12/07/08  Sermon:  “He’s Coming:  The Lion of the Tribe of Judah!”

(Texts:  Genesis  49:8-10;  Revelation 5:1-6a, 9-10;  Matthew 1:1-6a)
************************************************************************

     Last Sunday was the first Sunday in Advent and the beginning of a whole new Church Year.  Last Sunday we learned the meaning of the word Advent – which comes from the Latin language and means “to enter” or “to come into.”

     With that in mind, last Sunday we began my Advent sermon series entitled:  “He’s Coming!”  Now, some may hear that series title and then ask:  “Who’s coming?”  The answer?  Jesus, of course!  During Advent we focus on how Jesus comes into our lives in the past, present and future.

     As we prepare to celebrate the birth of Jesus, we get to look back and see how God’s promises were fulfilled when Jesus was born to save us from our sins.  However, during the first few thousand years of earth’s history the birth of Christ was a FUTURE HOPE that had not yet taken place.

     For example, on the very day that Adam and Eve sinned against God He then promised to send a Savior into the world.  God promised that a male child born of the woman would crush the devil’s power.  From that point on God’s people were waiting for the Savior of sinners to come into the world – and over the years this Savior came to be known by various names.

     We learned about one of those names last Sunday.  Last Sunday we heard about The Seed of Abraham.  This name was given to the promised Savior who would come into the world through Abraham’s family line.  
     In our Gospel reading from Matthew chapter 1 we can read about the genealogy of Jesus – beginning with Abraham.  Now, Abraham had a son named Isaac.  Isaac then had a son named Jacob.  Jacob then eventually had 12 sons – and they were the basis for the 12 tribes of Israel.  

     However, only ONE of those tribes of Israel would be the family line from whom the promised Savior would come into the world.  This blessed tribe is known as Judah, who was the fourth son born to Jacob.  

     Toward the end of his life Jacob gave prophecies about each of his sons.  In our Old Testament reading for today we find Jacob’s words about his son, Judah.  Some of these words apply to Judah’s immediate future.  But some other parts of these words point ahead to a very special descendant of Judah.  Listen again to these words of Jacob:  “The scepter will not depart from Judah, nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet, until he comes to whom it belongs and the obedience of the nations is his.”  

     Here we see that one of Judah’s descendants will be a very special person.  In fact, this special descendant of Judah would be none other than the promised Savior who would  destroy the nations who reject Him and rule over the nations who trust in Him.  

     Remember last Sunday’s Old Testament reading?  God said to Abraham:  “Through you all nations will be blessed.”  And now in today’s reading we’re told that one of Judah’s descendants will receive the obedience of the nations who trust that promise.  

     This Royal Savior promised in today’s Old Testament reading came to be known as The Lion of the Tribe of Judah – based on these words of Jacob:  “You are a lion’s cub, O Judah … Like a lion he crouches and lies down … who dares to rouse him?”
     How do these words apply to Jesus?  Well, not only is Jesus the Royal Savior descended from Judah.  On top that, the image of a lion describes Jesus well.  You see, Jesus is very powerful and His enemies should fear Him.   However, with that said, Jesus is a “Lion” like no other.

     For example, how many of you are familiar with the famous children’s book by C.S. Lewis entitled “The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe”?  In this story four human children end up in another world known as Narnia which is being ruthlessly ruled by an evil white witch.  

     However, these four children soon learn about a Lion named Aslan who promised to come one day and destroy the evil witch and bring freedom to Narnia.  Sadly, one of the four children, named Edmund, does not believe in Aslan.  In fact, Edmund ends up joining the witch’s side – only to find out later what a horrible choice he made!  Aslan finally shows up, and Edmund is guilty of being a traitor!

     Later on the white witch then claims her right to kill Edmund for being a traitor.  Now, you would think that Aslan the Lion would say:  “Go for it!  Kill Edmund.  See if I care!  He betrayed me.  Go ahead, kill him.  That’s what he deserves.”  But instead, Aslan the Lion does something that the witch never expects.  Aslan offers to be killed in Edmund’s place.  Aslan the Lion gives his life for the one who betrayed him.

     Just imagine!  The powerful Lion Aslan willingly lays down his life.  But the story doesn’t end there.  Aslan comes back to life.  He then destroys the witch and gives freedom to all Narnia.

