ADVENT 2015 SERMONS

WEEK 1

LOVE Revealed: To Bring Justice

Purpose:
To see how our desire for justice can take a Christ-centered shape.

Scripture Focus: 
Isaiah 42:1-9

Sermon Introduction:
If you have ever seen flashing lights in your rearview mirror though you were a model driver; if you have ever been asked about a rumor that was spread behind your back; if you have ever been found guilty—in a court or a simple conversation—when you were innocent; if you have ever been terminated without cause, then you have a glimpse of the experience that many of this passage’s first hearers felt. Isaiah 42 is part of a section that captured the words of God to a group of people suffering injustice. The Jewish people had been in exile in Babylon for almost fifty years. Injustice can roil up within as rage, anger, bitterness, helplessness, frustration. All of those things can lead for our desire for vengeance, revenge. 

And revenge, we are told, is a dish best served cold. In other words, we are to wait to exact revenge. It feels best when done in the proper time—after an appropriate amount of waiting. Advent is different kind of waiting. We are not waiting on revenge, but we are waiting for justice. Paul encouraged the believers in Rome not to seek revenge, but to turn it over to God. Does this mean we ought not to work for justice? No. As the passage teaches us, God promised to send One who will bring justice. The prophecy was fulfilled in Jesus and while in Advent we wait for His second coming—a coming that will bring final justice—we know that His first coming was a coming for justice, as well. It is not whether we work for justice, but how we do so—in a way that points to His final justice and does not to slip into revenge. 

Here are five pointers from Isaiah 42:1-9.

Sermon Outline:

1. Loving justice is GENTLE (vv. 1-3).

The servant promised in Isaiah 42 offers a strange combination of power and vulnerability. The servant will bring justice to the nations, but He does not do so by screaming and shouting. Old Testament professor Julia Claassens points out the contrast this servant of justice shows to the nations. One of the benefits of being gentle in the pursuit of justice is that it can de-escalate a situation. Proverbs 15:1 says, “A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.” Learn to work for justice while being gentle.

Who are your examples of justice? When thinking about justice, recall the gentility of Jesus in dealing with the broken—even when dealing with the unjust. 

2. Loving justice is GLOBAL (v. 4).

Notice the extent of justice that the servant of God will bring. He will bring justice on the earth—even to the islands. Justice that is loving does not draw boundaries around where we will work for justice. John Wesley exemplified this desire and openness to bring justice in his attitude that the world was his parish. Wesley considered it his duty to proclaim the Gospel wherever he was. Likewise for us: Wherever we have been placed by the servant, we are responsible to work for justice there. 

3. Loving justice is GROUNDED IN GOD (v. 5, 9)

In case we can become overwhelmed by the notion that loving justice is global, look to verses 5 and 9. Loving justice is the work of God! OT scholar Terrence Fretheim says, “What God will do on behalf of an abused and oppressed people is made a matter of divine promise.” What we are called to do is not in our own strength. None of us is called to be the servant. Jesus occupies this role. While we work for justice wherever we are planted, we remember that we do so because Jesus is already at work there.

4. Loving justice is about GATHERING TOGETHER (vv. 6-7)

It can be easy to think that justice is something we do Monday through Saturday; that justice is something we do “out there” and not “in here.” But our gathering in worship is already the beginning of justice. Every Sunday is a gathering meant to embody justice—where sins are condemned but sinners are forgiven. Where people from different backgrounds are brought together in unity. 

But our gathering is not meant to be exclusive. The servant brings a justice that is a light to the nations. How we treat each other is meant to be a witness, a sign that this community is focused on justice both for itself and as a community.

5. Loving justice is GOD’S GLORY (v. 8)

Finally, it is God who is glorified through loving justice. God’s display of justice through the servant is what sets Him apart from other gods. But He has brought us into the secret. He has told us about justice before He has brought it into reality. We can begin manifesting justice, then, by affirming His lordship in our lives, by making sure there are no idols in our lives.

Theologian Andy Crouch says that the connection between idolatry and injustice is very close. Idolatry always leads to injustice. When God’s glory is the focus of our lives, we cease perpetuating injustice and we become agents of loving justice.



Reflection Questions:
1. Where do you see injustice in your life, community, or world?
2. Is there any idol in your life that keeps you from being an agent of justice?
3. What do you think about loving justice being gentle?
4. Where are you waiting for God to bring justice in your own life?



