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Amazing Emmanuel: a true hero for all time

7) Watch the sky for your Superhero’s return
Introduction
In the early days of television


-- when reception was unpredictable --



the beginning and ending of the Superman show was very predictable.

Every 30 minute program began by introducing the superhero:


“Faster than a speeding bullet.


More powerful than a steaming locomotive.


Able to leap tall buildings in a single bound.


It’s a bird…it’s a plane…it’s Superman!”

How did it end?

Every program concluded with the townsfolk in distress,


looking to the sky for the one person who could rescue them;



and – just in the nick of time – the caped hero would appear to save them.

At the beginning of the Christmas season, 


we introduced our Superhero: the Amazing Emmanuel, a true hero for all time.

Throughout the month of December,


his 1st coming – as an infant – dominated our conversation.

This morning, though


-- as we come to the end of the Christmas season --



we, like the townsfolk in a Superman story,




find ourselves looking to the sky,





watching for the 2nd coming of our Amazing Emmanuel.

How and when our Superhero returns 

is not as important as the fact that he will.

Often, we’re just like little children wanting to know:


“How many more days, Daddy?”

But even though Daddy knows,


he’s not telling.

He simply urges us to be on the lookout…


and be ready for this great event.

How can we do this?

I suggest that we take a cue from some wise men –


the Magi who, 2000 years ago, 

watched the sky for the 1st coming of the Amazing Emmanuel.

As we watch the sky for the return of our superhero…


as we wait for the day when Jesus will once again walk this earth…



we would do well to do what those wise men did:




to look up…and ahead,





then look down…and check.

Watch the sky for your Superhero’s return

1) Look up…and ahead
The wise men are a prominent feature of Christmas scenes and the Christmas season.

Yet we know very little about them.

We do not even know how many there were, do we?

We only know that they followed a star… 

followed it until they found the child called Jesus.

Throughout their journey from the east to the west,


they never looked back.

They only looked up (at the star)…and ahead (to the King who had come).

No wonder they were called wise men.

They were living their lives as the Lord of life suggests.

Scan the Bible…and you will quickly discover that


God seldom tells his people to look back.

Children of hope is what we are to be…


children who pass our days looking up…and ahead.

Yet, throughout history, God’s people seem to love history;


they seem to enjoy looking back.

And we are no exception, are we?

For we, too, often long for the “good old days”;


we, too, think it somehow would be better if we somehow could go back.

We forget that there is a lot of bad in the “good old days”,


including all the bad things we thought, said and did –



bad things for which a good man named Jesus has already suffered and died –




why?

so that all our bad things could be forgiven…and forgotten.

The “good old days” also include a lot of bad things that happened to us –


bad things that a good God either has turned or is turning into good for us.

Transforming dark yesterdays into bright tomorrows –


that is what God is doing.

Why, then, do we often like to look back?

Even if the “good old days” contained some “happy days” 

-- happy days spent in the company of a dear one who is now “dearly departed” --

why long for the union we once had?

Why not long for the re-union we will have?

the re-union that God is preparing for all those – as that pastor named Paul says --

“who long for (the Lord’s) appearing”? [2 Timothy 4:8]

“Looking back,” John Wayne once said,


“Looking back is a bad habit.”

The Duke also seemed to be a wise man.

Wise men – and women – look up…and ahead.

Listen to what God himself tells us.

Hear his description of what lies ahead.

Hear his directions for what to do.

“For as the lightning comes from the east to the west, so will be the coming of the Son of Man. … Therefore, keep watch, because you do not know on what day your Lord will come.” [Matthew 24:27,42]
“There will be signs in the sun, moon and stars.  On earth, nations will be in anguish…  Men will faint from terror, apprehensive of what is coming on the world… At that time they will see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with power and great glory.  When these things begin to take place, stand up and lift up your heads, because your redemption is drawing near.” [Luke 21:25-28]
“We do not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like other people, who have no hope. … For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, … with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first.  After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air.  And so we will be with the Lord forever.  Therefore, encourage each other with these words.”  [1 Thessalonians 4:13,16-18]
“The day of the Lord will come like a thief.  The heavens will disappear with a roar; the elements will be destroyed by fire, and the earth and everything in it will be laid bare. … But in keeping with his promise we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of righteousness.”  [2 Peter 3:10,13]
Few people noticed the Amazing Emmanuel’s 1st coming.

