                               11/26/06  Advent #1 Sermon:   “Hear the Word!”
                 ( Texts:  Colossians  3:15-17;  Romans 10:11-17;  Matthew 1:18-23 )

     Tonight we begin a new Church Year with the season of Advent.  The word “Advent” comes from the Latin language and means “enter” or “come into.”  During the season of Advent we learn how God “enters” or “comes into” our lives in the past, present and future.  We especially focus on God entering the world in the PAST as we prepare to celebrate the birth of His Son.
     Tonight is the first of four mid-week Advent Services.  Tonight’s Service theme is:  “Hear the Word!”  How appropriate!  That’s why we’re here, isn’t it?  We’re here to HEAR!  As it says on our Church sign:  “We Have Good News!  Come Hear!”  God graciously gives us many opportunities to hear His Word so that we might believe Him and be saved.  But saved from “what?”  Let’s examine our Gospel reading and find out.

     Almost 2000 years ago an angel of the Lord spoke God’s Word to a man named Joseph who was going to divorce his wife, Mary, because he wrongly assumed that she had been unfaithful to him.  Mary was pregnant, after all!  What was Joseph supposed to think?  Joseph knew he was not the father because he had not yet had sexual relations with Mary.

     But then Joseph had a dream during which he heard these words of the Lord from an angel:  “Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.  She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.”  

     The name “Jesus” means “God saves” – an appropriate name for the boy who is God’s own Son.  As Matthew writes:  “All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet:  ‘The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel’ – which means, ‘God with us.’”  So, Joseph heard the Word of the Lord which says that Jesus is God who was born for no other reason than to save us from our sins, that is, our refusal to believe the Word of God that we hear.
     But by the grace of God Joseph not only heard the Word of the Lord but he also believed it and acted accordingly.  Matthew writes:  “When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife.  But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son.  And he gave him the name Jesus.”

     Joseph heard the Word of the Lord and he believed the Word of the Lord.  But what if Joseph had NOT believed what he heard?  Then God would have kept His promise to bring His Son into the world all the same – but Joseph would have been left out of God’s salvation because of his unbelief.  However, thanks be to God, Joseph DID believe the Word of the Lord.
     The Word of the Lord is the only hope for us sinners who ignore God’s Word or reject it or try to change it until it fits in with our ideas and plans.  But the Word of the Lord crashes through all of our barriers to His love until we are nothing before Him and long to hear a word of mercy and hope.

     God sent His Son to be born of a virgin that He might save us from our sins, that is, save us from an eternity separated from God’s love.  But God knows that unless we believe that we are sinners who need to be saved by His Son, we have no hope.  That’s why God uses His Word to open our ears so that we might hear and believe.  As we heard in our reading from Romans chapter 10:  “…faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the word of Christ.”

     Did you HEAR that?  The only way we can believe is for God’s Word to give us new hearts that are in anguish over our rebellion against God and trust in Jesus for the mercy, love and life we so desperately need.  
     But we cannot repent and believe if we do not hear the Word of the Lord.  That’s why Christ spoke His Word to us, so that we might call upon Him and be saved.  That’s why we Christians must continue to hear this same Word of Christ.  If we fail to hear Christ’s Word our faith will grow weak and die.  That’s why Paul says what he does in our first reading from Colossians chapter 3:

“Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom,…”
     What do we learn from this?  Simply put, the only reason you call upon the Name of the Lord is that God has used His Word to call upon you and give you faith in His Son.  Faith in Jesus, the Savior of sinners, is the gift of God – a wonderful gift that results in a new life filled with God’s love, joy, peace and hope!

     But the devil does not want you to believe.  If the devil can’t keep us from hearing God’s Word, then he will do all he can to get us to ignore or reject what we hear – and our sinful nature is more than willing to hear the devil’s lies.  

     The voices of this evil world are so appealing because they allow us to justify our selfish rebellion against God – either by our vice that rejects God’s will for our behavior or by our virtue that fools us into thinking that we’re too good for the kind of Savior who says that He needed to die to save us from our sins.

     Whenever we hear God’s Word at church or during family devotions or from a Christian friend – the devil does all he can to get us to ignore that word or reject that word or change that word to suit our fancy.  But if we refuse to believe what we hear, we have no hope.

     This tragic event happened to some of God’s people in the Old Testament.  As Paul said in our reading from Romans:  “But not all the Israelites accepted the good news.”  They heard the Word of the Lord, but they would not believe it.  God promised them a Savior, but they remained under God’s wrath because they would not believe what they heard.  In Romans 10:21 Paul writes:  “…concerning Israel [God] says, ‘All day long I have held out my hands to a disobedient and obstinate people.’”
     God is holding out His hands to you, tonight, and He is speaking His Word to you that you might hear and believe.  You can have it YOUR way and be obstinate and disobedient.  Or you can have it GOD’S way – you can confess your sin and rejoice in the salvation that is yours through Jesus who was born to save you from your sins.

     God speaks His Word to you so that He might have His way with you.  God uses His Word to humble our obstinate hearts so that we might admit our sin and accept the fact that we deserve nothing but God’s wrath.  But God also uses His Word to give us faith in His Son through whom we have mercy and the certain hope of eternal life in God’s love.

     Hear again the Word of the Lord:  “’She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.’  All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet:  ‘The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel’ – which means, ‘God with us.’”
     During this season of Advent there are many voices in this world that will try to distract us from the Word of the Lord.  But God is still here, holding out His hands to you and speaking to you.  During this season of Advent you will hear the Word of the Lord – the same Word of the Lord that has saved sinners ever since Adam and Eve doubted God’s Word in the garden.
     God searched for Adam and Eve, and He found them.  God spoke His Word to them.  He condemned their sin and said they deserved death.  He also promised them a Savior from their sin.  They believed and were saved.

     Hundreds of years later God spoke His Word to His people in Isaiah’s day.  Eight hundred years before God’s Son was born of the Virgin Isaiah wrote these words:  “…the Lord himself will give you a sign:  The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel.”  Those who believed were saved.

     Eight hundred years later the words of the prophet were fulfilled when God’s Son took on human flesh in the womb of the Virgin Mary by the power of the Holy Spirit.  When Jesus was older He spoke His Word to many people.  They all heard.  Some believed, and they were saved.

     During the last 2000 years Jesus’ Words have been spoken to many people in many places.  Many have heard.  Some believed and were saved.  Jesus still speaks His Word today.  He speaks His Word to YOU!  You have heard His Word tonight.  God has called you to believe in Jesus so that you might be saved from your sins.

     If you confess your sins against God and trust in Jesus as your Savior, then you have been saved.  God has used His Word to give you hearts that believe what God says about your sin and your Savior, Jesus.

     During this season of Advent you will hear how God’s Son entered this world to save us from our sins.  You will also hear how God’s Son enters our lives NOW as we continue to hear His Word.  You will also hear how Christ will come into the world in the future to raise the dead and give eternal life to those who hear God’s Word and believe.

     God wants more people to hear and believe.  God will also use you to speak His Word to others that they might hear and believe.  Invite your friends to Concordia.  Tell them:  “We have Good News!  Come hear!”   As Paul said, “How, then, can they call upon the one they have not believed in?  And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard?  And how can they hear without someone preaching to them?”
     What a wonderful place this is – a place where God continues to speak His Word so that we might hear Him, believe Him and be saved.  So, let the Word of Christ dwell in you richly!  Hear the Word!  Amen!
