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The day is coming:  a day for surprises
[James 1:12 & 2 Timothy 4:7-8; 1 Corinthians 15:22-24,35-38,42-44 & Philippians 3:20-21 NLT]
In the beginning…
Surprises…
Some people love them –


the birthday boy surprised by a party;



the young woman surprised by an engagement ring.

Others, though, hate them –


the senior citizen with a heart condition:



too big of a shock could kill her;




the CEO at HSBC…the one who told me: 

“If you can’t meet your performance goals, let me know.

I hate surprises…especially at the end of the year.”

Surprises…

Love ‘em or loathe ‘em –


there will be plenty when Jesus returns.

Jesus once told his followers

that when people see the Son of Man coming in a cloud,



many will actually faint.  [Luke 21:26-27 NIV]
Surprises?  What kind of surprises?
Several weeks ago, one of our members handed me this poem:


“I dreamed death came the other night


And heaven’s gate swung wide.


With kindly grace an angel fair


Ushered me inside.


And there, to my astonishment,


Stood folks I’d known on earth.


Some I’d judged and labeled as


‘Unfit, of little worth.’


Indignant words rose to my lips,


But never were set free.


For every face showed stunned surprise – 


No one expected me!”

I suspect that all of us will be surprised

by some of the people who accompany Jesus when he returns.

We will wonder how they ever made it.

I also suspect that there will be some people


who will be stunned when they see you and me there.
Another reminder that all creatures – great and small – 
are saved by grace…


saved by what God does for us,



not by anything we might happen to do for God.

The day is coming, my friend, when Jesus will come.
It will be a day of surprises.

Most we can’t even anticipate;


duh, that’s why they’re called surprises.

But there are a few…


a few that can whet our appetite for all the surprises of that day –



the few that God has mentioned in his word to us.

This morning, you and I will take a peek at some of these surprises.

A day of surprises
1)  The award goes to…
You may never have attended one,


but I bet you’ve seen one –



an awards ceremony…




especially that ceremony 

where Emmys or Oscars are awarded to those who entertain us.

You’ve sensed the suspense

as the envelope is opened 



and the announcer slowly says: “The award goes to…”

You’ve also seen the surprise


as the camera focuses on the winner.

Wasn’t there a time when you dreamed of being that winner?

You aspired to be actress and imagined getting an Oscar.

Or you stepped up to the plate in a Little League game


and thought, “Watch out, Babe.  Here I come.”

Most of us, though, never make it.
Long ago, we traded our theater costumes for the company computer;


we exchanged our bats for blood pressure monitors.

We simply set out to make living.

We understand: 

for the million who aspire, only one achieves.

We know that, on planet earth,


there are a limited number of crowns.

The economy of heaven, though, is different.

The currency of heaven bears a cross –


a reminder of the place where Jesus died 

to pay for all those sins that separate us from God.

The currency of heaven also bears an open grave –


another reminder of the place where Jesus rose 



to open the kingdom of heaven to all believers.

When Jesus returns then, awards are not limited to a select few,


but – as that pastor named Paul reminds us –



to all who eagerly look forward to Jesus’ glorious return  [2 Timothy 4:8 NLT]
Do you hear what I hear?

The three-letter word “all”?

When Jesus comes back,


the winner’s circle isn’t small –



it’s a heaven full of all God’s children!

Do you know what that means?

Even if you’ve gone unnoticed on planet earth,


you will be well-known in heaven.

If you’ve never been applauded by an audience,


you’ll hear the cheers of the angels.

If you missed the blessing of your old man,


you’ll get the blessing of your Father in heaven.

The small will be great.

The forgotten will be remembered.

That’s right!  You too will receive a crown…


and not just one.

Would you like a preview?

Let’s sneak a look at two of the crowns we will wear.
The crown of life
James – that brother of Jesus – tells us 
that we will receive the crown of life 

that God has promised to those who love him. [James 1:12 NIV]
The crown of life…

All that we do – all that we achieve – on planet earth


is crowned, not with life, but with death.

You and I are not all that durable.

We’re made of dust;

we have a “use-by” date – a day on which we expire.

