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Sermon Text: Luke 12:35-40
Occasion: New Year’s Eve, 31 Dec 2023

Staying Awake at New Years

Grace, mercy and peace be to you in the name of God our Father and our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.

Blessed are those servants whom the master finds awake when he comes. Truly, I say to you, he will dress himself for service and have them recline at table, and he will come and serve them. (Luke 12:37)

It is part of the New Years’ tradition to stay awake to see the new day dawning—figuratively speaking, of course, since it is still dark at midnight. In our gospel reading, Jesus tells us to stay awake for a different reason. He is not telling us to watch out for the times and the seasons. Jesus tells us to stay awake for his second coming.

It has only been a week since we have celebrated Jesus first coming in the flesh on Christmas Day. This marks God coming to be with us that he might save us from our sins. By taking on our humanity, Christ bore all humanity’s sins upon the cross, therefore destroying sin’s hold over us. And after Jesus rose from the dead, he ascended into heaven that he may begin the end of the world. As the angels said who watched Christ go into heaven, Christ will come down in the same way (Acts 1:11). He won’t come in a manger wearing swaddling cloths again. He will come with glory and power among the clouds for our deliverance from evil. We do not know when this will happen, so we “stay awake” by faithfully waiting for Christ to return. It is this return we eagerly await because once Christ comes back, we will get to join him in paradise.

Jesus uses a metaphor of a master returning to his house and rewarding the servants who were awake and ready to serve him. Oddly enough, the master serves the servants before they can serve him. The obvious expectation is that the servants would be staying awake that they may do their duty to their master, that is, they are awake to do some future service. But that is not what the master has in mind. The only one who serves when the master returns is the master himself. He flips everything around. It is not the works of the servants the master rewards nor does the master expect more work to be done when he comes. Instead, the master simply desired the faithful devotion of the servants to their master and the master takes care of all the rest. 

This is of course what Christ intends to do for us. He is the master who has called us to be his servants, and we do serve him by trying to follow all his words. “Love the Lord with all your heart, mind, soul, and strength. Love your neighbour as yourself.” We don’t do this because our hard work in the world gets us the graces of God. We do this because this is us living in faith, that is, us staying awake. We are devoted to Christ and his love for the world, which is why we are doing these things. It is how we diligently await his return. 

But being awake in the faith and living it out is easier said than done. It is hard to live faithfully to God in a world filled with temptations and hardships. It’s difficult to faithfully love our neighbours when they demand something different then what the Bible tells us to do. Despite the ongoing chatter from the unbelieving world—or, rather because of it, we are drifting off to sleep.

This reminds me of staying up for New Years. People who don’t tend to go to New Years’ parties often sit in front of their televisions. The television is chattering away but this helps the drooping of your eyelids more than it hinders. The noise comfortingly lulls you to sleep regardless of your desire to stay up to midnight. I know for my parents, it is incredibly difficult to stay awake in front of the television even at the best of times. Mix into that the need to stay up an extra couple hours, well, that’s not going to happen easily. For myself, I have trouble staying up late when I listen to audiobooks. I put them on because I am too tired to read and the chatter allows my mind to drift off in to slumber.

And I don’t know about you, but this often leads to a rude awakening. When you do wake up in the middle of the night, you realize what happened. You fell asleep too early. And if you try to get up now to do the things you didn’t get to do before—like celebrate New Years or do that last chore you didn’t get to do—then you don’t feel tired enough to go back to sleep. You are lying awake for hours trying to have the sleep you were just enjoying, but you can’t. The night’s rest is ruined and you, when you finally do wake up in the morning, feel tired and worn out. All because you fell asleep early.

Jesus tells us to stay awake because if he comes back when we are asleep, there will be a rude awakening. (If the Lord returns and finds you awake in the faith and living it out as one redeemed, then he welcomes you for your devotion to him.) If the Lord returns and finds you asleep in the faith, that is, not doing the work of the Lord but performing the works of the flesh, then the Lord will cast you out of his house. You were not a servant to God so neither will God serve you. That is only fair. If someone receives a place in God’s household and treats it as nothing, then that is definitely showing you are unworthy of it.