ADVENT 2015 SERMONS

WEEK 2

LOVE Revealed: to Give Life

Purpose: 
To reflect on ways that we avoid the life God offers, but instead to see the help that Advent offers to us.

Scripture Focus: 
John 1:1-18

Sermon Introduction:
Have you ever read an email, text message, book, or letter too quickly and so misunderstood what was being communicated? In our hectic and busy world, there can be instant communication at any time. Not only do computers, cell phones, and tablets facilitate communication, but they increase the expectation of what is a timely response. In the midst of this hurriedness, communicating slowly may not be an option. Yet slow communication is exactly what is needed sometimes. We sometimes call this “thinking before speaking”! Perhaps you have had the experience of waiting before hitting “Reply” and found that your response to an angry email changed—or perhaps was not sent at all. Perhaps you found that by listening, the communication wasn’t as angry as you initially sensed. Advent is a time of waiting. It is a time of slowing. We are encouraged not to rush to the celebration of Christmas. Perhaps we can think of Advent as a gift of waiting, of communicating thoughtfully, to make sure we don’t misunderstand God’s communication of Jesus.  

John’s Gospel takes very seriously the communication of God in Jesus. Jesus is a message from God by telling us that Jesus is the Word. For John, the Word had both Old Testament context and cultural context. The Word was the powerful means of God’s activity in the Old Testament, such as in creation (Ps. 33:6). For the Greek person, the Word was the rational principle behind the universe. John combines both these concepts of God’s activity and the rational principle behind the entire universe to tell us the story of Jesus. 

Yet we can be distrusting of words—worrying about the fine print, wondering if something sounds too good to be true. John’s Gospel shows how our relationship with words can show the stresses of our relationship with the Word and how we can correct them. While we want to communicate with God, because we can be distrusting of words, we must prepare.  Advent helps us to prepare and be ready for the event of the Word made Flesh—to hear God’s communication properly.

Sermon Outline:

1. We must REGARD the Word of God (vv. 3-5).

	John paints a picture of the world as light and dark. We are part of that darkness that attempts to overcome the Word. “Overcome” (v. 5) has the feel of wrestling—of attempting to best the Word. When we wrestle against Jesus, we do so to our own harm. Wrestling against the Word—against the centrality of God’s communication in Jesus—is like wrestling against gravity. You cannot win—and even if you think you have won for a moment, then the more painful the loss! Properly regarding the Word of God means elevating your value and the value of other people. John says that we were created through the Word—through Jesus (v. 3). St Irenaeus, a leader in the early church, said something like this: Humans are made by the Word of the Lord. Angels did not make humans. Angels are not strong enough to make humans (Against Heresies, 4.20.1.). Think about it: Angels—powerful, majestic beings before whom people mistakenly fell down in worship—are not strong enough to make you. 

2. We must RECOGNIZE the Word of God (v. 10).

	Yet John says that in spite of being made through Him, the world does not recognize the Word—does not recognize Jesus. Paul’s example of a seared conscience (1 Tim 4:2) points out what this means. Because we are made through the Word, we ought to have a connection to the Word. Just as our consciences are meant to guide us, they have been damaged and so do not work. Because we have been part of the darkness, because we have not regarded the Word, we also cannot recognize the Word. 

But Advent can help us to change that. Just like reading slowly can help us improve communication, so can refocusing on Jesus help us to recognize Him again. 

3. We must RECEIVE the Word of God (v. 11). 

The Greek word for “receive” is lambano. It means to associate, like a friend; to have close as a companion. John says that we belong to the Word—we are His own, but we do not receive Him. We do not receive the Word of the Lord, we do not receive Jesus, when we do not let the Word get close to us or when we hold Jesus at arm’s length. Advent is a time of waiting so that we may receive Him properly. The carol, O Little Town of Bethlehem, puts it like this: 

How silently, how silently, the wondrous Gift is giv’n;
So God imparts to human hearts the blessings of His Heav’n.
No ear may hear His coming, but in this world of sin,
Where meek souls will receive Him still, the dear Christ enters in.

Advent is a time to help us receive the Word properly—with meekness, receiving Him as a gift from the Father. It is in this reception that we can begin to understand not only who He is, but who we are. John says that to all who receive Him, He gives the power/authority to become the children of God (v. 12). Jesus being close to us—recognizing the Word so that we may regard and properly receive the Word—is what truly elevates who we are—is what truly gives life.

