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1st Sunday of Advent

“Trust or Consequences”

Jeremiah 33:14-16

December 3, 2006


At certain times of the year or certain events of our lives we  just naturally reflect on our experiences and ponder our future. Major life events like birthdays, weddings, anniversaries, and funerals will do that to us. When our children or grandchildren have birthdays we tend to say, “I remember when you were just this tall.” When we older folks have birthdays we don’t want to tell anyone because we can remember when, but a lot has changed. And then we get unusually old and we start bragging about birthdays because we have beaten the odds. Yesterday as Larry and I returned from the Smith funeral in Olney Larry remarked that funerals always cause him to take stock of his own life.  Me too!

Advent is a church season that intentionally seeks to encourage us to reflect and ponder, to step back and look at the big picture, to take stock of our lives. Advent is the beginning of the church year, a perfect time to evaluate, rededicate, recommit ourselves to the Lord God. Advent prepares us for the coming of Christ as Lord of Lords and King of Kings.

Christmas is fast approaching and during Christmas we will be flooded with images of Mary and Joseph and the baby Jesus, and for the most part we will not think much about what this auspicious coming was pointing toward. And so Advent is designed to help us focus Christmas so that the wonderful season and story helps us look in both directions, into the past and into the future, with the birth story as the center point.

As we refocus and take stock of our lives we are naturally reminded of our covenant responsibilities and God’s great love. When we accepted Jesus as Lord and Savior we made some very significant promises to God, and God made some promises too. We promised to obey the Lord, study his word, give generously of ourselves and let his light shine from our lives. In return God promised to give us his Spirit to guide us through this life and book us a place in heaven for all eternity. God never breaks a promise. God never allows us to break our promise without some significant consequences. The Bible is full of stories that confirm the consequences of actions. God is not an absentee God. We may not immediately see God’s actions but the Bible tells us that God always works at just the right time.

My two daughters have very different personalities. From the day she was born Sherred has had a hair trigger. She is a quick, decisive thinker and impulsive. Cross Sherred and you are likely to get an immediate response. Bevin on the other hand is a deep thinker, she ponders things, considers them from every angle, is reluctant to make any quick decisions. Cross her and she may not react at all. But sooner or later, at just the right time, the axe will fall! God’s time is not our time. Sometimes it seems that God works way too slow for us. Other times it seems that God is so far out ahead of us. But God always works at just the right time. And, thank God, the Bible is also full of stories of God’s never ending grace and love for us. 

Advent, the coming of the Savior, was necessary because humanity didn’t honor the covenant made with God. We sinned, we fell away from God, we turned our backs on God and the consequences of that choice destroyed our eternal relationship with God. The Bible says, “At just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died” (Romans 5:6) to reestablish our relationship with our Father in heaven. We were a lot like those people of Jeremiah’s day, prisoners in a fallen world. We couldn’t free ourselves, but God could.

Today is a very unique day for us. Not only is this is the first Sunday in Advent but on this one day we will baptize three children, and we will observe the Lord’s Supper. All three of these events have as an integral part of them this emphasis on looking back and looking forward. All three of these events have elements of covenant relationship. As we baptize we will look back at God’s promises to us, we will make new promises, and we will look forward to God’s future for us and our children, contingent upon our fidelity in keeping our promises.

Today we will observe the Lord’s Supper that forces us to look back at the crucifixion that was so necessary to open the door of redemption, and forward to our resurrection and eternal life in Christ. We will also be reminded by this Supper that this gift of salvation has strings attached. A disciple of Christ is expected by God to live like one. When God chooses a person or a people God blesses them but he also holds them accountable. Because we are God’s people, like Israel of old, we must trust Him or pay the consequences.

Jeremiah makes that trust or consequences expectation perfectly clear. Israel was suffering because they had failed to honor their trust with God. Jeremiah stands at the crossroads of his time and points out that the people had a world view that didn’t include God’s laws and wasn’t being faithful to their promises with God. I am afraid that if we were to carefully examine our world view we might find that our world view is not perfectly in line with God’s plan either. They didn’t trust God and a lot of times we don’t either. They preferred their plan over God’s plan, their way over God’s way. They probably didn’t even know what God’s plan was because they didn’t read God’s word often enough to know it. Many of us are just as ignorant.  They were suffering the consequences, so will we. A prophet always stands at his crossroad of life and always points two ways, reminding the people of  “what God has said/what God is going to do” or  “because/therefore” or “if/then”.

We do not have a God who is unconcerned about us! In fact quite the opposite is true. God is so concerned about us that he will not allow us to blithely go about our daily lives ignoring his word. Like the people of old, God has given us his word to direct us, he has given us perfectly clear guidelines for living and plenty of examples of what happens when we obey and when we don’t.

There is no ambiguity in God. Like a good parent, God wants only the best for us, and if it takes hard times to get our attention then God is quite willing to let them come.

When I was a little boy my parents were not hard task- masters, not nearly as tough as they should have been. But there were some hard and fast rules, and one of them was “never disrespect your parents, not in private and not in public”. Disrespect by talking back or refusing to do what we were told to do always generated a quick and usually painful response. We always knew who the boss was, and it wasn’t us kids.

One thing the bible makes very clear, God is serious about our relationship with him. God takes very seriously our promises and his promises. If we break our trust with God we can be sure there will be consequences. On the other hand, if we keep our trust God will bless us and ours in ways we can’t begin to imagine.

Now, please don’t misunderstand me! I am not saying that if we obey God every day will be a great day. If this was Eden or heaven I could say that. But this is not heaven, this is a world under heaven, and like Ecclesiastes says, in this fallen world there is a season for everything, both good and bad. God has given us a beautiful world to live in, but we have done a pretty good job of corrupting it. In this world bad things happen to God’s good people. What God does promise us is help and Heaven.

So, lets take this opportunity to evaluate our performance in our covenant relationship with God, and adjust our walk to match our word. God gives us this chance, and will bless our efforts. Advent and Christmas is all about second chances.  Amen.

