Sunday 27 November 2011 : Isaiah 60 : 1-5  [p. 746] 

1 Arise, shine, for your light has come, and the glory of the LORD rises upon you. 

2 See, darkness covers the earth and thick darkness is over the peoples, but the LORD rises upon you and his glory appears over you. 

3 Nations will come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn. 

4Lift up your eyes and look about you: All assemble and come to you; your sons come from afar, and your daughters are carried on the arm. 

5 Then you will look and be radiant, your heart will throb and swell with joy; the wealth on the seas will be brought to you, to you the riches of the nations will come.

SERMON

Today we move into the season of Advent, that time of year when we look forward to the celebration of the Saviour’s birth, of God’s personal in-the-flesh intervention in the course of human history. I sometimes think the folks in Australia and New Zealand have the right idea, Christmas dinner on the beach in the height of summer, instead of this nonsense we’ve had the past couple of years, having to dig our way through 2 ft of snow to get out to Christmas celebrations, or even as far as the shops.

Having said that, the symbolism of Christmas in the northern hemisphere, in the bleak midwinter, is probably closer to the mark. Isaiah looked forward to the event, several hundred years in advance : Arise, shine, for your light has come, and the glory of the LORD rises upon you. See, darkness covers the earth and thick darkness is over the peoples, but the LORD rises upon you and his glory appears over you.
Before Jesus came, the people were in darkness. They were trapped under the curse of the Law, a situation which was historically on their own making, but that’s a story for another day. Suffice to say this morning that Israel had received blessing after blessing and miraculous deliverance after miraculous deliverance from than hand of the Lord who loved them, but almost immediately forgot His goodness. 

They all too soon became proud and self-reliant, worshipping idols of wood and stone made by their own hands, or going through the motions of religion whilst their hearts where somewhere else altogether. They knew they were God’s chosen people, which was wonderful, but instead of letting that immense privilege become a springboard for enjoying and serving God, it became and excuse for complacency. 

You may never have realised this – and indeed I wasn’t aware of it till very recently – but until God gave Moses the 10 Commandments, He never counted the sins of his people against them. In His great love for them, He overlooked their failings. But it got to the stage that they were taking the mick, as it were, and were bringing His name into disrepute among the surrounding nations. They were a poor advert for His love.

The 10 Commandments were given, not to bless the Hebrew people, not to give them a way to save themselves by 100% obedience, but to show them that they weren’t just as great as they thought they were, to make them think again, to realize that under their own steam they could never match up to the standards set by the commandments. After all, if you broke one, you’d broken the lot. Deuteronomy 28.15 says : If you do not obey the LORD your God and do not carefully follow all his commands and decrees I am giving you today, all these curses will come upon you and overtake you. 
The next 53 verses set out, in exotic and blood-curdling detail, what those curses are, what the consequences are for thumbing your nose at God and doing your own thing. The idea of the Jewish law was to convince the people that they didn’t have it in them to obey God and so save themselves under their own steam, so they needed a Saviour. But the story of the Old Testament, from that point on, is one of the people putting their own spin on what God had said, to suit their own needs ; of the people refusing to recognize their need of a Saviour. And all this in spite of God’s repeated overtures to them, to win them back to Himself. God kept reaching out to them because He loved them. He sent the prophets, and they were at best ignored and at worst put to death. 
Sometimes God did the truly hard thing and left them to stew in their own juice. They thought they could cope without Him, so good luck, folks. And, of course, without God’s supernatural protection, the vastly superior armies of the surrounding nations ran all over them. But still they didn’t get it. Sometimes they would even, in the midst of their disobedience, console themselves by saying – oh well, we’ve still got the law and we’ve still got the temple, God must still be on our side. Wrong again, chaps.
Jeremiah 7 : This is what the God of Israel, says : “Even now, if you quit your evil ways, I will let you stay in your own land. But don’t be fooled by those who promise you safety simply because the Lord’s Temple is here. They chant, “The Lord’s Temple is here! The Lord’s Temple is here!” But I will be merciful only if you stop your evil thoughts and deeds and start treating each other with justice.
The book of Jeremiah ends with the Temple a smouldering ruin and the people taken off as captives to Babylon. But still they didn’t catch on. Still they refused to trust in and obey the Lord their God. Still they wanted to write their own script, devise their own agenda, as if they knew better. Which they didn’t. But even through all this litany of willful stupidity, God’s heart was still to reach out and embrace all His people.

