Isaiah 61:1–4, 8–11

The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me to bring good news to the poor;﻿ he has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and the opening of the prison to those who are bound;﻿ 2 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor, and the day of vengeance of our God; to comfort all who mourn; 3 to grant to those who mourn in Zion—to give them a beautiful headdress instead of ashes, the oil of gladness instead of mourning, the garment of praise instead of a faint spirit; that they may be called oaks of righteousness, the planting of the Lord, that he may be glorified.﻿ 4 They shall build up the ancient ruins; they shall raise up the former devastations; they shall repair the ruined cities, the devastations of many generations. 

8For I the Lord love justice; I hate robbery and wrong;﻿ I will faithfully give them their recompense, and I will make an everlasting covenant with them. 9 Their offspring shall be known among the nations, and their descendants in the midst of the peoples; all who see them shall acknowledge them, that they are an offspring the Lord has blessed. 10I will greatly rejoice in the Lord; my soul shall exult in my God, for he has clothed me with the garments of salvation; he has covered me with the robe of righteousness, as a bridegroom decks himself like a priest with a beautiful headdress, and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels. 11 For as the earth brings forth its sprouts, and as a garden causes what is sown in it to sprout up, so the Lord God will cause righteousness and praise to sprout up before all the nations. 

1 Thessalonians 5:16–24

Rejoice always, 17 pray without ceasing, 18 give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you. 19 Do not quench the Spirit. 20 Do not despise prophecies, 21 but test everything; hold fast what is good. 22 Abstain from every form of evil. 

23 Now may the God of peace himself sanctify you completely, and may your whole spirit and soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. 24 He who calls you is faithful; he will surely do it. 

John 1:6–8,19–28

There was a man ﻿sent from God, whose name was ﻿John. 7 He came as a ﻿witness, to bear witness about the light, ﻿that all might believe through him. 8 ﻿He was not the light, but came to bear witness about the light. 

And this is the ﻿testimony of John, when the Jews sent priests and Levites from Jerusalem to ask him, ﻿“Who are you?” 20 ﻿He confessed, and did not deny, but confessed, “I am not the Christ.” 21 And they asked him, “What then? ﻿Are you Elijah?” He said, “I am not.” “Are you ﻿the Prophet?” And he answered, “No.” 22 So they said to him, “Who are you? We need to give an answer to those who sent us. What do you say about yourself?” 23 He said, “I am ﻿the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight﻿ the way of the Lord,’ as the prophet Isaiah said.” 

24 (Now they had been sent from the Pharisees.) 25 They asked him, ﻿“Then why are you baptizing, if you are neither the Christ, nor Elijah, nor the Prophet?” 26 John answered them, ﻿“I baptize with water, but among you stands one you do not know, 27 even ﻿he who comes after me, the strap of whose sandal I am not worthy to untie.” 28 These things took place in Bethany across the Jordan, where John was baptizing. 

Gaudete

In my children’s messages for the last couple of Sundays, I’ve been talking about the church calendar.  I mentioned last Sunday the each Sunday in Advent has a name.  Today is traditionally known as "Gaudete Sunday."  Gaudete means "rejoice."  This is the day we light the pink candle on the Advent wreath, reminding us that today is a little bit different from the rest of Advent.  You see, up to this point the emphasis has been on the penitential nature of Advent.  That's important because we often forget that Advent, just like Lent, is a time of repentance.  Jesus is the reason for the season, but we often forget the reason why Jesus came to us—not to simply be a cute little baby in a manger, but to die for our sin.  Yet, this is also why we take a little timeout in the midst of this penitential season to remember the joy of our salvation; the joy of God's grace, which is ours because of Christ alone. 

But what do we celebrate and rejoice over today?  Do we rejoice over something that happened almost two-thousand years ago?  I admit, while that’s partly true, it's hard to get excited about stuff that happened one year ago, let alone two thousand years ago.  

Do we rejoice over the fact that Christmas is less than two weeks away?  That may be the case for some, especially when you consider that this also means that there's less than two weeks of Advent left.  Nobody really enjoys the whole repentance thing.  That's human nature.  Being reminded of your sin and the fact that you're not as good or squeaky-clean as you think you are is kind of a drag, especially when everybody else is pushing consumer happiness, joy, and Christmas cheer. 

Gaudete Sunday: So what exactly are we to rejoice over today?  The answer is found in Scripture, and it's amazingly simple and clear.  We rejoice today because the reality of salvation through faith alone in God's grace alone because of Jesus Christ alone is an eternal, ever-present reality.  It's our reality.  You see, this is a joy that is different from all other Christmas joy, including what many faithful Christians consider proper, seasonal Christmas joy.  