     What a wonderful story that is!  But that’s all it is – just a story.  However, that make believe story was inspired by a TRUE event in our history when the Lion of the Tribe of Judah willingly died in the place of people who had betrayed Him by their own sin against Him.

     My friends, Jesus is the Lion of the Tribe of Judah – a Lion like no other.  The powerful one humbled Himself and sacrificed His own life so that His enemies might be forgiven and become part of His Kingdom of love.

     But as you know, death could not hold down the Lion of the Tribe of Judah!  Jesus conquered death.   He is risen!  In addition, Jesus will return one day in power and glory.  
     You see, just as the people in the Old Testament we’re waiting for the FIRST coming of the Lion of the Tribe of Judah, we are now waiting for His SECOND coming in power and glory. 
     This fact takes us to our second reading from Revelation chapter 5 where the Apostle John uses symbolic language to describe the future hope we have in Christ.  

     In this reading John describes his vision of scroll that no one could open.  What is this scroll?  This scroll symbolizes knowledge about the future.  The fact that this scroll is sealed and no one can open it teaches us that only God knows the destiny of this world and so only God can reveal that information to us.

     As John saw this vision of the scroll he began to weep because no one was found who could open the scroll and give us hope for the future.  But then a servant of God said the following to John:  “Do not weep!  See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah,… has triumphed.  He is able to open the scroll…”
     Here we see that one of the names given to Jesus is The Lion of the Tribe of Judah.  The fact that Jesus is able to open the scroll is a sign to us that Jesus is God Himself.  

     Next we’re told that The Lion of the Tribe of Judah has triumphed.  But triumphed over what?  Listen to what John writes:  “Then I saw a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain, standing in the center of the throne, encircled by the four living creatures and the elders.”

     What does this teach us?  First, the fact that the Lamb is standing where only God can stand is yet more proof that Jesus is God.  Second, please note that John now calls The Lion a Lamb.  

     Think of it!  The powerful Lion of the Tribe of Judah was slain like a helpless Lamb.  Why?  Not because He had no choice.  The Lion of the Tribe of Judah could have crushed His enemies at any time.  Instead, the powerful Lion allowed himself to be slain like all the helpless lambs that were slain during hundreds of years of Old Testament history.  Those slaughtered lambs were pictures of Jesus, The Lion of the Tribe of Judah, who would willingly give His life to save His enemies from eternal doom.

     In fact, the next thing we find in John’s vision is that all who surround the throne of the Lion of the Tribe of Judah then sing this song of worship to Him.  Listen to the words again:  “You are worthy to take the scroll and open its seals, because you were slain, and with your blood you purchased men for God from every tribe and language and people and nation.  You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to serve our God, and they will reign on earth.”  

     These words tell us about the Seed of Abraham who came into the world to bless all nations.  These words tell us about The Lion of the Tribe of Judah who humbled himself like a helpless lamb so that His enemies might be saved and live forever in His kingdom of love.
     In a little over two weeks we will celebrate Christmas.  We will celebrate the fact that God kept His promise to send us a Savior – The Seed of Abraham  and  The Lion of the Tribe of Judah.

     Jesus came into our world in the PAST to save us from sin and death by His own death and resurrection.  This same Jesus comes to us NOW through Baptism, through His Word and in His Holy Supper – and through these gifts He claims us as His own and nurtures our faith in Him.  

     Finally, this same Jesus will come into the world in the FUTURE.  The Lion of the Tribe of Judah will return in power and glory.  He will crush all those who hate Him and reject His loving sacrifice.  But He will also use His mighty power to give eternal salvation to those who love Him and trust in Him.

     At this point we must remember that we are all like Edmund in C.S. Lewis’ story about Narnia and Aslan the Lion.  We have all betrayed The Lion of the Tribe of Judah by our sins against Him.  But the Good News is that The Lion of the Tribe of Judah preferred to sacrifice Himself to prevent you from being cursed by your own sin against Him.

     Jesus, the Lion, is your mighty and loving Savior.  Trust in Him and live for Him.  One day He will return in power and glory.  He will destroy all evil opposed to Him and His people.  He will then bring you into His eternal Kingdom of love and you will reign forever on a new earth that The Lion will create for us on that day.  Amen!
