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Advent is a time of hope. As the people of Israel awaited the fulfillment of God’s promises in the birth of the Christ, as we await Jesus’ coming again, we look around and see things that are not the way they should be. There’s a powerlessness that can be depressing and overwhelming if that is all we see. We hold onto hope and we act in the confidence that God is coming, there is a new heaven and a new earth yet to be seen, and that we have been adopted as children of the King of that kingdom. Advent is a time of hope.

Advent is a time of peace. Being Christians – that is, disciples of Jesus Christ – means that we are following as he “guides our feet in the way of peace.” It is an active following, we are on the move. It is an engaged following as we invite others to, “come, follow Jesus.” It is a faithful following because we know that peace is found only in faith in Jesus Christ.

Advent is a time of joy. The danger about preaching on joy during Advent is that the congregation will react by thinking, “Oh, great; I’m supposed to feel joy. All I feel is the pressure of getting everything done – thanks a lot.” Be joyous! One more thing to add to the list. 

This is the time of the year when some of us are accused of being the Grinch. 

You know the story by Dr. Suess:

Every Who Down in Who-ville liked Christmas a lot... 

But the Grinch, Who lived just North of Who-ville, did NOT! 

The Grinch hated Christmas! The whole Christmas season! Now, please don't ask why. No one quite knows the reason. It could be that his head wasn't screwed on quite right. It could be, perhaps, that his shoes were too tight. But I think that the most likely reason of all May have been that his heart was two sizes too small. 

But, Whatever the reason, His heart or his shoes, He stood there on Christmas Eve, hating the Whos. Staring down from his cave with a sour, Grinchy frown; at the warm lighted windows below in their town. For he knew every Who down in Who-ville beneath was busy now, hanging a mistletoe wreath. 

"And they're hanging their stockings!" he snarled with a sneer. "Tomorrow is Christmas! It's practically here!" Then he growled, with his grinch fingers nervously drumming, "I MUST find a way to keep Christmas from coming!" 

There’s a guy struggling to find some joy. Although I have – on occasion – rooted for the Grinch, I cannot say I have ever wished that Christmas would not come. I do resonate with his rant and frustration about the crowds, the commercialization, the obligations, and the efforts trying to cram in happiness into a specific time frame.

Why?

Because there is something off about the way we treat Christmas in the United States. The happiness and cheer of advertisements are not the real story. All is not well. True happiness and joy are not seasonal. The hardships experienced by many people – struggling with finances, health, or loneliness – are real. Those problems are not magically alleviated because the calendar has come around again to December. Christmas is much more than a mid-winter celebration of being, the meaning is much deeper than simply the symbolism of recognizing the light lingering as days grow longer. 

Christmas is about being saved. The joy of the savior comes from recognizing the situation from which we are being saved. Think about it: we generally do not wait expectantly to be saved from good times. The time waiting for a savior was not a happy time. Advent is a remembrance of time waiting for a savior. Waiting required faith. Advent songs are generally sung in minor keys because they reflect the hard times and realities of waiting in expectation for God to intervene – to rescue us from oppression, need, distress and death. That’s what is missing from our American Christmas: the unfiltered look at the hard times in which we live, a candid assessment of our inability to change things in the power of our own strength, and the urgency with which we need a savior.

2. Zephaniah.

Zephaniah is the ninth of the twelve “minor” – or less wordy – prophets included in the canon of Scripture. 

Zephaniah was born during the height of the Assyrian Empire. Think mid-to-late 600’s B.C. (Now, if I were sitting in your seats, I would probably be mentally checking out at this point. It is terrible for a pastor to say, but this is a time in history I have to constantly re-learn because I never remember who did what when. Seriously, the Assyrian Empire?) 

To review: the Assyrian Empire rose to power more than 2,500 years ago and was the first empire to defeat the Israelites after the establishment of the kingdom. The Assyrians took the northern kingdom into exile; and those ten tribes have not been reconstituted since. The southern kingdom managed to avoid destruction, but did so at a high cost. The king of Judah at the time was a man by the name of Manasseh. He ruled a long time because he worked hard to please and appease the Assyrians.

2 Kings 21 gives a rather unflattering report of Manasseh’s leadership:

Manasseh was twelve years old when he began to reign; he reigned fifty-five years in Jerusalem. His mother’s name was Hephzibah. He did what was evil in the sight of the Lord, following the abominable practices of the nations that the Lord drove out before the people of Israel. For he rebuilt the high places that his father Hezekiah had destroyed; he erected altars for Baal, made a sacred pole, as King Ahab of Israel had done, worshiped all the host of heaven, and served them. He built altars in the house of the Lord, of which the Lord had said, “In Jerusalem I will put my name.” He built altars for all the host of heaven in the two courts of the house of the Lord. 

He made his son pass through fire; he practiced soothsaying and augury, and dealt with mediums and with wizards. He did much evil in the sight of the Lord, provoking him to anger. The carved image of Asherah that he had made he set in the house of which the Lord said to David and to his son Solomon, “In this house, and in Jerusalem, which I have chosen out of all the tribes of Israel, I will put my name forever; I will not cause the feet of Israel to wander any more out of the land that I gave to their ancestors, if only they will be careful to do according to all that I have commanded them, and according to all the law that my servant Moses commanded them.” 

But they did not listen; Manasseh misled them to do more evil than the nations had done that the Lord destroyed before the people of Israel. 

Moreover Manasseh shed very much innocent blood, until he had filled Jerusalem from one end to another, besides the sin that he caused Judah to sin so that they did what was evil in the sight of the Lord. (2 Kings 21:1-9, 16)

Zephaniah, the prophet whose words are recorded in our Scripture lesson, grew up in this time. He knew the horrors of Manasseh’s leadership including the infant sacrifice. The first two chapters of his three chapter book are an expression of sweeping judgment on the whole world, including Judah. Manasseh was bad, but the rest of the world did not escape God’s judgment because they were complicit in following along.

