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In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, Amen. We hear these words from the
Gospel reading, Luke 12:40 again, “You also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an hour you
do not expect.” So far the Word of the Lord.
Of all the church services we have here, Thanksgiving and New Year’s Eve are the only two secular
holidays that Zion also celebrates. Yet celebrations of thanksgiving and a new year are not merely secular ideas.
The Bible is full of thanksgiving with many of our Psalms teaching us how to give God thanks. There also is an
Old Testament tradition of celebrating a new year. Jews today still celebrate Rosh Hashanah, which means “head
of the year” as in the first of the year. Interestingly, Rosh Hashanah is the day Jews celebrate, among other things,
God’s creation of the world. Side note, perhaps more interesting, at least to me, is that Christians don’t have a
special day in which we celebrate God’s creation of the world. You’d think that would be an important thing to
commemorate. But that is what a New Year’s celebration is in some ways, isn’t it? We say good-bye to the old
year, and with hope we look to the new year with a renewed spirit and joyful anticipation for what is to come and
the new things God has in store for us. As one of our shut-ins recently said, “We don’t know what tomorrow
holds, but we know Who holds tomorrow.”
Rather than anticipating the things that are yet to come, our Gospel reading today is more focused on being
prepared to receive He who is to come, the Son of Man. While New Year’s Eve in the secular realm is oftentimes
an excuse for debauchery and drunkenness, New Year’s Eve for the Christian is an occasion to sober the mind,
for each New Year is one year closer to when Christ returns. 1 Peter 4:7 teaches, “The end of all things is at
hand; therefore be self-controlled and sober-minded for the sake of your prayers.” It is hard to be fervent in
prayer if you don’t have the fullness of the faculties of your mind. Our prayers, while perhaps not always expressly
stating so, have their ending in the End, that is to say, the Last Day. When we pray, for example, that God would
heal a loved one who is sick or dying, while we ask for it here in time, we trust that ultimately God will answer
that prayer in eternity at the resurrection of the body and life everlasting. When you get into your car and pray
that the Lord grant you safe travels, whether it be to work or the grocery store, we trust and hope that God will
answer that prayer in time so we can safely get home afterwards, but we ultimately trust that God will grant us
safe passage to eternal life in heaven. You see, our prayers ultimately are directed towards the Last Day even
though the particulars are asked in this day.
So the Christian must stay ready now because we don’t know when that Last Day is. A soldier cannot go
into an unexpected battle staggering from too much to drink. We are Christian soldiers marching off to war with
the cross of Jesus going on before. Jesus leads the way. Peter writes elsewhere in 1 Peter 1:13, “Gird up the
loins of your mind, be sober, and hope to the end for the grace that is to be brought unto you at the
revelation of Jesus Christ.” As Christian soldiers, we stay dressed for action by fixing our eyes firmly on Jesus,
“the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising
the shame” (Heb 12:2). Crucifixion was humiliating. Public displays of punishment always are. Yet Christ
despised the shame that came with His crucifixion. In other words, He didn’t think anything of it, downplaying it
as insignificant, and joyfully submitted to His Father’s will. He was “obedient to the point of death, even death
on a cross” (Phil 2:8). We Christian girds up the loins of our mind by staying sober, ready to follow Jesus to the
cross, that even if we get humiliated for our faithfulness, we, too, might despise such shame, thinking nothing of
it, and instead joyfully embracing it.
That’s the thrust of our Gospel reading today. When Jesus says, “Stay dressed for action and keep your
lamps burning” (Lk 12:35), He is exhorting us to stay spiritually sober, always having our loins girded for battle.
While we need physical sleep because of the nature our bodies, there is no such thing as a need for spiritual
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slumber. While we shut the lights off at night to get rest, the Christian always keeps the Light of the world that is
Christ turned on. The way we “keep our lamps burning” is by regularly receiving Christ in Word and Sacrament.
Regularly means daily searching the Scriptures at home (Jn 5:39), and gladly hearing and learning God’s Word
here at Church (3rd Commandment) and in Bible Study downstairs. Just as no one in their right minds turns their
furnace off during the cold winter months or else their water pipes would freeze and burst, so also no Christian in
the soberness of their mind shuts off the Light whom darkness cannot overcome by ignoring Christ’s invitation
to His feast.
When Jews observe the feast of Rosh Hashanah, their New Year, it is a ten day celebration that also has
a focus on repentance, for ten days later they also celebrate Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement. You can read
more about the Day of Atonement in Leviticus 16. To summarize, in case you don’t know what happens, there
are two goats. One goat was killed as a “sin offering for the people”, whose blood was brought “inside the veil”
of the Most Holy Place, which was “sprinkled over the mercy seat and in front of the mercy seat” thus making
atonement for the Holy Place because of all the people’s sins (Lev 16:15). The other goat was allowed to live,
but “Aaron (was to) lay both his hands on the head of the goat, and confess over it all the iniquities of the
people of Israel, and all their transgressions, all their sins” (Lev 16:21). And then Aaron was to send the goat
away into the wilderness. This goat sent off is where we get the word scapegoat from, by the way.
Here is how this all connects. On the one hand, when the Jews celebrated their New Year, while thankful
for God’s creation, they also were contrite for their own sins. They knew ten days later they would be observing
the Day of Atonement when their sins were atoned for by the shedding of the goat’s blood in the temple, and also
by the removal of their sins literally from the community of believers with the removal of the scape goat from
their midst. Since they knew the Day of Atonement was coming, they stayed ready by living in repentance.
On the other hand and in the same way, we Christians celebrate the New Year thankful to God for all the
gifts of His creation that He gives to us for the good of both body and soul. We thank Him for the gifts of this
past year, but we also trust in the assurance of faith that He is going to continue to provide for us in the new year
to come. We, also, though, confess our sins. We live in daily repentance. We don’t have a ten day waiting period
before the Day of Atonement gets here. That day was fulfilled in Christ when He died on the cross. He was
sacrificed, “whose blood cleanses us from all sins” (1 Jn 1:7), becoming our scapegoat who removes all
transgressions from the community of believers.
And yet, unlike the Jews who knew their Yom Kippur was coming ten days later, we don’t know when the
Son of Man is going to return for the final time. So our readiness, the girding of our loins in anticipation of the
Son of Man returning is rooted in the forgiveness of sins that Christ already made atonement for. It is when we
believe in the forgiveness of our sins for Jesus’ sake, that we have the strength, courage, and certainty to confess
along with the Apostle Paul in our Epistle reading that “neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things
present nor things to come, nor powers, nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able
to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom 8:38-39). No one and nothing can separate
you from the love of Christ.
Jesus says, “Blessed are those servants whom the master finds awake when He comes” (Lk 12:37).
Stay awake, brothers and sisters in Christ. Keep your lamps burning by continuing to receive Him who will not
let you slumber. In Jesus’ name, Amen.
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New Year’s Eve Sermon thoughts to consider:
Listen for the relationship/connections between the Jewish celebration of the New Year (Rosh Hashanah)
and how the Christian celebrates the New Year.
Consider the importance of staying sober-minded as we prepare for Jesus’ Second Coming, and what this
means for you personally in your daily life.
Consider how Jesus has made atonement for your sin and is the foundation of your readiness, who enables
and empowers you to stay spiritually awake.
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