
SIGNS OF THE TIMES 

 → As many of you here today will know, I grew up on a farm and so watching 
the weather forecast was something that featured heavily in our lives – not just once 
a day but two or even three times a day.  What could be achieved each day was 
often very dependent upon the weather particularly when it was time to till crops or 
harvest them, and so our very livelihood depended on the weather.   

……….But the thing that often puzzled me was that though we would watch the 
forecast avidly, there’d be many times when Dad would disagree with the forecasters 
and he’d have his own view on what the weather was likely to be for the rest of the 
week or for the rest of the season sometimes.  And there were many occasions 
when he was right and the forecasters were wrong – not always, but often! 

……….You see, like many other farmers, Dad had got used to observing the signs 
and so his weather forecasting was often based on the direction of the wind or the 
amount of cloud cover.  Sometimes it was about whether there was dew on the 
grass in the morning or perhaps whether the cows were lying down or not.  He knew 
what was in store because of the signs that he saw all around us. 

 → The passage of scripture that we’ve heard this morning from Luke’s gospel 
is all about signs, about things to look out for, about things that might happen, and 
you may well be wondering this morning, what on earth has all that got to do with 
Advent and with Christmas?  Everywhere we look, people’s thoughts have already 
turned toward Christmas – trees are being put up, even here in church, homes are 
being decorated, carols are being played, presents are being wrapped and cards are 
being written.  Over the next few weeks, we’ll participate in a number of special acts 
of worship.  We are surrounded by signs that Christmas is coming! 

……….So, with all that going on around us, why does the church encourage us to 
look at this particular passage of scripture today?  It doesn’t necessarily feel like a 
whole lot of good news when we first read it?  There’s not much that’s Chrismassy 
about this picture, is there – at least not in terms of the commercial version of 
Christmas.  So what’s it all about for us as we arrive at the start of Advent today? 

 → The word “Advent” comes from the Latin verb “venio” which means to 
come and “advenio” which means to come towards.  So, we’re coming towards 
something and this morning as we’ve already mentioned we have this sense that 
Christmas is coming – the preparations have begun.  But what we celebrate at 
Advent is not that Christmas is coming, but that Jesus is coming and this passage of 
scripture gives us something of a “wake-up call” to remind us that this is what this 
season is really all about! 

……….It’s so very easy for us to become distracted by the shopping, and the traffic 
jams and the baking and the endless parties that we miss out on the good news that 
is at the heart of our Christmas celebrations when we eventually arrive at them.  So, 
“wake up” is the first message of this Advent season.  “Be alert, look for the signs, 
remember who is coming!” 

 → But, not only does Advent try to wake us up, it also encourages us to look 
in two directions.  It invites us to look back to the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem but also 



to look forward to his coming again.  So, on the first week in Advent we always find 
ourselves with a passage of scripture that encourages us to look into the future. 
 
……….So, we’re to look into the future and to look for the signs of his coming, but of 
course, scripture does say that none of us really know when it’s going to happen.  In 
Matthew 24 v 26 we even find Jesus himself saying “No one knows, however, when 
that day and hour will come – neither the angels in heaven nor the Son; the Father 
alone knows.”   
 
……….Over the years plenty of people have tried to convince us that they’ve worked 
out exactly when Jesus will return.  And some of them do that to frighten us into 
action.  But the dates they’ve predicted have come and gone and still we wait 
because none of us know when Jesus will return.  The disciples who were following 
Jesus when he was here on earth presumed that his return was imminent after he 
returned to the glory of heaven.  But still two thousand years later we wait.  Christ 
could return at any time.  No one knows. 
 
 → The one thing we do need to recognise though is that this “wake up call” 
that this scripture gives us today isn’t there to frighten us but to give us hope.  It may 
speak of signs, events and happenings that are difficult and painful but Luke records 
Jesus saying, “When these things begin to happen, stand up and raise your heads, 
because your salvation is near.”  Do you hear those words today?  In the midst of 
tragedy, in the midst of war and rumours of war, in the midst of poverty and hunger, 
in the midst of all the awful things in our world and in the midst of the stresses and 
complexities of our own personal lives, there is hope.  We can raise our heads and 
see that God is near because that’s the message of this Advent season.   
 
