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Sermon First Sunday in Advent 2009

Scripture Readings

Jeremiah 33:14-16

The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I will fulfill the promise I made to the house of Israel and the house of Judah. In those days and at that time I will cause a righteous Branch to spring up for David; and he shall execute justice and righteousness in the land. In those days Judah will be saved and Jerusalem will live in safety. And this is the name by which it will be called: "The LORD is our righteousness." 

Luke 21:25-34

"There will be signs in the sun, the moon, and the stars, and on the earth distress among nations confused by the roaring of the sea and the waves.  People will faint from fear and foreboding of what is coming upon the world, for the powers of the heavens will be shaken.  Then they will see 'the Son of Man coming in a cloud' with power and great glory.  Now when these things begin to take place, stand up and raise your heads, because your redemption is drawing near."  

Then he told them a parable: "Look at the fig tree and all the trees; as soon as they sprout leaves you can see for yourselves and know that summer is already near.  So also, when you see these things taking place, you know that the kingdom of God is near.  Truly I tell you, this generation will not pass away until all things have taken place.  Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.  

Top Ten Things to Say to a Person Who Has Given You a Christmas Gift You Don't Like:
10. Hey! There's a gift! 
9. Well, well, well ... 

8. Boy, if I had not recently shot up 4 sizes that would've fit. 

7. This is perfect for wearing around the basement. 

6. Oh Dear. I hope this never catches fire! It is fire season though. There are lots of unexplained fires. 

5. If the dog buries it, I'll be furious! 

4. I love it -- but I do fear the jealousy it will inspire. 

3. Sadly, tomorrow I enter the Federal Witness Protection Program. 

2. To think -- I got this the year I vowed to give all my gifts to charity. 

And the Number One Thing to say about a Christmas gift you don't like: 

1. "I really don't deserve this." 

	


Well, seriously, there is one gift we really don’t deserve.

And this gift is the gift of Jesus Christ. 

…which is exactly why we have gathered here today, 
on this the first Sunday of Advent                                                                   


 

--to prepare ourselves to receive this very best gift of all.
The gift of Jesus is a gift that keeps on giving!

It was first given on that Christmas morn--long, long ago
—as an adorable baby on the hay. 

And, it is a gift that will be given again
…at the end of time 

when Jesus comes in the clouds with power and glory 

to gather his elect from the four winds, 
from one end of heaven to the other.  

Advent gives us opportunity to prepare our hearts to receive both of these gifts

--the birth of the Christ Child within our hearts—again…and 

…at Christ’s return…at the end of time...
I think that we can all agree

that the birth of Jesus Christ is something we can all get excited about.

But this other purpose of Advent—preparing for Christ’s return at the end of time, 

is something many persons would rather forego.

And yet, the prophecy has been made
--which means that it will come to pass…as Jesus promised when he said:
In my Father's house there are many dwelling places. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you?  And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, so that where I am, there you may be also. 

So, throughout the next few weeks, 

in this season that we call Advent,

we will again have two comings to prepare for.
Scripture contains the tools we need.  Let’s take a closer look…

 Jesus Christ is the fulfillment of the promise 
God made to his children long ago

when he prophesied through the mouth of Jeremiah:

The days are surely coming when I will fulfill the promise I made to the house of Israel and the house of Judah. In those days and at that time I will cause a righteous Branch to spring up for David; and he shall execute justice and righteousness in the land. In those days Judah will be saved and Jerusalem will live in safety. And this is the name by which it will be called: "The LORD is our righteousness." 

Prophecy spoken, prophecy fulfilled.

Promises given, promises kept.

It was the work of the prophet


--to speak God’s words to the people


--words of prophecy & words of promise. 

Oftentimes, though, the words spoken came in the form of a warning:
Very bad things will happen

if you do not change your ways.

No one wanted to hear stuff like this.
So like the prophets who came before and after him, 
Jeremiah had critics 
--persons who caused him serious, continuous trouble 
with both secular and religious authorities. 
There was one Sabbath day 

when the prophet planted himself 
in front of the temple 
and sternly predicted its downfall 
--if the people did not mend their ways:

Will you steal, murder, commit adultery, swear falsely, burn incense to Baal, and go after other gods that you have not known and then come and stand before me in this house, which is called by my name and say "We are delivered!" only to go on doing all these abominations? 

Well, we can see why the people were upset with him:

He said the very things that no one likes to hear.

But he did it anyway

—because he cared about his people and because God had commanded him to.

So, he pleaded with urgency for the people to repent, saying: 
"This whole land shall become a ruin and a waste, and these nations shall serve the king of Babylon seventy years (Jeremiah 25:11)."

...not at all what they wanted to hear.

So they closed their ears


…and it came to pass just as Jeremiah had said it would. 
At times, when the people refused to listen,

 
Jeremiah even acted out the message God had given him to proclaim.

