                     11/30/05 Midweek Advent Sermon:   “The Prophets’ Candle”
                          (Texts:  Isaiah 60:1-3; Romans 15:1-12; Matthew 12:9-21)

************************************************************************

     Listen again to the first verse of our Old Testament reading:  “Arise, shine, for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord rises upon you.”  Light is a precious gift from God.  In the beginning God said, “Let there be light!” – and there was light.
     During this time of year it gets dark outside quite early.  Imagine what it was like for those first pioneers in North Dakota who didn’t have electric lights.  Many of them relied on oil lamps and also candles.  One candle can help you see in a room full of darkness.

     The bible often uses physical darkness as a symbol for sin and evil as well as the fear and despair caused by the death and eternal damnation we sinners deserve from God’s hand.  In contrast, light is used as a symbol for the mercy, love and salvation that come from the hand of the same God.

     For many years Christians have lit candles as symbols of the light of hope that shines from Christ and the glorious salvation He gives to us sinners who live in spiritual darkness without Him.

     The Advent wreath was developed to help Christians meditate during Advent – the Church season that helps us focus on the 1st and 2nd comings of Christ.  The 1st, 2nd and 4th candles on our Advent wreath are blue, which is the color of hope.  The 3rd candle is pink, which is the color of joy.

     Tonight we light the 1st blue candle which we will call “The Prophets’ Candle.”  Why?  Because tonight we will hear about the prophets who pointed ahead to the 1st and 2nd comings of the Christ and thereby gave hope to God’s people.

     I think you’d agree that we need hope.  On a personal level you all have various trials in your life.  When additional tragedies are added to the problems you already face, you may begin to lose hope.  

     Our despair is compounded when we look at the hopelessness that exists in the rest of the world – war, famine, sickness, natural disasters and death.  Sometimes the future seems hopeless.

     But what makes things even worse is the fact that we are sinners.  We are not innocent victims who deserve to be rescued from a cruel universe.  Instead, Scripture teaches that the pain in this world is caused by our rebellion against God.  We deserve present and eternal punishment because of the evil thoughts, wicked words and devilish deeds that reveal the darkness in our hearts.

     When the guilt of our sin weighs us down we feel truly alone because only God can help us and yet He is the One who ought to damn us for our sin.

     The people of God in 800 B.C. also needed hope.  Not only were they facing the same physical trials and tragedies that we face.  Many of them were also aware of their sin against God and that they deserved His wrath.
     But in the midst of their darkness God shined the light of hope.  God used His prophets to proclaim the good news of the coming Savior.  Listen to our Old Testament reading again:  “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.  Nations will come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn.”

     Did you hear that?  Not only did God comfort Israel with the light of His mercy through the coming Christ.  God also said that the “nations” would come to the light of Israel and find hope.
     The “Light of Israel” is the Son of God, the one named “Jesus” – born of the Virgin Mary, a descendant of David, the Son of Abraham, the earthly father of Israel.  God told Abraham that all nations would be blessed because of the Savior who would come from his family line.

     All the prophets of the Old Testament speak of the coming Savior who would bring the light of God’s mercy not only to Israel but also to the “nations” – that is, the Gentiles who also live in darkness and need the hope of Christ.

     Paul speaks about this in our reading from Romans chapter 15.  Paul says that the prophets’ past writings in Holy Scripture are meant to encourage us as we see how their prophecies were fulfilled in the FIRST coming of Christ.

     Jesus was born to save His people from their sins.  His “people” are not only the physical descendants of Abraham, but also the Gentiles.  In fact, being a physical descendant of Abraham means nothing if one is not a spiritual descendant of Abraham through faith in Christ.  

     Simply put, all who repent of their sin and trust in Jesus are God’s forgiven people and have eternal hope.  Paul alludes to this truth in Romans chapter 15 when he quotes these words from Isaiah chapter 11:  “The Root of Jesse will spring up, one who will arise to rule over the nations; the Gentiles will hope in him.”  Jesse was the father of King David, the ancestor of Jesus, our Lord and Savior, in Whom the Gentiles find hope!

     In Romans chapter 15 Paul also quotes from 2nd Samuel chapter 22, Psalm 18, Deuteronomy chapter 32 and Psalm 118.  Paul here shows us that the prophets through history pointed to the light of hope found in the 1st and 2nd comings of Jesus the Christ.
     In our Gospel reading from Matthew chapter 12 we see that Jesus heals a man on the Sabbath, thereby proclaiming that He is Lord of the Sabbath – the Savior of Israel and all the nations.  Jesus proves this by quoting from Isaiah chapter 42.  The last verse of this quote reads:  “In His Name the nations will put their hope.”

     My friends, we are “the nations” who put their hope in Jesus.  Tonight the prophets’ candle reminds us that Jesus came into the world just as God promised.  Jesus came to give you hope through the forgiveness of your sin.

     However, those whose sins are forgiven also have the certain hope of eternal life with God.  When Scripture speaks of “hope” it does not mean a personal dream that may or may not take place.  No!  Our Christian hope is based on the promise of God that will most certainly take place.  

     As people who trust in Jesus we have certain hope even in the face of death because we have God’s promise that at Christ’s 2nd coming our bodies will be resurrected and we will live forever with God in the New Creation He will give us on that final day.  We will then live forever in the pure light of God’s love and life and there will be no more darkness of sin and death.

     As we behold the first blue candle of the Advent wreath – “The Prophets’ Candle” – we are reminded that everything the prophets wrote about Christ’s 1st coming came true.  Their words of hope came true because their words are the very Word of God!

In the same way, their words about Christ’s 2nd coming will be fulfilled – because their words are God’s Word for us so that we may have hope.

     My Christian brothers and sisters, the same Jesus who healed a man on the Sabbath will return one day and give us eternal rest in His Kingdom of Light.  No wonder the nations hope in Jesus – the Light Who shines in our darkness.  Amen!