Now, when I was working on this, I stopped to think about how I would have acted. 55 years is a long time to rule. I am 45 – and if I had been born during the early part of Manasseh’s rule, I, too, would have grown up in this environment. The practical, pragmatic side of me would be tempted “to go along to get along.” I may not have agreed with what Manasseh did, but, hey, he was the king, and what was I going to do about it? 

Yet, then, I stop and think again. Just as Americans look to the Founding Fathers to discern the scope and purpose of the Constitution, so God’s people look to Scripture to discern God’s purpose. This is where faith comes in: Scripture tells us that God has called us to be holy – set apart – because he is holy. We are to be different than the world because God has told us to be different, because we trust God more than we trust our own perceptions, and because God is faithful to his promises. Regardless of the luring offers of the world for instant gratification, and despite the growing brazenness and prevalence of evil, God calls us to place our trust in him. Trusting God means not going along to get along. It is not safe. Trusting God means we live in the truth of God’s promises yet to be fulfilled.

Zephaniah picked up that theme in the third chapter, where the tone changed. “Therefore wait for me, says the LORD, for the day when I arise as a witness.” The promise is for a day when the LORD will be present. The key is “that day”: “At that time I will change the speech of the peoples to a pure speech,” “on that day you shall not be put to shame,” “on that day it shall be said to Jerusalem.” 


Don’t you ever wonder if any of this makes sense? You show up week after week, you hear me pray (and you pray yourselves) for things to get better and all that seems to happen is that things go the opposite way? When I was growing up, we had KYW Newsradio, 1060, as the background soundtrack of our lives, “All News, All The Time.” These days, it is either CNN or Fox or MSNBC the people have feeding them throughout the day. The reporting of war, crime, and brokenness is relentless. It might better be tagged, “All death, destruction, and despair; all the time…” because the focus is not on what is good and right, but on what is bad and wrong. 

Zephaniah revealed God’s promise that there is justice and righteousness. These things – like empires – exist for a time, and only for a time. The LORD’s day is coming, and Zephaniah exhorts the people to wait for the LORD’s deliverance. It was worth waiting for the Kingdom of God, and the hope of the Kingdom is the joy of God’s people. 

Wait, said the Lord. Wait joyfully. It would be six hundred years – many, many generations – before Jesus was born. How do you wait joyfully for hundreds of years?

Joy is forward looking. It is more than pie-in-the-sky-by-and-by, it is faith – now – in the confident hope of God’s kingdom. Joy is living – now – with the assurance that eternity includes here and now, that the Kingdom of God is the true reality and the things we see are temporary and fleeting. The joy is in the proclamation made by Jesus – this Jesus whose birth was anticipated by the prophets, this Jesus whose birth we celebrate, this Jesus whose return we anticipate even today – there is joy in the proclamation Jesus made at the beginning of his ministry: “The time is fulfilled, the Kingdom of God is near; repent and believe the good news!” (Mark 1:15)

Jesus proclaimed the year of the Lord’s favor; he declared that he was ushering in the Kingdom of God.

Joy is forward looking. The writer of Hebrews urges readers to hold fast to their faith with perseverance: 

Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, who for the sake of the joy that was set before him endured the cross, disregarding its shame, and has taken his seat at the right hand of the throne of God. Consider him who endured such hostility against himself from sinners, so that you may not grow weary or lose heart.
“The sake of the joy that was set before him” is the hope of the Kingdom of God fulfilled. “The sake of the joy that was set before him” was so great that he endured the suffering, disregarded the shame of the cross. Hard times and the worst the world could throw at him did not measure up to the joy – the joy – of the Kingdom of God. 

And the Grinch, with his grinch-feet ice-cold in the snow, 
Stood puzzling and puzzling: "How could it be so? 
It came without ribbons! It came without tags! 
"It came without packages, boxes or bags!" 
And he puzzled three hours, `till his puzzler was sore. 
Then the Grinch thought of something he hadn't before! 
"Maybe Christmas," he thought, "doesn't come from a store. 
"Maybe Christmas...perhaps...means a little bit more!"
Friends, we are living in the midst of dark times. We are living in the midst of a world that seems hopelessly adrift and drastically misdirected. We are even living in the midst of things that shock and horrify us. That is absolutely true and we should not mimic the advertisements and pretend it is not so. These are the very conditions that make us cry out for a savior. We pray, “Come, Lord Jesus, come!”

Take hope. With such a candid look at the reality of human life, we have reason to trust God’s promises revealed in Scripture. God is more than a commercialized fantasy Santa Claus who is unaware of the problems of real people. He knows our frame. He knows our situation. He knows our need for a savior – and he has given us Jesus, Emmanuel , God with us. Have faith. 

Advent tells us that our faithful waiting is not in vain. When we turn our attention and place our hope in God, we are assured of the joy of citizenship in the Kingdom of God that is set before us. There is no greater joy possible.

So, today, go forward from this place confident in the joy of the Lord, for

The Lord, your God, is in your midst, a warrior who gives victory; he will rejoice over you with gladness, he will renew you in his love; he will exult over you with loud singing as on a day of festival. [For thus says the Lord]:

I will remove disaster from you, so that you will not bear reproach for it. 
I will deal with all your oppressors at that time. And I will save the lame and gather the outcast, and I will change their shame into praise and renown in all the earth. 
At that time I will bring you home, at the time when I gather you; for I will make you renowned and praised among all the peoples of the earth, when I restore your fortunes before your eyes, says the Lord.
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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