Once, he went about Jerusalem with a wooden yoke on his neck, 
symbolizing the bondage to the Babylonians 
which was forthcoming. 
And, just before the destruction of Jerusalem, in 587 B.C.,

Jeremiah dramatically purchased land to symbolize the promise 
that the people would return there after exile. 
And then finally, he gave his prediction of the coming Messiah—to give his people hope 
It is that promise that we have before us in this morning’s first reading:

"a righteous Branch will spring forth for David." 
And as we know, 

this branch was none other than Jesus Christ, himself


--the greatest prophet of all times.

He spoke the words of God as none other ever could


--for he was God…in the flesh. 

Like many of the prophets before him,

Jesus’ prophecy was two-fold: 

First he gave previews of destruction 

--warnings about that big event 
his hearers would “just as soon” avoid, saying: 
"There will be signs in the sun, the moon, and the stars, and on the earth distress among nations confused by the roaring of the sea and the waves.  People will faint from fear and foreboding of what is coming upon the world, for the powers of the heavens will be shaken.”  

These old words have not been forgotten.

Ever since they left Jesus’ mouth, people have been trying to figure out



how and when this will happen.
Over the many centuries, books have been written predicting the exact day, 

and movies produced showing how it will all come about.

One of the most recent was the movie “2012”


--which Hollywood promoted with the words

 “YOU WERE WARNED.”  

The movie was a big hit at the box office—at least for the first few days

--but there was a big problem…no hope was given

--at least not for us ordinary folks.
Any viewer who happened to take the movie seriously 

was left with feelings of fear and hopelessness.

And this is why we need the Bible


--to give us courage and hope.

The prophets of old, including Jesus, after warning of destruction, 

then gave previews of reconstruction.
They were careful to remind their hearers 
of God's promises to redeem his people.

In today’s Gospel reading, Jesus,

spoke about both destruction and reconstruction.

He began telling of the destruction of the world, saying:

There will be signs in the sun, the moon, and the stars, and on the earth distress among nations confused by the roaring of the sea and the waves.  People will faint from fear and foreboding of what is coming upon the world, for the powers of the heavens will be shaken.  
Then he gave words of reconstruction and hope, saying:

Then they will see 'the Son of Man coming in a cloud' with power and great glory.  Now when these things begin to take place, stand up and raise your heads, because your redemption is drawing near.  

The key word here is redemption, which according to the Bible Dictionary, means:

deliverance from the hatred and persecutions of enemies 

by the return of Christ from heaven. 

This tells us that there will be something that we need to be delivered from.

And this is when our FEAR sets in.  

For we, like the generations of people before us,

 want to know exactly when this destruction will happen.

Throughout time, 

people have wanted to know the exact day and time when Jesus return. 

Every few years someone makes a prediction. 

People sell their property and go to a field at dawn and wait, 

believing that Jesus will certainly come that very day. 

They wait and wait. 

Discouraged, one by one they return home. 

Jesus has said, "No one knows, however, when that day or hour will come--neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son; only the Father knows." 

Still, people insist on knowing when.

And Jesus’ early disciples were certainly no exception:

They asked that exact question.

WHEN WILL THIS HAPPEN, Lord?
Predictably, Jesus spoke to them a parable: 
"Look at the fig tree and all the trees;” he said, “as soon as they sprout leaves you can see for yourselves and know that summer is already near.  So also, when you see these things taking place, you know that the kingdom of God is near.  Truly I tell you, this generation will not pass away until all things have taken place.  Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.”

Well, it is no wonder that Jesus’ followers sat looking into the sky 

after his ascension into heaven.   

For his words still rang fresh in their ears:

 this generation will not pass away until all things have taken place.  
So, here we are almost 2000 years later

with signs all around us, informing us that the end is near.

This, of course, is nothing new.

I found it interesting that Martin Luther,

as early as the 1500’s, thought the same.
I do not wish to force any one to believe as I do; he began, neither will I permit anyone to deny me the right to believe that the last day is near at hand. These words and signs of Christ compel me to believe that such is the case. For the history of the centuries that have passed since the birth of Christ nowhere reveals conditions like those of the present. There has never been such building and planting in the world. There has never been such gluttonous and varied eating and drinking as now. Wearing apparel has reached its limit in costliness. Who has ever heard of such commerce as now encircles the earth? There have arisen all kinds of art and sculpture, embroidery and engraving, the like of which has not been seen during the whole Christian era.

 

In addition men are so delving into the mysteries of things that today a boy of twenty knows more than twenty doctors formerly knew. There is such a knowledge of languages and all manner of wisdom that it must be confessed, the world has reached such great heights in the things that pertain to the body, or as Christ calls them, "cares of life", eating, drinking, building, planting, buying, selling, marrying and giving in marriage, that every one must see and say either ruin or a change must come. It is hard to see how a change can come. Day after day dawns and the same conditions remain. There was never such keenness, understanding and judgment among Christians in bodily and temporal things as now - I forbear to speak of the new inventions, printing, fire-arms, and other implements of war...This compels me to believe that Christ will soon come to judgment...it must soon break in upon them.