Application:
1. Submit to Jesus. If Jesus really is who the Gospel of John says He is—the Word of God, the active presence of God, the foundation of the entire universe—then this is the only reasonable decision. To submit to Jesus means to live under the authority of Jesus.

2. Stay close to Jesus. Actually, staying close to Jesus is how you submit to Jesus because staying close to Jesus is the only way you can recognize Him. The person who wrote the Gospel of John was someone who knew Jesus personally and he wrote this gospel, this story about Jesus, so that you could know Him personally, too.

3. Speak about Jesus. In this introduction to John’s Gospel, we hear about another John who was sent from God. It says that we was a witness to the light—a witness to Jesus. John the Baptist realized that his highest calling was pointing to Jesus. John the Baptist lived to be a little older than 30 years old. He died because he confronted a morally warped, corrupt politician and his unlawful wife. For most of us, this is not how we would like our life to end. John’s life is not the prototype, the model we would like to follow. But because John the Baptist is one who knew what it meant to submit to Jesus, to stay close to Jesus, and to speak about Jesus he is mentioned right alongside Jesus in this introduction. Roughly 60 years after his death, John the Baptist still comes up when Jesus is being introduced to people. But it’s not just 60 years after his death. It’s now 2000 years and we’re still talking about John the Baptist…why? Because he pointed to Jesus.

Reflection Questions:
1. Which do you find most challenging—Regarding, Recognizing, or Receiving the Word?
2. How can the discipline of waiting help you grasp who Jesus is and the life He offers?
3. Which do you most need to do right now—Submit, Stay Close, or Speak about Jesus?



ADVENT 2015 SERMONS

WEEK 3

LOVE Revealed: To Forgive Sins

Purpose: 
To explore forgiveness as an expression of God’s love and to reflect on our own appropriate responses to God’s forgiveness.

Scripture Focus: 
Matthew 1:18-23

Sermon Introduction:
Forgiveness is a subject that impacts each of us. We all need forgiveness and we all need to forgive. The subject can stir up emotions—powerful, positive emotions when forgiveness led to reconciliation; powerful, negative emotions when forgiveness was withheld and relationship remains severed. Our passage of Scripture today combines both of these experiences. We can remember the gracious, embodied gift of God’s forgiveness in Jesus. We can also remember the waiting that occurred among God’s people, waiting for a definitive word from God. It is important to reflect and focus on forgiveness because each of us will face times, again, when we both need to seek forgiveness and when we need to offer forgiveness. How does the gift of Jesus help to make us forgiving people and forgiven people?

Sermon Outline:

1. Loving forgiveness blends judgment and empathy.

Think about the language you use in the context of forgiveness. Many times as a response to an apology we say, “It’s OK,” “Don’t worry about it,” or “No big deal.” The intention is to accept the apology, however these words can actually dismiss the action. If an apology is necessary, then there is something wrong to forgive.  Forgiveness assumes there was a wrong action or attitude to forgive. 

Forgiveness is a kind of judgment, but it is not a condemnation. It is a paradoxical blend of judgment and compassion. Counselor Steve Sandage writes, “Forgiving empathy or compassion is the capacity to become aware of the suffering and weakness of our offenders while still holding them responsible for moral wrongdoing” (Steve Sandage, Faces of Forgiveness, p. 95).

In the birth of Jesus, God blends judgment and empathy. The saving and forgiving act of God in Christ is not a dismissal of human sin. It is a declaration of human sin—that human beings must be saved from our sin. Yet it is an action that does not leave people in their sins, but that identifies with us in our weakness.

2. Loving forgiveness creates vulnerability (v. 18). 

The forgiving act of God in Jesus begins as a vulnerable act. Nothing in life is more helpless than a newborn baby. A newborn is completely dependent on others for baby’s survival. In the saving, forgiving act of God in Christ, God took the form of a vulnerable baby. 

In this act, God identifies with both the forgiver and the forgiven. First, God identifies with the forgiver. Yet God does not simply identify with the forgiver; God is the forgiver. The vulnerability of God in the helpless baby, Jesus, helps us see the vulnerability, the exposure, the insecurity we feel in forgiving others. In the Lord’s prayer, we are taught to pray that God will forgive us even as we forgive others (Matt. 6:12). How wonderful that God does not ask us to experience something He has not already experienced!