God still longed to see His people brought out of the darkness of their own misguided thinking, into the light of His way and His truth and His life. There was only one way for God to do that. Human flesh and blood had created the mess. Only human flesh and blood could clear it up. That is why God had to come in human flesh to save us.

And so to Advent, as we look forward once again to celebrating the fact that God did precisely that, the fact that God sent His own Son, in real human flesh and blood, a second Adam who would clean up the chaos and pay for the damage the first Adam and his many generations of equally disobedient descendants had done. Jesus came, as a man, to rewrite the specification for humanity, to restore the spirit of God to the spirits of men and women, to release the true potential of those who recognize Him as Saviour and Lord and commit to Him in faith and trust and worship and service.

Today, this first Sunday of Advent, appropriately gathering around the Lord’s table, we have the opportunity to renew that commitment of faith and trust and worship and service, a commitment not to an ideal, nor to a religion, nor to a philosophy, but to a real person, Jesus of Nazareth, Jesus the Son of Mary as well as the Son of God, Jesus who is now with us by His Holy Spirit but, much more than that, longs to be in us.      
Yes, Christmas is coming, a time for celebration. These 4 weeks of Advent are a time to consider just how great a blessing Jesus truly is, to have our eyes opened, our minds informed, our hearts inspired, by the prospect of living every day with Jesus, free from the curse of the Law and from the stresses this modern word throws at us. It’s very important that we do understand the life-changing difference a relationship with Jesus makes, for our own lives, but also for the impact our life has to have on other people. 
You see, as I was describing the downward spiral encountered by the people of the Old Covenant, perhaps you might have noticed one or two parallels to the present day. To the idea that we’re capable of salvation without submission, that we’re actually quite decent people who believe there’s a God, and that we don’t do anyone any harm, and all this talk about being born again is really quite unnecessary, thanks all the same. Well, that’s not what Jesus said – are you sure you’re right and He’s wrong?
Or to the idea that we can save ourselves by our own efforts – if we need saved at all, after all, there are many roads to God and I can worship Him just as well in the garden, out on the hills, or on a football field as I can in church. Really? Do you receive sound Biblical teaching from the begonias in the garden, the sheep on the hills, or the match officials at the game? Do the grass cuttings preach to you of God’s free gift of right standing with Him through Jesus, and all His promises offered to you in Jesus?

Or the view that being on the church roll is a magic talisman that will guarantee God’s approval of every aspect of our life, even the bits that don’t agree with what His Word teaches. There are many people who would say, if pushed, that they’re Christians. OK.  But where are they this morning? It’s not difficult to claim some notional allegiance to the church, but if there’s no commitment to Jesus, it’s a false claim and, just like the Old Testament people, we’ll end up a poor advert for the God we say we believe in.

What I’m trying to say is that a fair bit of those Old Testament mindsets have popped back up again – nominal religion that never quite connects with the heart and never quite manages to affect everyday life ; the wrong sort of self-confidence that doesn’t quite register the fact that, without Christ, we’re all sinners who cannot save ourselves, but with Him and in Him, we are the children of the living God with a mission to save the whole world from poverty and disease and despair by the power of Jesus’ name.

Today I invite all of us to make a quality decision to step out of the darkness of this world’s wrong and foolish way of thinking and walk in the light of Christ, the Saviour of the world. I invite us to lay down nominal part-time half-hearted religious tradition, and embrace full-on, up-for-it, liberating relationship with Jesus. There is nothing and no-one in this world that can stop us from enjoying the glorious destiny Jesus came to bring us – nothing and no-one, that is, except ourselves and our own choice. 
Go for it. Choose to follow Jesus from the heart. Don’t settle for pale cheap imitations. You will never regret choosing light in place of darkness, life rather than death.   