Everyone, though, will note his 2nd coming.

The day is coming when 

“every knee will bow” and “every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord”. 

[Philippians 2:10-11]
Even though that day will be a dreadful day for many,



it will be a delightful day for us…and for all those “who long for the Lord’s appearing”. 

We, therefore, can look up – and ahead – to that day.

This, however, does mean that we are to become an “end-time fanatic”.

We are not – as someone has said –


to be “so heavenly-minded that we are no earthly good”.

We simply cannot ignore the reason why Jesus has not yet returned…


that is, the reason – or purpose – for which we are still living.

2) Look down…and check
The wise men not only looked up and ahead;


they also looked down…and checked to make sure they were on the right track.

As I said, we don’t know much about the Magi.

However, we can be quite certain that they came from Persia, the site of Iran and Iraq today.

We also can be fairly certain that they were astrologers…

perhaps even priests in that ancient astrological religion called Zoroastrianism.

In any case, they almost certainly brought charts with them –


charts they often checked to make sure they were going in the right direction.

Wise men – and wise women – do that.

They look down to check what they’re doing as they journey to meet the coming King.

And what are we to do as we await the return of our Superhero?

When I became a manager in an international corporation,


I quickly learned a basic principle in managing myself and others.

The principle?

“People do what is checked.”

If you want your children to do their homework before they watch TV,


you had better check it before they watch TV.

Soon you and I will sit down and carefully complete Form 1040.

Why?

Because we want to make sure that our government has all the money it needs?

Or because we know that the IRS will check the forms we submit?

“People do what is checked.”

So, what do people like you and me need to check


as we watch the sky for our Superhero’s return?

I would like to thank Paul d’Amato, a Baptist pastor in Middleboro, Massachusetts,


for preparing a checklist.

I’ve reprinted his checklist in the outline for my message.

Look at the checklist


and you will see that this Baptist pastor named Paul based his list on ancient words –



words written long ago by another pastor named Paul…




but words written to people like you and me –





people wondering what to do 

as they waited for Jesus’ 2nd coming.

Look at this checklist…


but use it only if you are a Christian.

Why do I say that?

Because the Bible says: “Without faith, it is impossible to please God” [Hebrews 11:6]
If you are not a child of God by faith in Christ Jesus,


you simply cannot please God…

no matter what you do…and even if it is checked.

In fact, if you or I are not a child of God by faith,


we won’t find this checklist to be very pleasing at all --

it will – instead – be rather irritating.

However, if we have looked to the Amazing Emmanuel as our Savior,


and are now looking for his return as King,



then look down at the list…




look down and check – first of all – your inner life.

Inner life?

Yes! Check what’s going on in your head and heart.

God tells us that he “did not call us to be impure, but to live a holy life”. [1 Thessalonians 4:7]
Check, then, what you do with the impure in life.

When you see something inappropriate on TV,


do you let it turn you on…or do you turn it off?

When you hear gossip,


are you more inclined to denounce the “gossipee” – the person spoken about –

or the “gossiper” – the person speaking?

When you feel anger starting to boil within you,


do you let it explode…or do you learn to extinguish it?

Remember: “God did not call us to be impure, but to live a holy life”.


as we watch the sky for our Superhero’s return. 

Check your inner life first;


then check your life inside the Body…inside the church.

Each one of us has been SHAPEd by God.

Each one of us is a unique mixture of spiritual gifts and natural abilities…


a special blend of passion, personality and personal experience…



formulated by God for one purpose: 

to build his Body – the church.

Have you, then, discovered your God-given SHAPE?

If you haven’t, you’ll have an opportunity this year to explore what God wants you to do.

