                            12/21/05 Advent #4 Sermon:  “The Angels’ Candle”
                    (Texts:  Psalm 103:1-5, 20-22; Hebrews 12:18-24; Luke 2:8-14)

************************************************************************
     How many here have seen the old Jimmy Stewart movie “It’s a Wonderful Life”?  I’ve seen it many times over the years.  In fact, I just watched it again the other night.  No matter how many times I see it, I still tear up during the final scene.
     “It’s a Wonderful Life” is a good movie.  It teaches you about dedication to family and about having compassion for others in need.  However, the theology of “It’s a Wonderful Life” leaves a lot to be desired.

     For example, except for a Christmas hymn sung during the movie, the birth of Jesus is never mentioned, much less that Jesus was born to save us from our sins.  In addition, the movie promotes a popular but totally false idea about angels.

     You may recall that an angel named Clarence is sent to help George Bailey.  However, this angel does not yet have wings.  Why?  He has to EARN them!  This implies a kind of “works righteousness” as though we must make ourselves worthy of God’s gifts.
     In addition, we are told that this wingless angel named Clarence was actually once a human male who lived on this earth.  We are encouraged to believe that we humans get to be angels after we die – assuming we “earn the right”, that is.

     Let me clear this up once and for all!  We humans are humans and we will be nothing but humans for all eternity.  Angels are angels and they will be nothing but angels for all eternity.  Angels do not become human.  Humans do not become angels.

     Who are the angels?  The bible doesn’t give us many details.  However, the Bible DOES teach us that angels are beings that were created by God and their purpose is to praise God and serve us humans!

     However, the Bible also teaches us that some angels rejected God’s plan for them.  In fact, there is one particular angel who led the other angels to rebel against God, and this angel is known by various names – such as Lucifer, the devil, the ancient serpent, and Satan.  

     However, we need not fear the devil and his demons.  Why?  Listen to this text from the book of Jude:  ”…the angels who did not keep their positions of authority but abandoned their own home—these he has kept in darkness, bound with everlasting chains for judgment on the great Day.”  

     What does this mean?  Simply put, the devil and his demons can’t do ANYTHING apart from the will of God.  Sometimes God allows the evil angels to cause plenty of trouble, but God promises that He will work it out for good.  God will defend us from the devil and his demons, and on the day of judgment they will be cast into hell for all eternity!

     However, not all the angels joined the devil’s rebellion.  Many angels remained loyal to God.  We heard about these angels in our Old Testament reading from Psalm 103.  Hear these words again:  “Praise the LORD, you his angels, you mighty ones who do his bidding, who obey his word. Praise the LORD, all his heavenly hosts, you his servants who do his will.”  These angels always praise God and joyfully do His will.
     For example, our reading from Hebrews chapter 12 talks about thousands of angels who are in joyful assembly around the throne of God.  They praise God because of what He has done for us lost humans.  They praise God for Jesus who was born to save us from our sins with His blood shed on the cross.
     In our Gospel reading from Luke chapter 2 we see that God sent an angel to give the shepherds this message:  “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people.  11 Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.  12 This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.”  What a message!  In fact, the word “angel” comes from a Greek word that means “messenger”.  God often used angels as His messengers of good news.
     Now, after the angel spoke the good news to the shepherds, many other angels appeared and together they said:  “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests.”  First, the angels gave glory to God.  Second, they proclaimed that God will give peace to people on earth who have the favor of God.

     In other words, those who trust in Jesus as their Savior from sin and death will be at peace with God.  Paul writes about this in Romans chapter 5.  Listen:  “Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ,  2 through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand. And we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God.”
     The angel tells us that God has given us a Savior – the Messiah promised by the prophets of old; the Messiah who is the Lord Himself in human flesh.  Jesus was born to give us peace with God by dying on the cross for our sins.  We experience God’s favor only through faith in Jesus who gives us eternal life in God’s glory!

     Unfortunately, some people do NOT find favor with God because they reject the peace that ONLY Jesus can give.  The devil and his fellow demons do all they can to lead us away from the Savior who was born for us.  The devil has deceived many people, and he uses some of these unbelievers to spread false teaching and lies that lead us to hell.

     But as the angel in our Gospel reading said, we do not have to be afraid.  The God who has every right to damn us for our sin has given us a Savior – Christ the Lord.  God used the words of His angel to give those shepherds faith in Jesus as their Savior.  God has also used His Word to bring YOU to faith in Jesus as YOUR Savior.
     However, I’m guessing that an angel did not proclaim God’s Word to you.  Who did, then?  The ordinary people that God place in your life:  your parents; your pastors; your Christian friends and family.  You see, we are not unlike the angels in the sense that we are God’s messengers today.

     For example, later on in Luke chapter 2 we read these words:  “When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, ‘Let’s go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.’ 

So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger.  When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child,  and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them.”
     Did you hear that?  The shepherds spread the Word about Jesus.  They passed on what God had revealed to them.  God has also revealed His Word to YOU tonight.  You are now God’s “angels” in this world.  You are called to speak the Word about Jesus.

     Now, this doesn’t mean you all have to quit your jobs and go to school to become professional church workers – although some of you may be led to do that.  My point is that you are God’s messengers wherever God sends you in this life – at home, at work, at school and in this community.  The shepherds were simply people who repeated the good news God had given them, and God used their witness to bless others.

     Tonight we lit the 4th candle of the Advent wreath which we call “The Angels’ Candle.”  Tonight we heard how God used His angels to proclaim the good news about Jesus to some shepherds.

We also heard how God used those shepherds to spread the good news.

     God has used ME to give YOU the good news tonight.  God will also use you to spread the Word you have heard:  “A Savior has been born for us.  He is Christ the Lord.”  There are people right here in Jamestown who don’t know why Jesus was born or why they even need Him.  Maybe you know a person like this.  You are God’s “angels”.  God will use you to spread the good news of great joy for ALL the people.  Amen!
