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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

First Sunday of Advent; December 1st, 2013 

   Matthew 24:36-44 

“Like a Thief, Really?” 

~~~~~~~~ 

By most accounts his life was being made new by a little child.  

His daughter, Jackie, was born in May of 2006; she was 

eighteen months old at the time of the incident.  She will grow 

up without her father because of a thief who broke into the 

house at night.  Sean Taylor, the safety back for the pro football 

team in Washington and former All-American at the University 

of Miami, died a day after he was shot in the leg after a break-in 

at his home on November 26th, 2007.  This incident is back in 

the news because the thief and shooter was just this week 

sentenced to prison. Sean Taylor was 24 years old. 

 

“(Sean) was kind of a wild child, like myself,” said New York 

Giants tight end Jeremy Shockey, who played with Taylor at the 

University of Miami and worked-out with him in the off-season. 

 “But life changed for Sean after he had his baby girl.  

Fatherhood really changed him.  He grew up and matured.”   

 

Sean Taylor was a private man.  He rarely granted interviews.  

During his last known interview  he spoke of the joy he felt 

when he made his daughter laugh, how he wanted to give her 

life experiences different from his own, and how he did not fear 

death.  “You can’t be scared of death,” he told the interviewer.  

“When that time comes, it comes...I’ve been blessed.  God’s 

looked out for me, so, I’m happy.”   
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Taylor’s young career was not without troubles.  He had been 

charged with drunken driving; a charge later dismissed.  He had 

been accused of pointing a gun at some people during an 

argument; those charges were reduced to misdemeanors and he 

was sentenced to probation.  He had fired two agents because 

he was not satisfied with his contract.  He was fined at least 

seven times for late hits, uniform violations and other on-field 

infractions.  He was a fierce player – fast and strong and very 

intense – and most everyone believed he had a chance to 

become one of the great safeties ever to play pro-football.  He 

was only in his third season as a pro.  He was maturing and 

getting better and more stable on the field and in his personal 

life; yet a thief came in the night and stole his earthly future.  
(See NPR, Morning Edition, Nov. 27, 2007) 
 ~~~~~~~~ 

But understand this: if the owner of the house had known in 

what part of the night the thief was coming, he would have 

stayed awake and would not have let his house be broken into.  