We just can’t get the thought out of our mind:


we’re going to die.

If you don’t believe me, let me ask you this:


what have you done today to avoid death?



popped a pill…pumped your pecs…passed on the pie?

It’s hard to imagine a life without death;


but if you can, you can imagine heaven.

A man named John – a man who caught a glimpse of heaven – reports


that, in heaven, there will be no more death [Revelation 21:4 NIV]


In heaven, we all wear a crown – the crown of life.
No more death?  Only life?

What a pleasant surprise!
Think of what that means to the mother


whose pregnancy is rewarded with a still-born child.

Think of what that means to the father


whose plans for his family are disrupted by the tragic death of his wife.
Think of what that means for the man or woman who has worked hard to retire,


only to have retirement cut short by cancer.

Never forget: 


life on earth is crowned with death.

But when Jesus returns, 
“surprise…surprise”: death is crowned with life.

No wonder Jesus urges us:


Be faithful, even if you have to die, and I will give you the crown of life. 

[Revelation 2:10 NCV]
The crown of righteousness

That’s the first award;

and here’s another…
Listen to what that pastor named Paul writes as he waits to die:

The prize awaits me – the crown of righteousness 

that the Lord…will give me on that great day of his return.
Then he adds these words:


And the prize is not just for me, 

but for all who eagerly look forward to his glorious return. [2 Timothy 4:8 NLT]



The second award…

the second award that goes to you, to me, to all?

It’s another crown – the crown of righteousness.
And, believe me, when you receive this award,

everything will be all right.

Why isn’t everything all right now?

What’s wrong on planet earth?

You know;

it’s a dirty three-letter word called sin.

Because of sin, you’ve snapped at the ones you love.

Because of sin, you’ve felt ashamed…guilty…bitter.

Because of sin, you have ulcers, sleepless nights and a pain in the neck.

It’s hard to imagine a world without sin.

It’s hard to imagine a world 

where the young are no longer abused 


and the elderly no longer forgotten.

It’s hard to imagine a world


where the poor no longer have less



and the rich no longer want more.

It’s hard to imagine a world without sin,


but if you can, you can imagine heaven…



you can imagine a life where everything will be all right.

Sin has broken a thousand hearts and ten-thousand bodies.

Your addiction…my divorce can all be traced to sin.

But, in heaven, there not only is no beer (boo…hiss!);


there also is no sin (hip, hip, hooray!).

Everything will be all right.

A prophet named Isaiah paints this picture for us:

In that day, the wolf and the lamb will live together; 

the leopard and goat will be at peace…


the cattle will graze among the bears…



babies will crawl safely among poisonous snakes. [Isaiah 11:6-8 NLT]
What a picture!
No tension…no strife – all because there is no sin.

In heaven, everything will be all right.

You know what that means, don’t you?

If you and your ex are both Christians,


you finally will be able to live in peace.

So will all those who are “precious in his sight”…


all those who are “red and yellow, black and white”.

Even the abused and repentant abuser will walk hand-in-hand.
The day is coming, my friend.

Your day is coming.

You may have been overlooked on this planet,


but when Jesus returns, he will remember.
You will listen as the announcer says:


“The award goes to…” –



and – “surprise…surprise” 




you will hear your name called –





not once, but twice.

You’ll get two awards:

the crown of life…and the crown of righteousness.

2) A brand-new you

The next prize – and surprise – is not this T-shirt.
What’s written on the shirt, though, provides a clue.
When Jesus returns, you will get…

a “brand-new you”.

To appreciate this prize and the surprise,

we need to go to a cemetery.

You may think that there are no surprises here:


everybody dies…



and every body that dies is buried.
So what’s new?

Max Lucado tells of a first-grader –


a boy who was learning how plants come from seeds



at the same time he attended his first funeral.

As his family was leaving the cemetery,

the boy said, “I guess this is where they plant people.”

You know, that pastor named Paul would agree.
In fact, I suspect Paul would like us to change 

the way we think about graveside services…

see it not as a burial, but as a planting.

The pastor knows that when you or I die,


our body and soul separate.

Our body – in a sense – “goes to hell”…it starts to decompose;

but our soul goes to heaven.

