Rappahannock Christian Church – 11/29/09

Dr. Kenneth Wilbur

Advent Reading – HOPE

We have been passed down an ancient story of hope.  Through the ages God’s people have been blessed to bear the light of hope.  We, too, have seen God’s glory and now we tell the story.  We light this candle to remind us of the deep hope of Christmas that is coming, has come and will come again.  Restore us, O Lord God of Hosts; let your face shine, that we may be saved.  

God of Hope, 

May we see Your Light through the whirl of Christmas-time.  Prepare us for the wonder of Christ and let us see again the light that never goes out.  Let us know the salvation that comes to us this Advent season. Restore us.  Guide us.  And let us reflect the light of your love into our dark world.  In the name of Jesus, the coming Christ-child, we pray.  Amen.
Communion Meditation

This morning we have just read the very opening words of John’s gospel for our responsive reading.  Unlike Matthew, Mark and Luke, John does not tell us about the circumstances surrounding Christ’s birth.  John, instead, sees the pre-incarnate Christ.  He sees Jesus as He was before He ever came to earth.  “The Word was with God, and the Word was God,” he says.

I have been thinking about how Jesus left Heaven.  He left all the power and authority and became willing to come here and become the most vulnerable and humble being.  He set all that glory and power aside and was willing to come, even to die on the cross for us.

Here at this Table we have very vivid reminders of His willingness.  Here we are reminded that He set aside all and was willing to humble Himself even so far as to die on the cross to save us. As we partake of these emblems today, let us do so with a special thankfulness in our hearts

I’ll read you the story today from 1 Corinthians.

1 Corinthians 11:23-36 – The Lord Jesus, on the night he was betrayed, took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, "This is my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me." In the same way, after supper he took the cup, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me." For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes.
Darkness Is Doomed!

For the Scripture reading today, I’m going to take you to a very familiar passage of Old Testament Scripture that foreshadows the Advent.

Isaiah 9:1-2, 6-7 – Nevertheless, there will be no more gloom for those who were in distress. In the past he humbled the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, but in the future he will honor Galilee of the Gentiles, by the way of the sea, along the Jordan- The people walking in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death  a light has dawned… 

For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.  Of the increase of his government and peace there will be no end. He will reign on David's throne and over his kingdom, establishing and upholding it with justice and righteousness from that time on and forever. The zeal of the LORD Almighty will accomplish this

I want you to picture something with me.  I am often the last to go to bed in our house.  The lights in all of the rooms, other than the room I am in, have been turned off.  As I go to turn out the last very last light in the house, I know I will have to make my way in darkness across the room and down the hall.  I take a last good look to make sure nothing’s in the way that I’m going to trip over or bump into.  All of us have had this experience, I think.

The image Isaiah paints in our Scripture is of a whole people walking in darkness.  We’ve heard these words read at this time of year all of our lives and I think that we often don’t pay enough attention to what the words are really saying.  So think with me for a moment about a people walking in darkness.
It is a terrible thing to be in darkness, especially in the days before there was electricity.  When the sun went down it was really dark.  There’s a certain helplessness in darkness.  Work generally slows down or stops because we need to be able to see to do most of the things that we do.

Here in our northern climate winter is a time of darkness.  Nights are cold.  There is less growth, less warmth.  Darkness also represents danger. “Under the cover of darkness the thief came.”   Criminals steal and do harm at night.  They don't want to be seen.  They don't want to be recognized, identified.  Nor do they want their prey to see them coming and run away!  

Isaish pictures the whole people of Israel walking about in darkness.  The word walking is a participle.  It describes ongoing action.  The people are in darkness when they rise up in the morning, and it stays dark all day!  They're walking about all the time in darkness.  How horrible!   They're in constant danger.  They're vulnerable to attack.  It's frightening and depressing.  When will the light and warmth return?  Where can I go, what can I do?  I don't command the sun! 

Into this desperate situation Light Has Dawned!  Now maybe the evil men will slink back into the shadows again, afraid that their actions will be seen.  We won't be prey to them anymore!  We can rest and be safe.  We can live again.

What Isaiah is describing is, of course, the coming of the Christ.  Advent looks like this!  The whole world is walking around in spiritual darkness, in a fog.  People are afraid.  They are confused and hurt. “Why has this thing happened to me?”  “Why did that person say such uncaring, hurtful things?”  “No matter what I do, nothing will bring my loved one back.”  Sin is in this dark mix, too.  There’s not just confusion and sorrow, but there is also evil and cruelty in the world.  Sin binds people to the world's self-serving jungle.  Compassion?  Ha!  Compassion is weakness!  If I can find any way to get an advantage over other people, I'm going to take it!  It doesn't matter how hurtful and unjust my deeds may be! 

Into this situation Christ comes.  The light of Christ's life, his teaching, his saving death is shining.  Through Jesus God declares to humanity, “The way you are living is not my intention for you.  I have not created you to degenerate to animals, who come out at night to kill and eat each other!  Life doesn't have to be lived this way!  I do not want this for you.”  

The light of Christ has come.  The irony is that so many people have their eyes closed.

Well open them!!!  See God's light shining!  See God's mercy in Jesus Christ, who has rescued us from the darkness of sin and death.  Christ has disarmed these powerful forces.  They have become powerless to harm us.  

Yes, into the darkness the Light has come.  But we must respond.  It does no good for us to have our eyes closed!  We must receive and accept the great gift of God's forgiveness.

If you are walking around in darkness, I issue this invitation to you based on His word.  Receive this Light so that you will see!

Benediction

May God be gracious to us and bless us and make his face shine upon us, that thy way may be known upon the earth, thy saving power among all nations.  Psalm 67:1-2

