SERMON BY LINDA WEST: Sunday 4 December 2016, 2nd Sunday of Advent
EVENSONG REFLECTION 
Readings: Psalm 28, page 557 Pew Bible; 1 Kings 18.17-39, page 359; John 1.19-28, p 1063

Theme: Who is the God of Christmas?

Friday evening, after a busy week, I flopped down in front of one those goo-ey Christmas movies on the television.  In it the heroine produced a nativity play.  It was a bit of a muddled story with Santa Claus and his reindeer on stage at the same time as the Virgin Mary, Joseph, baby Jesus, the ox and the ass, the shepherds and their sheep and the wise men and their camels.  Maybe, someone wanted modern-day inclusivity!

Watching this scene led me to ask the question, which we all need to ask ourselves at this time of year – ‘Who is the God of Christmas?’

Of course, there is nothing wrong with our celebrating with Santa Claus, after all he has been around since St Nicholas first gave gifts to children in the 6th century.  I still get out my festive stocking every year and so far it has always been filled for me by a man with a beard!

But there is the danger that we can fall into the trap of making the perfect Christmas dinner, buying the most expensive gifts, having the best dressed-tree or the most brightly lit house, even perhaps having the best carol service with the best mince pies and mulled wine, the god of our Christmas.  I am glad to note that this year Regent Street’s lights do at least have something of the Christmas message in them as lit-up angels fly about the busy shops.

So how are we to focus on the real God of Christmas?  We are now in Advent – the time when we look forward not only to celebrating the birth of the baby Jesus again, but to remembering that he grew up to die for us at Calvary and that he will come again both to judge us and take us back to heaven with him.

We could do worse that look at our readings tonight.  Elizabeth read for us the lovely story of Elijah and the prophets of Baal.  It is one of the Bible stories I never tire of hearing – or singing in the setting of it to Mendelssohn’s magnificent oratorio. It is so dramatic and also comes over with Elijah showing a lovely sense of comedy as he taunts the prophets of Baal to shout louder because their god might be on holiday or having a sleep.  

There is a terrific contrast with the noisy clamouring of Baal’s worshippers wanting their god to hear them and Elijah’s quiet prayer asking for God to light his fire so that the people would know God was God and turn back to him.  And God answers with fire so dense as to burn up not only the water but the stones on which Elijah had made his fire, proving that he is the God of the impossible.  The Israelites were left in no doubt that ‘The Lord he is God, The Lord he is God.’  Elijah’s simple prayer had been answered.

And in our world, amidst all the noisy clamour of the festive season, we need something to remind us that the Lord he is God and it is him who sent his Son Jesus to be our saviour.

Elijah’s answer was prayer and so was the Psalmist’s.  In our Psalm, one of David’s, he calls on God not to turn a deaf ear but to help him not to be dragged down into the pit like the wicked people around him.  There’s something very familiar in his dismissal of those who ‘speak cordially with their neighbours but harbour malice in their hearts’.  How often do we see this behaviour?  And how often are we tempted to follow suit and behave in a hypocritical manner ourselves?

We probably wouldn’t ask for God’s revenge on those who do evil, but like David we do need to ask God to help us not to be dragged down by the ways of the world around us.  At this season it is so easy to get dragged along with the tide of over-spending and over-indulging and to get so wrapped up in the ‘secular’ side of Christmas that, we too, lose focus on what it is all about.  

So, as with Elijah and David, we need to turn to prayer to avoid losing focus of the Christ who came at Christmas.  We have the Psalmist’s assurance that ‘The Lord is my strength and my shield; my heart trusts in him, and I am helped’.

In our new testament reading we read of John the Baptist declaring that he was not the promised Messiah, but someone who had been sent to foretell of the coming of Jesus.  John only baptised with water – to signify the need for redemption and cleansing – but the one who was coming would have power to give real purification.  

It’s a story we are all familiar with, but what can we take from it this Advent as we look forward to celebrating the birth of our Messiah again?  

Perhaps we should take up the challenge to tell people that Jesus is coming back.  He will come back in glory but he will also come back as judge.  We all need to be sure of the cleansing love of Jesus so that we can stand before his judgement throne without fear of the result being anything other than qualifying to live with Jesus forever.  

Do we think we haven’t got the strength to undertake such a task?  Well we need to look back to Elijah and David.  They both trusted God and prayed to him for strength to undertake the difficult tasks he had for them to do.  We need to follow their example and simply pray to God for that strength.  It is amazing what prayer can do.  

So this Advent we need to focus on Jesus, to trust Him to help us appreciate the real meaning of Christmas amongst the clamour of all that is around us (though he doesn’t mind if we join in with the parties and presents so long as we remember why they were started), we need to proclaim to others the real meaning of Christmas, and we need above all to keep in touch with God in prayer so that we can achieve this.

So who is the God of Christmas?  It is, of course, our Lord Jesus Christ.

Let us pray:

Dear God 

We thank you for sending your Son, Jesus Christ to be our Saviour.  As we prepare to celebrate Christmas again this year, help us not to get so caught up in the parties, presents and food, that we forget why we celebrate in the first place.  And please help us to be able to tell others who the real God of Christmas is.

In Jesus’ name.

Amen.
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