
Lay Reader Sermon Series II

The Second Sunday in Advent

psalter:
Psalm 119:1-16
1st lesson:
Isaiah 55
2nd lesson:
Luke 21:25-36
The Christian's Hope

The theme of the Christian's hope is a strong one in the Propers for today. In the Collect, we prayed that we might "embrace, and ever hold fast, the blessed hope of everlasting life." The Epistle for today ends with Saint Paul's prayer for all those who read his letter:
"Now the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, that ye may abound in hope, through the power of the Holy Ghost" (Romans 15:13).

The word "hope" is not mentioned in the New Testament lesson, but the theme is there: And when these things begin to come to pass, then look up, and lift up your heads; for your redemption draweth nigh . . . Heaven and earth shall pass away, but my words shall not pass away."
Christ's redemptive work is the reason for our confidence and hope. Saint Luke reports His awe-inspiring description of conditions before His Second Advent – "distress of nations;" natural upheavals; and the failure of people's courage. Almost every age can see these words as a description of its own time. The contemplation of the Second Coming of our Lord is a sobering thing, but it is also one basis of our hope in Him, for in the Lord Jesus Christ, our "redemption draweth nigh."
The New Testament lesson, and other passages from the Scriptures, tell us of the character of the salvation that Christ brings. One aspect of what it is like is that, in the providence of God, the process of history has a goal, which is that Christ may be Lord of all, and that He may then present the redeemed creation to His heavenly Father, that God may be All in all. It's the Biblical faith that history is not moving in an endless circle, destined to be repeated over and over again until time runs out. Instead, Scripture teaches that history is moving toward this goal of the Second Advent of our Lord. The whole creation will be transformed; and the Son of Man, when He returns with His holy angels, will sit as Judge of all the nations.
Likewise, each individual life has a goal and destiny, that is, to go into the nearer presence of God after a life of worship and service in this world. Each one of us will come to the particular judgment, in which Christ, both God and Man, will be our Judge. As God, He has perfect knowledge and justice; but as Man, He has perfect sympathy and mercy. He is our Savior as well as our Judge, and our faith and hope are in Him.
The doctrine of God's judgment is a strong reminder of our accountability for how we live our lives here in this world. This life is a time of probation; and after it is over, we go to our eternal destinies. Belief in God's destiny for His creation and for each person in it implies the uniqueness of each individual. We are not caught up in an endless circle of reincarnation or transmigration of souls. Each one of us is known specifically by the heavenly Father as a distinct human being, and each moves toward that goal of judgment and the certification of his own destiny in the world to come. As the author of Hebrews says very succinctly, "It is appointed for men to die once, after that comes judgment." (Hebrews 9:27) So hope comes from the confidence that God has done what He promised, and will continue to do what He has promised, in the creation and in our lives.
Because our hope rests on God, it can exist in the presence of calamity and misfortune. The Lord spoke of distress of nations, perplexity, natural disaster, men's courage failing them, the powers of heaven being shaken, and people falling away. But He said to look up, for redemption would be drawing near; and He assures us that His word is dependable.
The author of Psalm 11 had this faith in God in discouraging times. Someone had been telling him he was foolish to trust in God in such circumstances, but he replied: "In the Lord I take refuge; how can you say to me, 'Flee like a bird to the mountains; for lo, the wicked bend the bow . . . to shoot in the dark at the upright in heart; if the foundations are destroyed, what can the righteous do?'
In reply, the Psalmist affirms his faith in God: "The Lord is in his holy temple, his eyes behold, his eyelids test, the children of men . . ." He concludes: ". . . the Lord is righteous . . . the upright shall behold His face."
Through the writer of Psalm 75, God says, "At the set time which I appoint I will judge with equity. When the earth totters, and all its inhabitants, it is I who keep steady its pillars."
Thus the Christian's hope rests on God, in all times and places. Hope, someone has said, "has seen every thing and endured every thing, and still has not despaired, because it believes in God."

The quality of hope involves the ability to discern God's hand at work in the world. When you see the fig tree and other trees budding, you know that summer is coming, said our Lord; the working out of the purposes of God is just as sure and certain.
Hope also leads to the attitude of watchfulness: "Take heed to yourselves lest your hearts be weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness and cares of this life, and that day come upon you suddenly like a snare... But watch at all times, praying that you may have strength to escape all these things that will take place, and to stand before the Son of man."
The virtue of hope is nourished by the Scriptures. Saint Paul says that they were "written for our learning, that we through patience and comfort of the scriptures might have hope." (Romans 15:4) They are the record of God's revelation of Himself and of His work in this world, culminating in Christ. They contain what have been called His "great and precious promises." So it's a very valuable and important spiritual exercise for us to "hear them, read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest them," that, as Saint Paul urges us, "Ye may abound in hope, through the power of the Holy Ghost." (Romans 15:13) Certainly the reading and study of the Scriptures are a chief way in which the Holy Spirit creates and sustains Christian hope in our lives.
Through Moses, God said to His people, "These words which I command you this day shall be upon your heart; and you shall teach them diligently to your children." (Deuteronomy 6:6-7) Psalm 78 also speaks of God's testimony and law which He commanded be taught to each generation for this purpose, "that they should set their hope in God." (Verses 5-7)
As Christians, we set our hope on God as made known in the Lord Jesus Christ. We can trust and hope in Him, because He brings near our redemption; and because, regardless of what else may happen, His words will never pass away.
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