’ shared three parables of the Kingdom of God including a wedding banquet, a 
parable about stewardship, and the famous parable of the sheep and goats in which Jesus points 
toward compassion, mercy, and justice as the very litmus test of Christian faith itself.  

																																																								
3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Siege_of_Jerusalem_(AD_70) (accessed 12-17-17) 



 
** 
God’s Advent antidote to all this is an essential companion to being an awake steward, and it is this: the 
theological Christ idea of “Kenosis” or “self-emptying” in order to be present and available to one another 
in the violence across differences and in our pain and suffering. That is the antidote to fear and 
transformational door to love. “Kenosis” is the New Testament Greek word that the Apostle Paul used in 
his letter to the church in the Roman province of Philippi when he wrote that “Jesus emptied himself” 
taking on the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. In the birth, life, death, and 
resurrection of Christ we see the pattern of both letting go and picking up. Letting go of position and 
singularity and picking up of mutuality and communion.  
 
Christ followers are invited to do the same. We are invited to let go of privilege and power, or if one has 
neither of those things, let go of the self-centered-separate self, and pick up sacrificial love. Sallie 
McFague,4 a modern Christian theologian, explained a simple process to help us move toward action in 
this regard:5 

 
• First, intentionally choose moments of voluntary poverty or (of you are already impoverished) other 

creative means to be detached from the conventional model of self-fulfillment through possessions 
and prestige, and into a model of self-emptying, as a pathway for personal and planetary well-being.  

 
• Next, focus one’s attention to the needs of others, especially their most physical, basic needs--to 

learn to see everything in the world as interdependent. 
 
• Third, invest in the gradual development of a “universal self” that moves from our narrow focus on the 

ego to reach further and further until even a caterpillar counts….This journey, [AND THIS IS 
IMPORTANT] rather than diminishing the self, increases its delight, but at the cost of one’s old, 
egoistic model. 

 
• A fourth and final idea is deploying the new model of the universal self to operate at both the personal 

and public level in the practice of 1) taking only our share; 2) cleaning up after ourselves and 3) 
keeping the house in good repair for those who will use it after us. 

 
Three Discussion Questions: 
 

1. What have been your thoughts or teachings on the return of Christ? (Personal sharing) 
 

2. There are many aspects to today’s Scripture beyond the return of Christ. How do these other 
points interact and relate to the Advent theme of the return of Christ? (Exploring the text) 

 
3. “What are a few ways that you can relinquish your position or self-centeredness for the sake of 

sacrificial love? (Direct application) 

																																																								
4 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sallie_McFague (accessed 12-17-17) 
5 Abbreviated and re-prhased version of Sallie McFague’s process, https://cac.org/loving-our-neighbor-2017-12-
15/?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=2017-12-16%20DM&utm_content=2017-12-
16%20DM+CID_58f53cecdd4a39f8bf06ab0eaf844e78&utm_source=Campaign%20Monitor%20Google%20Analytic
s&utm_term=Friday (accessed 12-16-17) 