Secondly, God identifies with the forgiven. Have you ever asked for forgiveness in a serious and painful situation where you were at fault? Not only does the forgiver feel vulnerable, but the one seeking forgiveness can feel that way, too. Theologian Jurgen Moltmann writes, “When we admit our guilt, we render ourselves defenseless, assailable, vulnerable.” In Jesus, God became defenseless, assailable, vulnerable, as well. 

3. Loving forgiveness makes relationship possible (v. 22-23)

What did God intend with His offer of forgiveness? Relationship. God wanted to be with us and came to be with us in Jesus. Jesus is not simply an act of God, but God himself come to be with us. Theologian Greg Jones describes forgiveness this way: “Forgiveness is not so much a word spoken, an action performed, or a feeling felt as it is an embodied way of life in an ever-deepening friendship with the Triune God and with others.” In Jesus, God takes on flesh to embody forgiveness, to be friends with us.

But just as Joseph initially intended to set Mary aside—and the unborn child with her!—so can we reject the relationship God offers. Many persist today in rejecting Jesus. This reminds us that forgiveness does not create relationship; it only makes relationship possible. This should shape our own practices of forgiveness. Forgiveness always makes relationship possible, but sometimes the relationship is only possible in the future. For example, sometimes we forgive someone with whom a relationship is very dangerous and cannot be fostered in that moment. Sometimes we forgive others who have passed on. In both of these cases, forgiveness may still create the possibility of relationship, but only in the future.

Application:
1. Receive forgiveness. The message of forgiveness is not a general message. It is a specific message. Just as the person who came to save people from their sins had a specific name, Jesus, so do the ones who receive God’s forgiveness have a specific name. Revelation 21:27 tells us that names are written in the Lamb’s book of life. Specific names. Is your name written in the book? Have you received the forgiveness offered in Jesus?

2. Offer forgiveness. Just as we are forgiven specifically, so are we to forgive specifically. We are to forgive specific sins performed against us by specific people. Is there a sin that is still impacting your life? Name it. Be specific. What is this sin that needs to be forgiven? Who committed this sin? Who do you need to forgive? Sometimes this person is yourself. But just as God in Christ forgave you, so must you forgive others and forgive yourself.

Reflection Questions:
1. What do you think of the idea that forgiveness blends judgment and compassion?
2. Have you ever sensed the vulnerability that comes along with offering and seeking forgiveness?
3. Some relationships cannot be restored, but forgiveness is still necessary. How do you understand when a relationship cannot be restored in this life? 
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WEEK 4
[bookmark: _GoBack]
LOVE Revealed: Is Here

Purpose:
To see that God’s love transforms numerous spaces, just as much today as ancient history, in the story of Jesus’ birth.

Scripture Focus: 
Luke 2:8-20

Sermon Introduction:
Where do you sense God? When you need to draw close to God, where do you go? Physically marking the geographic presence of God before the Temple was very important in the Old Testament. Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Moses and others all built altars to mark the space where they had met with God. Altars made wonderful reminders of the experience of God’s presence when memory might be tempted to fade. We can have certain places where the veil between God and our world is thinned. We can even mark these places. Altars were built because people needed to move from these spaces. They needed to continue on in life and responsibility. Further, God could not be contained at a specific location. Likewise for us, we must not get stuck thinking that we can only encounter God in a specific space or that some spaces are off limits to God. Luke’s account of Jesus’ birth shows us that the love of God has come near in Christ, has come here in Christ—and that here can be a variety of spaces. Let’s look at four found in this Gospel.

Sermon Outline:

1. Love is in our workplaces (fields) (vv. 8-15, 20).

The amazing news of the birth of a Savior is not reserved for the palace, but the field. New Testament scholar Joel Green says that it is “not in the temple, but on the farm.” Shepherds were not social outcasts or deviants as is sometimes believed, but neither were they the socially elite. In fact, in terms of both power and privilege, they were at the bottom. Yet it was to a group of shepherds in their workplace that Luke records the initial announcement of the Savior’s birth. What had been mundane became majestic! What had been boring became beautiful! Luke even tells us that after encountering Mary, Joseph, and Jesus that the shepherds returned from where they had come (v. 20). They went back to where they had heard the news announced. Only now, it was a different kind of space. 