Driving along to Des Moines we see the signs in their front yards proclaiming that "Jesus is the reason for the season."  "Keep Christ in Christmas."  You know. I don’t mean any disrespect.  But they're just cliché.  I don't pay any attention to them anymore.  There was one sign, however, that got me thinking about this very sermon.  This one read, "Christmas: The Birth of Jesus—When God came to earth."  Again, there's nothing wrong with this message.  It's not heretical.  It's not false theology.  It's just not the whole story. 

When did Jesus come to earth?  Now that may seem like a trick question, but it's not, and that's the problem.  You see, Jesus didn't just advent with mankind two thousand years ago in a little stable in some backwoods little village on the outskirts of the Roman Empire.  He did come to us at that time to be born of flesh, bone, and blood, all so that He could take that same flesh, bone, and blood to the cross for us as an all-redeeming, perfect sacrifice.  But those thirty-three years of Jesus' earthly life and ministry are by no means the entire story.  Jesus will come again in all His glory.  Christmas is also supposed to remind us of this blessed news.  We know that not too many people think of Judgment Day and the resurrection when "Away in a Manger" is played.  But Christ will come again, in all His glory.  All will see and know and behold Christ the Lord.  Christmas should remind us of this blessed event, too.  

But there's still more to the story.  How is mankind saved during the time between Christ's first advent in a manger and His glorious return on Judgment Day?  Does God leave us to fend for ourselves?  Absolutely not!  Salvation has never, is never, and will never be about what man can do for himself.  Salvation has always and will always be about what Christ does for us.  This is precisely where our Scripture lessons for this morning confront the well-intentioned, yet errant theology professed by that simple yard sign, which made Christ's coming to us sound only like a simple past-tense event.  "Christmas Eve: When Christ was born…that's when God came to earth." 

Consider the words of John the Baptist when the priests and Levites came to him, asking if he was the Christ.  We're told that he confessed that he was not the Christ, God's promise and answer for mankind's salvation.  Think about that.  There's a lot there.  

John confessed the truth.  He didn't simply deny the fact that he wasn't the Christ.  He confessed that he wasn't the Christ, confessing also that the Christ stood among them, and John was simply preparing the way for Him, calling people to repentance and baptizing them with a baptism of complete forgiveness.  John pointed to Christ and Christ alone for salvation.  He didn't point to a manger scene thirty-three years earlier.  He opened his mouth and let God do the talking, pointing to the present-tense Christ in their midst.  

Consider also the opening verses of our Old Testament lesson for this morning.  "The Lord has anointed me to bring Good News to the poor, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, to proclaim release to those who are bound [sight to the blind], to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor and the single day of His wrath; to comfort all who mourn."  Did you catch how many times the concept of proclamation/speaking takes place in just these two verses?  More to the point, did you notice that all of this reversal, from sin to salvation or death to life, is a result of preaching/proclamation?  

Nowhere in these verses is there any mention of man having to do his part in order for salvation and deliverance to become reality.  There is no mention of man's works anywhere here.  The Word is what accomplishes this divine and joyous reversal.  In fact, when you look at the context of that entire portion of Scripture, the speaker in these verses is the Messiah Himself, not Isaiah.  

The Word of God is what affected all this change.  The Word of God Himself makes it clear that it is the Word that brings about life and salvation and liberty and comfort; the same Word of God who would later become flesh and dwell with man in the midst of sin; the same Word of God made flesh that John confessed and called people to repentance to and baptized into with the sure and certain promise of forgiveness, not John's forgiveness, but God's forgiveness.  

My brothers and sisters in Christ, look around you.  This same life-giving Word of God made flesh is actively at work among you today in His Word and His Sacraments.  Nothing has changed as far as mankind's salvation goes.  We still contribute nothing.  We still bring nothing to the table.  God does it all for us.  More specifically, His Word is still actively working life and forgiveness and salvation to us.  

This is our joy today!  This is why we “gaudete” (rejoice).  Christ the Lord, the Word of God made flesh, continues to be faithful and true to His Word, "I am with you always, to the very end of the age."  The reality of Immanuel, God with us, isn't just a past-tense or future-tense thing.  Christ the Lord continues to advent with us, presently and actively saving us from our sin, calling us to repentance and comforting us with His Gospel promise that "It is finished."  He is actively and presently at work among us, absolving us of our sin and feeding us with His own life-giving body and blood.  

To Him alone be all the glory, all the praise, and all the honor. 

Amen