 

That was over 500 years ago.

And here we are


--seeing the same kinds of signs 

that Martin Luther saw in his day.

Jesus’ words are still ringing in the air You will hear of wars and rumors of wars; see that you are not alarmed; for this must take place, but the end is not yet. For nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom, and there will be famines and earthquakes in various places:  all this is but the beginning of the birth pangs.”  

So, the question we have before us now is this:

What should we be doing to prepare for the second coming of Jesus Christ? 

Well, it’s impossible to say it all in just a few words,

but we can be sure that Jesus summed it up 

when he first entered Galilee, 

preaching the gospel of the kingdom of God, 

and saying,

 "The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand. Repent , and believe in the gospel."  

Living proof: Jesus is the gospel
He is the good news.
Repent and believe in him

…for Jesus is a gift…the best gift ever given--to us by God.

We didn’t have to earn the gift-and we certainly didn’t deserve it!   

All we had to do was open our hearts and receive him into our lives.

Before leaving this earth, Jesus made a promise to those who believed, saying:

I will come again and will take you to myself, so that where I am,

 there you may be also. 

On that day, our joy will be complete. 
We won’t have to figure out what we should say on that day: 
Every knee will bow and every tongue will confess that he is Lord. 
Our hearts will be so humbled because will know, without a doubt, 

that we don’t deserve such a gift!   
And this is the ultimate Advent message: Our redemption is near. 
No matter how heavy the burden, 
how grim the situation, how discouraging the dilemma, 
we have hope.
A certain father tells a story that portrays our dire need for hope:

He heard a door slam. There was a rush upstairs. He looked at the clock; 
it was time for his daughter to be home from school. Fourth grade was not going very well, and from the sound of the slam of the door, it had not improved.

He went up to her room and asked about her day. "It was awful," she said, and then she filled in the details. When she unzipped her backpack at school, her homework was nowhere to be found. Her normally charming teacher snarled at the class. The morning dragged on to lunch, when none of the cafeteria choices looked appetizing. The class went outside to the playground and her best friend decided to play with somebody else. To top it off, a big kid named Kevin had made fun of her on the bus.

"It was a rotten day," she sobbed, and her father held her. After about ten minutes, she stopped quivering. He rubbed her back and she blew her nose. One more hug, and then he went downstairs.

About a half hour later, he thought it sounded unnaturally quiet, so he sneaked upstairs to see what was happening. To his surprise, she was down on her knees with her hands clasped and her eyes shut, and she was murmuring something.

"Honey," he said, "is everything all right?"
"I'm okay, Daddy, I'm just praying."

"That's good," he whispered. "What are you praying for?"
"Dad, I've decided I don't like this world, so I'm praying for a new one."

We have all had moments like these…
But thankfully, the day is coming when this world will pass away and everything will be made new. 
Fear and discouragement will give way to the power and glory of the Son of Man. 
Confusion and distress among the people of God will turn into trust and security. 
Every tear will be dried. Every broken heart will be mended. 
And no one will ever have another terrible, awful, no-good day. 
This is our Advent hope: a whole new world of wholeness and joy. 
Jesus reminds us that this new world will come--but only after the old world has passed away. 

"Keep watch over the fig tree and all the trees. Suddenly they sprout leaves and you know the summer is around the bend. In the same way, watch for signs that the kingdom of God is at hand." 
It is possible to read some of these signs. 
Whether it's our own disappointment over a no-good, rotten day, 
or our disturbance over events on the 11:00 news, 
we look for God to come and make everything right. 
A whole new world is at hand. 
All of the promises of Scripture will come true. 
The poor will be filled with good things and the selfish brought down from their thrones. 
No more shall there be an infant that lives but a few days, 
or an older person who does not live out a lifetime. 
The wolf shall lie down with the lamb. 
The pure in heart shall see God, and the brokenhearted shall dance. 
God will be with us, to wipe every tear from every eye. 
A piece of bread and a sip of wine will be transformed into a banquet 
where every hungry guest shall be satisfied. 


These are previews of what God promises. 
They give us glimpses of the whole new world that God has planned for us.

WE DON’T KNOW WHAT THE FUTURE HOLDS 

--BUT WE KNOW WHO HOLDS THE FUTURE! 
…for the day will surely come when Christ shall come in the clouds 
with power and glory, and we will rise to meet him in the air.

There is an old hymn that gives us hope.

It is entitled, I’ll Fly Away,
and you will find it on the insert in your worship bulletin.

Let us sing with a lively spirit 

as we look forward to that day!

Come, Lord Jesus, Come!