Paul speaks of an intermediate period 

in which we are away from the body and at home with the Lord. [2 Corinthians 5:8 NIV]
The pastor then goes on to remind us:


When Christ comes again, 

those who belong to him will be raised to life, 

and then the end will come. [1 Corinthians 15:23-24 NCV]
This raising of dead and decomposed bodies raises all kind of questions –

especially this one: what will my raised body look like?

Listen to what Pastor Paul writes in one of his letters:

Some may ask, “How are the dead raised?  What kind of body will they have? …



When you sow a seed, it must die in the ground before it can live and grow.




And when you sow it, it does not have same ‘body’ it will have later.





What you sow is only a bare seed,…






but God gives it a body he has planned for it.

 [1 Corinthians 15:35-38 NCV]
The good pastor makes two good points.
First, you can’t have a new body without the death of the old body;


in other words, you have to plant the old body in ground – just like a seed –

before you can get a new one.

Second, you won’t catch a glimpse of your new body by studying the old body.
That’s good to know.
After all, our bodies aren’t all that good.

Paul describes your body and mine as weak;


he tells us that our bodies will decay [1 Corinthians 15:42-43 NCV]
Isn’t that the truth?

Your body – once strong – is now worn and weary.

Your joints ache and your muscles fatigue.

Or, perhaps, your body was never strong.

Your sight never has been clear;

your hearing never crisp.

Your walk has never been sturdy;


your heart never steady.

You’ve watched others take for granted the health you never head.

Folks, no matter what your body looks like today


-- no matter how it feels --



“surprise…surprise” – when Jesus returns, you’ll get a new one…




there will be a “brand new you”.

Pastor Paul tells us:


He will take these weak mortal bodies of ours 

and change them into glorious bodies like his own. [Philippians 3:21 NLT]
The “body by Jesus”…the body of Jesus.
What does that mean?

After Jesus rose from death, he still had a real body –

real enough to walk to a village called Emmaus…



real enough to eat breakfast with his followers.

But his body was not a clone of the body that was buried.

Mark tells us that Jesus appeared in a different form [Mark 16:12 NIV]
He was different – so different that 

Mary in the garden,


two men on the road to Emmaus,




and a boatload of disciples on the sea





could not recognize him.

When Jesus returns,


will our bodies look so different 

that people won’t instantly recognize us?

Perhaps.  Maybe we’ll all need name-tags in heaven.

And what about this?

Will our bodies still bear the scars of life on earth?


The wounds of war…the marks of violence…the disfigurements of disease?

We know that Jesus kept his scars for at least 40 days?

Will we keep ours?

My guess is “no”.

The apostle Peter tells us: 


by his wounds you have been healed  [1 Peter 2:24 NIV]
In heaven, only one wound is worth remembering –


the wounds of Jesus.

Our wounds – I suspect – will be gone forever.

The day is coming, my friend…


the day is coming when Jesus will come 
to transform your body.

“Surprise…surprise” – after so many years,


you too will finally have the “body beautiful”.

At the end… 


If you’ve ever watched an award ceremony,


you’ve seen winners of an Emmy or Oscar so surprised



that they don’t know what to say.

How then will we react when Jesus returns…


when he presents each of us with two crowns we don’t deserve…


when he fits each of us out with a body we can’t believe?

Will we too be so surprised


that we won’t know what to say?

Why don’t we do what many award winners have done in the past?

Prepare a speech beforehand.

Actually, not a speech…but a song.

This one –


one that you and I can rehearse right now.

As I’ve said before:


I’m not George Beverly Shea



and you’re not Amy Grant.

But we can pretend, can’t we?

And we can practice.

1…2…3 –


When Christ shall come with shout of acclamation

And take me home, what joy will fill my heart!


Then I shall bow in humble adoration,


And there proclaim, my God, how great Thou art.


Then sings my soul, my Savior God, to Thee;


How great Thou art, how great Thou art!


Then sings my soul, my Savior God, to Thee;


How great Thou art, how great Thou art!

[The ideas in this sermon series have been prompted by Max Lucado in his book, When Christ comes.]
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