Where is your work space? Do you expect God to show up there? Does the news of God’s love in Jesus reach to your work space? How might it be different knowing that you can affirm, in the middle of where you work, that love is now here?

2. Love is in the home (manger) (vv. 4-6, 12).

It has become commonplace to believe that Mary and Joseph were shunted off to the barn; that some heartless inn keeper didn’t want to displace anyone else and so squeezed a pregnant woman and her husband into the stable. More likely is that Mary and Joseph had sought lodging at a family member’s house. Bethlehem was not on any major roads and it is not likely that commercial inns were in much demand. Further, the word translated as “inn” here is elsewhere translated as “guest room” (Luke 22:11). Apparently, the guest room in the home was filled up and there was no space for Mary and Joseph. In an ancient near east home, the family was separated from the animals by being on a separate level for sleeping. It seems that the house where Mary and Joseph slept was already full with family and Mary and Joseph received the lowest accommodation. The point is not that there was a heartless innkeeper or an insensitive family member. It is that the home was overcrowded.

This is not a conventional birth. Its very lack of convention is what makes a sign for the shepherds. Perhaps it remains a sign for us. The unconventional King is still coming to unconventional homes. Have you ever thought about what is the perfect home? Do you have a dream house? An overcrowded house became the birthplace of the King. All the faults and failures of your home—its location, its atmosphere, its debt, its stress—do not exclude it from being the home of a King. Do you expect God to show up in your home? Does the fact that Jesus was born in an unconventional home impact your home? How might you be able to affirm, in the middle of your home, that love is now here?

3. Love is in the world (vv. 13-14).

The shepherds left seeing the newly born child and proclaimed, seemingly, to anyone who would listen. Why? Because the angels painted a massive vision for them! They proclaimed peace on earth, not just in the hearts and minds of people. They proclaimed peace—that was earlier tied to a universal and eternal reign (Luke 1:33). The testimony of the shepherds resulted in amazement of many hearers (v. 17). It was not Caesar who would bring peace everywhere; it was God in the birth of Jesus.

The fields took on new meaning in the birth of Jesus. The home where Jesus was born forces our homes to take on new meaning. The angels’ words merely expand the truth that the presence of God’s love in this world knows no bounds. Paul captured the longing for the presence of God across the world. He said that creation itself longs for redemption (Romans 8:19-21). The message of peace knows no bounds. It is not for some spaces, but not for others. It is for physical space, foreign space, cyberspace. Does the fact that Jesus’ birth is an announcement of peace on earth change how you encounter every space in which you move? How might travelling, watching the news, or surfing the web be different so that you can affirm, anywhere, that love is now here?

4. Love is in the heart (v. 19).

But there is one more place to which love found its way. In the midst of all the activity—pressed into the lower level of an overcrowded home, excited shepherds coming and going, a baby needing attention after birth—Mary revealed another space where love enters: the human heart. Luke tells us that Mary, unlike the shepherds, was quiet and pondered these things in her heart (v. 19). She mulled the events, turning them over and over again, mixing them together, shaping the narrative of her life so far, the center of which was this little baby. Theologian and Marian-scholar, Tim Perry, says that this pondering happened through dependence on God. Only God showed Mary the true meaning of these events (Mary for Evangelicals, p. 84). The meaning of the events was not simply emerging in Mary’s heart, it is emerging in Mary’s heart. While those who heard the shepherds were amazed, Mary was “growing toward discipleship” (Mary for Evangelicals, p. 84). As Mary understood, her heart was changing. Jesus (Matthew 5:43-48), Paul (1 Cor. 13), and John (1 John 3) all note the centrality of love to the Christian life and being like God. God’s love in the human heart is what made it possible for love to be central to Mary’s life. What about your heart? Does God’s love change the amount and nature of your love? How might your heart be different so that you can affirm that God’s love is now here?

Reflection Questions:
1. Are there spaces where you cannot imagine that God’s love is here?
2. How can you practice the excitement of the shepherds in your work place?
3. How can you see your home differently knowing that Jesus’ birth transformed a home?
4. What spaces do you now see differently?
5. Where do you need God to expand your vision of where His love is present?

Application:
	Take a few moments and write down the different spaces that you frequent. Make sure to include your own home, your work place, and your heart. How are they different because they are marked with God’s love? What spaces can you add to your list? Think about how you have seen the love of God in those places so that you can add to it.
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