In truth, all of us are unworthy of the household of God since every one of us has sinned, but this should make us treat His dwelling among us as all the more valuable. God did not call us to be His servants here in the world because we would do the perfect job. God called us to be His servants in order to make us better. He has given us a purpose in this world we did not have before. He gave us the goal of serving one another selflessly, not thinking about ourselves but looking out for each other’s good. It is often a thankless job because we put in all sorts of effort with little return, but we still move forward in faith by the grace of God. It is because we love God and are faithful to His command that we do what we should, not because we are seeking the applause of everyone we help. We look for the approval of our Lord and Master because His commendation will be the only thing that matters in the end. We desire to ear Him say, “Well done good and faithful servant.”

And Christ tells us stay awake as his servants, so let’s stay awake. So, how do we stay awake in service to our Lord? Well, the Lord roused us from the slumber of death in sin to new life, so let’s look to how he did this first. If the Lord has awakened us before, certainly he will keep us awake now. And the Lord made us awake by calling us to awaken from sin and death. He used his word (John 5:25). If we wish to stay awake, we should constantly be hearing the Lord’s call to us. Even though Jesus Christ is absent in the flesh, descending from heaven only on the Last Day, we still hear his voice and his instructions clearly through the Word he always speaks to us. Going to the Word to stay awake is a good first step. God will tell us to rise from our bed of sin right there in His word. In fact, Eph 5:14 tells us, “Awake, O sleeper, and arise from death and Christ will shine on you.”

This brings me to my next point: we need the light of Christ. Logically enough, it will be easier to stay awake in the light than the dark. In fact, Christ warned his disciples a number of times that we must work in this world while we have the Light so the darkness will not overtake us (John 12:35). The Light is of course Christ himself. We need his Light shining among us. One of the dangers we face is the darkness of the world—the bare evil that is present here alongside the innumerable temptations we face. But you have the Light of Christ that shines in the darkness. You have received him by grace through faith and now he shines his Light within you. Therefore, do not taint yourself with darkness. Do not feed your soul with evil, envy, lust, hate, drunkenness, or anything else that will cast shadows on the Light within you. It is good to stay away from such things.

And finally, I want to talk about what causes us to fall asleep: the chatter in the darkness. As you might get lulled to sleep by the sound of the television, the radio, or online videos, what are these things truly saying? Are they reflecting the words of Jesus that caused you to wake from death? Do they shine with the Light of Christ? If the world chatters away at you with the sounds of its will, not God’s, then you might want to turn it off. You might want to distance yourself from it if it is causing your faith to fall asleep. It seems that there is a lot of stuff out there that tries to shout over the word of Christ. If you cannot shout back—if you cannot repeat the voice of Christ to thunder over these words of the world, then it might be good to withdraw yourself from those things. It is far better to stay awake in the faith—to live out the word of God—then to have Christ return and find you asleep in death from sin once more because that will bring about a rude awakening.

Therefore, stay awake (Mark 13:37)! Christ’s call has already roused you from the slumber of sinful death; therefore, go back to Christ’s Word as many times as you need to hear how you are alive in faith. And the Light of Christ’s salvation already surrounds you, do not cast shadow upon it by willfully doing what is evil. And if the chattering temptations of the world are too much for you to bear, then it is alright to retreat to Christ’s Church that you may have his Word and Light keep you awake. It’s not because you would make a perfect servant that Christ called you. He called you that he could offer you a place in his household. Christ comes to household of faith here in the Church in his Word and Sacrament; and he is coming upon the clouds on the Last Day. When he finds you in his house, when he finds you in faith, he will make a place for you in the feast without end where he will eternally serve you. Amen.

The peace that surpasses all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.