……….We’ve already heard where God is active in our local situations when we 
shared in our Advent liturgy earlier and we can find plenty of examples in scripture 
where God was present in the darkness, bringing light and hope into situations.  For 
example, in the beginning God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light.  God 
was in the darkness bringing light into the world.  Moses went up into the darkness 
and cloud that covered Mount Sinai to receive the Ten Commandments.  There he 
met with God who was present in the darkness and received from him a framework 
that was meant to help the Israelite people know how to live in ways that pleased 
God and would bring light and joy into their lives.    On Easter morning, while it was 
still dark, Jesus rose from the dead.  God was there in the darkness of that morning, 
bringing life, and hope and light into the situation. 
 
……….Advent is a season in which we truly have reason to remember that we are a 
people of hope.  We sing because we remember that Emmanuel, God is with us.  
When we sense that we’re in the darkness, Advent reminds us that we’re not alone.  
When we’re distracted and sometimes even overwhelmed by the worries that life 
brings our way, the God of hope is with us.  This season encourages us to lift our 
heads, look towards God and see him coming to us in the middle of our troubles and 
our darkness and our despair.  He is our hope, he is our light, he is our salvation. 
 
 → So, remembering that we cannot know when Christ will return, the more 
important thing for us is to think about how we prepare for that time, how we live in 
the here and now and how we reflect the hope that is in us because of the faith we 
have in Christ.  And this season of Advent, gives us the chance to really think about 
that and reflect on our relationship with God and how we live out our faith in him 



each day.  Sadly though for lots of people this next few weeks won’t be about hope 
and joy and peace and reflection – it’ll be about stress and shopping lists and 
arguments and financial strain.  And when all the festivities of Christmas are over 
there’ll be unwanted presents to return and debts to pay off and an empty feeling 
that suggests that perhaps something was left out of all the celebrations! 
 
……….But it doesn’t have to be like that.  We can be full of hope because this is the 
time of year when we remember that Christ came into the world to be our Saviour, 
our Light, our Salvation and we can reflect that in our daily living if we’re willing to 
allow God to change our perspective on what will make this season good for us. 
 
……….About six years ago now, a small group of American ministers created 
something called the Advent Conspiracy.  It came about because they discovered 
that American people were spending 450 billion dollars on Christmas presents whilst 
it would only take 10 billion dollars to solve the greatest health problem that exists in 
the world today and that is the lack of clean water that so many people experience. 
 
……….So, that year, and every year since they’ve encouraged the American people 
and people in other places across the world too to buy one less Christmas gift – like 
that sweater that’ll never be worn, or the candle that’ll never be lit, or the ornament 
that’ll never be put on display.  And then of course, give the money that would’ve 
been spent on that gift to provide clean water somewhere in the world.  What a 
fantastic idea! 
 
……….The first Christmas saw people gathered around a manger to worship the 
Christ child.  What if this Advent we made worshipping Christ a priority?  What if we 
conspired to buy less and to give more?  What if we committed ourselves to loving 
more, to offering forgiveness quickly and seeking reconciliation at the earliest 
opportunity?  What difference would that make to your life and what hope would it 
bring to the world and the lives of the people around you?     
 
 → We are called to be alert and to stay on guard as we anticipate the coming 
of Christ.  The apostle Paul wrote to the church in Rome “You know that the time has 
come for you to wake up from your sleep.  For the moment when we will be saved is 
closer now than it was when we first believed.”   What are the signs of hope that you 
see around you in the midst of all the distress and angst in our world today?  Where 
can you see God at work?  What are the signs of hope that you are giving to others 
because of the way you chose to live out your faith? 
 
……….At this time of year there will be lots of pleasantries spoken, lots of warm and 
gentle greetings exchanged but unless they can truly bring hope into the cancer 
wards of our hospitals, or the hostels for the homeless or the asylum seeker camps 
or the soup kitchens for the hungry, then they are not the gospel of Christ.  Jesus 
came as a humble child to bring light to a dark and hopeless world.  He will come 
again in all his power and glory, but today he comes to you, looking for that place in 
your life that will bring you hope and enable you in turn to offer hope to others.   
 
 


