
Lay Reader Sermon Series I

The First Sunday in Advent

psalter:
Psalms 46 & 97

1st lesson:
Isaiah 28:14-22

2nd lesson:
Romans 13:8-14
The Advent of Christ
As Christians, we believe that God has come into the world in the Lord Jesus Christ to save us all and to make us God's children by adoption and grace. In this first coming. He appeared quietly and humbly, and the eye of faith was necessary to recognize Him.

But we also believe that there will be a second coming of the Lord Jesus Christ. In that great event, all things will be summed up and made clear; His faithful people will be vindicated in the sight of all; and His majesty and glory as the Son of God will be abundantly clear to everyone.

The Collect for today, which is based on the Epistle, gives us some clues to help us in our understanding of these two advents of Christ, His Birth and His Second Coming. Let us think especially of two of these:

1) In His first coming in "this mortal life," He "came to visit us in great humility;"

2) In the Second Coming, "in the last day," He "shall come again in his glorious majesty to judge both the quick and the dead."

He "came to visit us in great humility" – we state this theme in the Te Deum when we say, "When thou tookest upon thee to deliver man, thou didst humble thyself to be born of a Virgin." We see that humility immediately when we look at the circumstances of His birth. We see it throughout His life in His obedience to His heavenly Father, obedience even unto death upon a cross, with all the physical and spiritual humiliation it involved. This was the "example of his great humility" which the Palm Sunday Collect speaks of. Saint Paul gives his great statement of the humble character of this first coming when he writes to the Philippians, "Christ Jesus, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant . . . And being found in human form he humbled himself and became obedient unto death, even death on a cross" (Philippians. 2:5-6, 9).

So His first coming in this mortal life was "in great humility."
His second coming will be in "glorious majesty." The eye of faith was necessary to recognize Him in His first coming; and of that appearing, it could be asked, "What child is this, who, laid to rest, On Mary's lap is sleeping?" (Hymnal 1940; Hymn 36) But at the second Advent of the Lord, no one will ask, "What person is this?" There will be no doubt as to Who He is, because He will come in glorious majesty: "Lo! he comes, with clouds descending, Once for our salvation slain; Thousand thousand saints attending, Swell the triumph of his train." (Hymnal 1940; Hymn 5) Of that first coming, we say, "How silently, how silently, The wondrous gift is given!" (Hymnal 1940; Hymn 21); but of the second, Saint Paul writes that it will be "With a cry of command, with the archangel's call, and with the sound of the trumpet of God." (I Thessalonians 4:16). Or as he wrote to the Philippians that, because of the Lord's great humility and obedience, "God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name which is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father" (Philippians. 2:9-11).

His second coming will be "in glorious majesty."

Many will rejoice at this second coming, because they took the trouble to recognize and accept Him in His first appearance. In an answering humility of their own, they saw the glory of God hidden in the unlikely surroundings of a stable, in the life and ministry of the Lord Jesus Christ, in the shame and humiliation of the Cross, in all the other great events of our salvation, and in His continued presence in His faithful people down through the centuries.

But others will mourn at His coming – "Deeply wailing, deeply wailing, Shall the true Messiah see." (Hymnal 1940; Hymn 5) because they did not take the trouble to recognize Him in His humility. He did not fit their beliefs of what the Messiah should be; or He was an inconvenience to them; or they didn't think that there was time to fit Him into their lives; or they would not respond in humility to the lowly appearing of God.

The first coming was a humble one so that men would not be forced to give their loyalty to Him. He wanted freely-given love and obedience.

At His second coming in glorious majesty, there will be no doubt as to Who He is, and everyone will acknowledge Him – some gladly, because they will be doing what they have done all along; but others with great regret, for they will have no choice but to acknowledge Him as Lord of all.

In the Epistle, which was read as the second lesson today, the apostle Paul speaks to us urgently of that great day: "Now it is high time to awake out of sleep; for now is our salvation nearer than when we believed. The night is far spent, the day is at hand; let us therefore cast off the works of darkness, and let us put on the armour of light." Live always, says St. Paul, so that you will be prepared for His coming. Many Christians are convinced today that Christ will appear in their lifetime. This conviction is held in spite of the fact that the Lord Himself said plainly, "Of that day or that hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father" (Mark 13:32). In trying to predict the time, they are mistaken, though in reminding us to be spiritually and morally prepared, they are right. As our Lord went on to say, "Take heed, watch and pray; for you do not know when the time will come" (Mark 13:33).

So we are called to live each day that, by God's grace, we will be ready for His return. And not only His return or coming at the end of time, but also in many other ways – in those around us who need our kindness, help and love; in those who hurt us and need our forgiveness; in our own prayers; in the life, worship and sacraments of the Church; and in the end of our own lives, when that time comes. Be prepared, says St. Paul, and don't put it off, because – "The night is far spent, the day is at hand; let us therefore cast off the works of darkness, and let us put on the armour of light.''
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