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The day of our Lord Jesus Christ 

 

Isaiah 64:1–9 

Psalm 80:1–7, 17–19 

1 Corinthians 1:3–9 

Mark 13:24–37 

 

Text: I Corinthians 1:8; Mark 13:26 

He will also strengthen you to the end, so that you may be blameless on the day of our Lord 

Jesus Christ. 

Then they will see “the Son of Man coming in clouds” with great power and glory. 

 

Introduction 

The writer of the New Testament letter Hebrews said that Jesus poured out his life for us to “free 

those who all their lives were held in slavery by the fear of death.” (Hebrews 2:14-15).  In a 

recent conversation with a ministry colleague, we were talking about the fear that pervades our 

society as we navigate the vicissitudes of daily life during a pandemic; he said to me “secularism 

has no answer to death.” 

 

I know, I know; if you insist on bringing up the subject of death at dinner parties, invitations will 

dry up.  Well, invitations to dinner parties have dried up given current restrictions, so I am going 

to take the risk and bring up the subject.  You may ask—what does death have to do with Advent 

and the soon coming of Christmas?  Well, … everything! 

 

Advent is that season when we Christians remind ourselves that we are waiting for the second 

coming of our Lord even as we prepare to celebrate his first coming in the Babe of Bethlehem.  

Advent is when we lift our eyes to the horizon above all the kingdoms of this world; above all 

the challenges of navigating life; above all the diseases that threaten earthly existence and reset 

our gaze to the coming of the day of our Lord Jesus Christ.  It is that time that we remember that 

the child born to Mary will come again in great glory bringing the curtain down on human 

history making heaven and earth one.  The gospel declares that God coming into the world in 

Jesus of Nazareth was for the very purpose of defeating death. 

 

1. When Mark was writing his gospel the city of Rome had one million inhabitants.  Like any 

huge city, it had large slum areas.  In July, 64, fire broke out and destroyed 70% of the city.  

Nero, the emperor, set about rebuilding the city on a grandiose scale, hoping to make the new 

construction a monument to himself.  Rumour had it that he had started the fire.  Fire, after all, is 

always the quickest and cheapest method of slum clearance.  The poor people of the city, 

homeless now, despised him for his callousness.  Nero wanted above all to regain his heroic 

stature with the people.  He had to shift the blame for the fire to a group, a scapegoat, so 

marginalised that it couldn’t protest.  He blamed the Christians.  He accused them of “hatred 

against humankind” and began punishing them in inhumane ways like clothing them in animal 

skins and setting hunting dogs on them.  Two outstanding Christian leaders, Peter and Paul, 

perished in this wave of persecution. Nero had his day of glory. 
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Shortly thereafter a man named Mark came to Rome and wrote a tract to encourage the 

Christians he met.  These Christians followed a crucified Messiah themselves and therefore 

didn’t expect any better treatment than their Lord had received before them. This tract (what we 

call “The gospel according to Mark”) was written to sustain beleaguered Christians who could be 

and were harassed and tormented at any time depending on Nero’s mood.  You and I, remember, 

live in relative peace.  Mark’s readers didn’t.  They needed his “good news” about Jesus. 

 

Mark wrote his gospel shortly after Nero’s cruelties had begun to brutalise Christians in Rome.  

Mark wrote it believing that the One from Nazareth who had sustained harassed people during 

his earthly ministry in Palestine was still present, 35 years later, to sustain men and women in the 

empire’s pressure-cooker. 

 

I am focussing on Mark’s gospel today because Advent begins a new church year and Mark’s 

gospel is the backbone of this year’s Lectionary readings.  Mark’s gospel has many themes 

coursing throughout it.  Nevertheless, there’s one major theme and one only: Jesus Christ is 

victor.  Wherever Jesus comes upon sin, sickness, sorrow, suffering, the demonic and death, he 

conquers them.  Jesus triumphs.  He vanquishes the hostile powers that break down men and 

women, push them toward despair, impoverish life, undermine hope, collapse resistance.  Jesus 

vanquishes every hostile power that afflicts us, torments us, fragments us.  Jesus is victor. 

 

One-half of Mark’s gospel concerns only one week of Christ’s life, the final week, the week that 

builds toward the climax of his death. In other words, death is the big event, the big power, the 

biggest enemy of all.  Now while death is the biggest enemy, it is not alone; death has errand 

boys, “flunkies” who do his bidding and anticipate his work.  Death’s errand boys soften us up 

so that death himself can intimidate us throughout our life and pulverise us all the more readily at 

the end. Death’s “flunkies” are sin, sorrow, suffering, the demonic (radical evil.) 

 

Think of how suffering, especially protracted suffering, wears us down and distorts our thinking 

and usurps time and energy, simply preoccupies us, until we seem to have nothing left to give 

away.  Sorrow continues to afflict bereaved people long after they thought sorrow would have 

ceased haunting them.  Sin hammers all of us.  Christians are disturbed to find that the sin we 

sincerely repudiate crops up again and again until we wonder if we aren’t stalled spiritually.  The 

demonic?  Ten minutes’ reflection on the state of the world and its convulsions in the twentieth 

century alone and we ought to be convinced about the fact and virulence of radical evil. 

 

All of these powers, says Mark, are gathered up in the power of death. They are death-on-the-

way, death-around-the corner, death as the ruling power throughout the universe — except for 

Jesus Christ who bested it once and brandishes his victory in the face of death’s refusal to quit 

although defeated.  For this reason while Mark never undervalues, makes light of, or trifles with 

death and his many manifestations, Mark always has more to say, and more to say more 

emphatically, about the conquering one whose victory is the ultimate truth and reality of the 

universe and whose victory, now known only to faith, will one day be known to sight as the 

defeated one is finally dispersed; this final dispersal is the event the Apostle Paul calls “the day 

of the Lord,” or “the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ.” 
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2. Long before the present day ‘woke’ culture of alertness to injustice in society, Jesus 

commanded his disciples to “stay awake!”  Believers have been living woke for centuries.  The 

question is, awake to what?  Or, in keeping with the gospel question, awake to whom? 