Therefore you also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming 

at an unexpected hour.   

 ~~~~~~~~ 

This passage is a part of a larger group of passages in the Bible, 

including the story of Noah and the flood to which Jesus 

referred, that I find very difficult.  This passage from Matthew 

speaks of the coming of God’s fulfilment of time in images that 

fill hearts with fear. God, if these are the definitive images, is 

bent on bringing destruction upon a sinful world.  We may be 

eating, drinking, and attending the marriages of our sons and 

daughters when all hell will break loose, and God’s wrath will 
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be unleashed such that the unclean will be swept away or the 

righteous, and only the righteous, will be pulled aboard the ship 

of safety or raised above the burning flames of God’s anger.  

I’ll grant that these are powerful images and the images do lead 

some of us to want to take heed of how we are living our lives, 

but do these images give helpful insight into the God of love 

who was embodied in the One who loved us even unto the 

cross?  I find it difficult to transfer this negative image of a 

thief coming in the night onto the loving Lord of the Universe.  

Does it make for a healthy understanding of God and God’s 

dealings with the human race to have God pictured as a 

apocalyptic thug – not at all unlike the intruder in the home of 

Sean Taylor? 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

You might be saying to yourself, “Does Bob realize that these 

words are from Jesus?  Can a minister in the Presbyterian 

Church (USA) say that he does not like some of the images used 

by the Lord Jesus Christ?  We know this is Nacoochee, but are 

there no boundaries for interpretation and comment on the Holy 

Scriptures?” 

 

Maybe you were not asking yourself those questions, but now 

you are; so let me address them briefly. 

I believe the Bible points beyond itself to God.  The Bible 

is holy in that it offers us common stories through which to 

come to understand God and God’s activity in the world.  I also 

believe that no passage from the Bible, even the ones from Jesus 

(the red letters), come to us without the shaping of human 

interpretation and design both then and now.  Matthew took 
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words from Jesus that were alive in the oral tradition about Jesus 

of Nazareth, the Christ, and shaped them to address issues alive 

in his world and faith community.  We take those words that 

Matthew put down and shape them for issues alive in our world 

and faith community.  The Bible is always being interpreted – 

every word on every page at every time of every age.  There is 

no other way to read the Bible.  We have to interpret – even 

and especially the Word of God in Scripture. 

 

So I am wrestling with a passage that I find difficult because I 

find the images troubling.  Matthew, whoever he was that put 

these stories and words together some 50 to 60 years after the 

death of Jesus, and the people in Matthew’s community may 

have found the images to be exactly what they needed to begin 

to stay awake to the in-breaking of God’s kingdom.  And 

maybe it is our/my wrestling with the troubling images of these 

verses in Matthew’s gospel that awakens us to the shape of 

God’s in-breaking in our time and place.   The power of 

Scripture is that it works by God’s Spirit in every age – not by 

always meaning the same thing but by engaging the readers and 

hearers, us, with the ongoing presence of God at work in the 

world.   

 

I have difficulty with the image of God coming as a thief in the 

night because we live in an age where people act violently in the 

name of God.  If God expresses God’s righteousness in 

violence, then it is not a very large leap for people who think of 

themselves as God’s agents in the world to justify their own 

violence toward other people who are somehow living outside 
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the laws of God, as they understand those laws.  Religion in our 

world today (and I guess this has always been true) is often used 

to put a robe over a dark and hardened heart bent toward hatred 

and intolerance.  So I want to lift up the more peaceful and 

loving images of God in the Bible and let those images be the 

ones that are definitive for me and maybe to some degree for 

this community of faith.   

 

As I understand the boundaries for interpretation in the 

Presbyterian Church (USA) and most other mainline 

denominations (and this is not written down anywhere just like I 

am about to speak it, but I think it would hold up in 

ecclesiastical court – hopefully we will never see if I’m right), 

the boundaries are set by the central conviction that God is so in 

love with the created world that God sent Jesus into the world to 

reveal and embody that love and God’s Spirit remains at work 

giving shape to God’s reign of love.  Any interpretation that 

does not somehow uphold the centrality of God’s love and 

Jesus’ embodiment of that love is beyond the pale. The greatest 

and most profound and truly impacting revelation of all of 

Scripture is this –  God is love!  Everything must serve and 

reflect that amazing gift of Scripture.  

 ~~~~~~~~ 

What I think Matthew and Jesus want these stories to do in our 

lives is to encourage us to stay awake to the loving presence of 

God in our midst and to recognize that one day our time on 

earth will come to an end.  We do not have forever on this earth 

to say yes to God.  We do not have forever to say yes to one 

another.  We do not have forever to contribute to the building 
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up of God’s reign of love on earth.  Now is the time, right now 

is the time, to open our eyes to the presence and calling of the 

God revealed in Scripture through prophets, teachers, poets, 

preachers, and ultimately in Jesus of Nazareth, the Prince of 

Peace.  Now is the time to know of God’s love and to embody 

that love for all. 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

I want to leave us this day with a beautiful and hopeful image 

for the coming reign of God.  It comes from the prophet Isaiah 

and from a modern artist’s interpretation of that vision.  Isaiah 

saw a time, the fulfilment of God’s reign on earth, when all of 

the people of earth will beat our swords into plowshares, and 

our spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword 

against nation, neither shall we learn war any more. 

 

In Washington, D.C. off to the side of the new police building 

where evidence is gathered and analyzed there is a four-ton 

sculpture with the title “Guns to Plowshares.” This 16-foot-high 

steel blade consists of 3,000 handguns welded together to form 

the shape of a plow.  The artist, Esther Augsburger, and her son 

worked for two and half years with the Metro Police 

Department of Washington, D.C. to take handguns that had been 

surrendered by local residents and then to fashion those 

instruments of violence into a monument of peace.   

 ~~~~~~~~ 

May we be awake for and work for the day  

when thieves no longer break in at night to steal and kill. 

May we be awake for and work for the day  

when God’s merciful love soaks into every mind and heart. 
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May we be awake for and work for the day  

when all God’s children of every nation, ethnicity, religion 

walk in the light of the Lord of Love and Peace. Amen. 
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