But if you already know your SHAPE,

then please check:

are you using it?

are you using it in the Body…to build the Body?

are you using it to build up the members of that Body?

“You have been taught by God,” 

says Pastor Paul to people waiting for Jesus to return…

 “You have been taught by God to love each other”. [1 Thessalonians 4:9]

After checking your life in the Body,


then check your life outside the Body.

“Make it your ambition…” Pastor Paul goes on to say,


“Make it your ambition…that your daily life win the respect of outsiders.” 

[1 Thessalonians 4:11-12]
Do you note a sense of urgency in what the pastor says?

The King is coming…


so “make it your ambition…”

Do people outside the Body even know that we know the coming King?

And if they do know, do they respect us?

“Make it your ambition…that your daily life win the respect of outsiders.”

How can we do that?

I like what Pastor Paul d’Amato has written.

He urges us to “speak the truth in love”.

He writes:


“Talk to people as if they were Christians.


Share what you have learned from God’s word.


When a classmate says the teacher is a jerk,



you can say: 

‘That may be true; but I’ve discovered a way to deal with such people.

The Bible says that we should serve the teacher as if we were serving 

God himself’


When a neighbor tells you of a person who irritates them,



you can say:

‘I’m sorry to hear that; but I’ve learned how to handle such a person.  The Bible says that we go to that person and try to work it out before telling others.’


When you plant tidbits of truth in the minds of outsiders,



you provide them with an opportunity to think of spiritual matters.


Don’t worry about the results.


God makes the seeds grow.”

Check yourself.

Are you making it your ambition…that your daily life win the respect of outsiders?

Finally, check your life perspective.

The King is coming.

Do you see the time that remains as an opportunity to do God’s work?

“Let us not be like others, who are asleep,” says Pastor Paul,


“but let us be alert.” [1 Thessalonians 4:9]
Are you alert…and making the most of the time that is left?

Check yourself.

How do you see school?


Only as a chance to get an education, go out for sports and gain new friends?



Or as an opportunity to be a light in a dark place?

How do you see work?


Only as a way to earn a living?


Or as an opportunity to share Jesus Christ with co-workers or customers?

How do you see the drive to work?


Only as a drudgery to be endured?


Or as an opportunity to pray and praise God?

How do you see your regular walks?


Only as a form of exercise?


Or as an opportunity to meet with or pray for your neighbors?

“Let us not be like others, who are asleep, but let us be alert.”

Conclusion

As the wise men of old,


look up and ahead as you scan the sky for the coming King.

At the same time,


look down and check that you’re doing the right things.

Pastor Paul d’Amato has provided us with a checklist.

He also proposes that we use this checklist with a calendar or diary.

He suggests that whenever we check and find that we are doing the right things,


we should note it on our calendars.

This pastor obviously embraces two principles and practices from the business world:


one, that people do what is checked;


the other, that people’s calendars or diaries show their priorities…



show whether or not they are doing the right things.

An interesting suggestion.

An interesting suggestion that leads to an interesting question?

What would our calendars show?

We say that we know that the Amazing Emmanuel came…


came 2000 years ago to make life with God possible.

We also say that we know the Amazing Emmanuel will come again…


come again to make life with God real and forever.

But what do our calendars show?

Do they show that we are living like God’s children,


waiting to go home to the Father?

Do they show that we are 


living a holy life?



loving each other?




leading a life that wins the respect of outsiders?

looking for opportunities to make a difference for God in the world?

An interesting question…


a question – I hope -- that will linger in your minds and mine



as we mark the passing of each day in this new year.

Let us pray…

Lord Jesus,


each new day is a gift from you, to say nothing of each new year.

Perhaps one day of this year, the skies will open…and you will return.

Enable us to be wise men and women.

Help us to watch sky for your coming.

Fill us with your Spirit 

so that we make the most of the time that remains…

so that we live for you before we begin to live with you.

We join your people of all times and places as we say:


“Come quickly, Lord Jesus!”  Amen.
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