 

In our reading from Mark’s gospel, Jesus has been talking with his disciples about his prediction 

that the temple in Jerusalem would be destroyed.  Forty years later the Romans razed that temple.  

So, what is Jesus talking about when he says, “Then they will see ‘the Son of Man coming in 

clouds’ with great power and glory then.”  Many commentators would say that Jesus has 

switched topics from the coming destruction of Jerusalem to his second coming.  Others think he 

is still talking about the present time when the destruction of the temple will take place.  Keep in 

mind that our Lord’s prophetic word can have both an immediate fulfilment and a fuller future 

fulfillment as well. 

 

Jesus is citing a line from a vision of the prophet Daniel (Daniel 7:13-14) in this phrase “the Son 

of Man coming in clouds;” Daniel’s vision foresaw a future figure when one like the son of man 

was given dominion and glory and kingship, that all peoples, nations, and languages should serve 

him.  The gospel declares that Jesus was given this dominion when he ascended ‘to the right 

hand of the Father.’ Keep in mind that the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus is 

presented in the gospel as the one event that is Jesus Christ.  It is in this event that death is 

declared conquered; the battle is won.  It is the hinge of salvation history.   

 

This the reason that in Handel’s Messiah the much loved ‘Hallelujah’ chorus is placed at the end 

of the section titled “His ascension.”  The chorus rightly declares that it was then that “The 

kingdom of this world is become the kingdom of our Lord and of His Christ, And He shall reign 

for ever and ever.”  What we know by faith now—Jesus reigns—will one day be known to sight 

when, ‘death will be no more.’  So, our Lord calls us to live awake to the truth of the reality that 

the day of the Lord is coming.  ‘The day of the Lord’ includes the consummation of the defeat of 

death secured in Jesus Christ at his death and resurrection.   

 

It should surprise no one that we are going to die.  For the believer this is not a morbid subject 

because our Lord has rendered death a doorway from life to life.  This is the promise of eternal 

life in him.  To be sure, some things about dying can surprise us.  On May 22 of this year Valerie 

and I were sitting in our living room having a conversation with a doctor discussing a plan to 

preserve, as best we could, the quality of the time we had left together; the fact that just seven 

days later she passed away was a surprise.  And many of you have been surprised, may I say 

even shocked, with the suddenness of an unanticipated death.  Yet the fact that we die is not 

surprising.  The point I raise with you is this; to live awake to the coming of our Lord is to live 

life knowing that death no longer has dominion over us. 

 

As Christians awake to his coming, we ought to live life freely not fearfully; free to serve Jesus 

Christ not afraid that we will lose our life.  Life is a gift, and we ought to embrace it as such 

understanding the promise that in Him it will never be lost.  “I am the resurrection and the life” 

said Jesus, “and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.”  (i.e. never lost to God).  

In the gospels when things threatened the lives of disciples Jesus said, “Don’t be afraid.”  Mark 

tells us how Jesus came walking on the water during the storm and said to the disciples, “Take 

heart, it is I: do not be afraid.”  He tells his readers this so they will know it to be the Lord’s 
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word to them in the storms that overtake their lives.  In John’s gospel our Lord says to us, ‘Do 

not let your hearts be troubled.  Believe in God, believe also in me. In my Father’s house there 

are many dwelling-places.  If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for 

you?   

 

Please do not misunderstand.  I said that believers ought to live life freely and by that I do not 

mean recklessly.  Prudence teaches us that reasonable precautions around matters of our health 

are reasonable.  Prudence says that if I am going to take my grandchildren on a bicycle ride, I 

don’t take them onto the 407 highway, rather, we go to an off-road trail.  At the same time, I take 

them bike riding even though there is a risk of injury even on an off-road trail.  Life has risks.  In 

these days when people have been so isolated because of fear of a disease may I encourage you 

to find ways to connect with those profoundly affected by such isolation.  To hear a voice of 

cheer on a telephone call or see your smiling face through communication technology is a great 

blessing. 

 

Most of us know of friends and neighbours and relatives who suffer difficult things.  We know of 

bereaved people who are finally emerging from ‘the long night’ only to discover that they 

themselves are seriously ill.  Others live with permanent disability and chronic pain; and then 

there is the bi-polar person victimized by body-chemistry.  And of course, there’s the person 

whose neurological disease is irreversible.  What is the nature of our ministry on behalf of all 

such?   If our ministry consisted in saying, “Never mind; it’s not as bad as you think”, they’d ask 

us not to call again.  On the other hand, if we try to empathize with sadness in our voice or pity, 

we are of little help.   There’s relatively little that we can say, relatively little that we can do, but 

ever so much that we must be.  We must be those whom the triumph of Jesus Christ possesses so 

genuinely, so thoroughly, so profoundly that our presence and voice bespeaks his victory for 

those who otherwise feel they are nothing but victims.  In conquering death, Jesus is victor over 

all death’s errand boys as well.  

 

4. Above all, the Christians of Mark’s era knew that the One who had been raised from the dead 

in defiance of death would see them through their dying and would share his glory with them 

eternally.  This is the great hope we emphasize on this the first Sunday of Advent.  This is what 

undergirds living life awake to His coming; awake to the day of our Lord Jesus Christ.  We will 

see “the Son of Man coming in clouds” with great power and glory.  Amen. 


