Rejoice In Our Advent Lord! – Philippians 4:4-7

Dear Christian friends.  If I’d ask you to smile, you'd find that doable. If I’d ask you to laugh, that might be a challenge. If I’d ask you to cheer up, that might be annoying. But what if I’d ask you to rejoice and show your happiness? Is that merely difficult or is it impossible?  Smiling requires that we take control of a few muscles in our face. Laughter probably involves a few more, from our eyes down to our bellies. But joy is deeper. It doesn't just require a change in a few muscles, a change on the surface. It requires a change in what we are. That’s the case with the kind of joy we are talking about today, the joy that is a fruit of God's Spirit.  The opening words of our text, Rejoice in the Lord always, might lead you to think back upon the last few days. Does this describe the last week in your life? Who wouldn’t want that right?  But what do we do when there is a lack of evidence of joy in our lives?  Do we work harder?  Do we pretend?  Do we give up? Always rejoice! Always show happiness!  How can I do that?  But we make a mistake if we think these words of Paul are meant to lead us to focus all our attention on ourselves looking for joy and happiness.  Paul is not telling us to focus on our feelings. Because, as we all know, feelings are subjective.  That is…. They change quite often.  Depending on situations.  No, Paul here would have us focus on Christ! His words point our attention to our Advent Lord. Yes, happy changes do take place in us, but that power comes from him. Paul reminds us those are solid reasons for our joy. So today we are reminded to Rejoice In Our Advent Lord!  With gentleness born of his strength, and with peace born of his protection. 

Paul says to the Philippians, “Let your gentleness be evident to all. The Lord is near.” (Philippians 4:4-5)  Unfortunately isn’t it true that many people assume that gentleness is a sign of weakness.  And because of that perhaps many are afraid to be gentle.  Just the opposite a person who is insecure may feel compelled to act with force and anger in dealing with challenges.  After all anger and threats are often extremely motivating. But as our king, Christ deals with us gently.  Think about humble birth and humble life.  They remind us that He did not need to gather up possessions to be secure. Those who led him away captive, those who led him to the cross thought Him weak, yet He went with the confidence that is born of strength.  So how can Paul call US to the gentleness, calmness and composure of Christ? Doesn't God know our weaknesses? How can he call us to that gentleness that comes from strength? And not just with some people –where it might be easy—but with all? He reminds us that our gentle Lord is near. He points us to Him and to the strength by which He holds all things in His control. 

The Lord is near. Now the word “near” can refer to nearness in space or in time. While our Lord has certainly promised to be near us at all times –and that truth certainly gives us strength--, here the nearness of Christ's second coming is in the picture. We know that he who came once to redeem us has promised to come back again. And, because of that, he certainly cannot be indifferent to what happens to his people now.  So that power behind our gentleness includes the joy of anticipation. For example, the joy of Christmas isn't locked up tight until the moment we actually open our presents. All around us are signs that Christmas is coming: the decorations, the music, the preparations, next weekend we’ll be decorating here in church.  In the same way all around us are signs that His Second Advent is near. In spite of all appearances, He is in control. Therefore we are gentle because we know He’s in charge.  He has our times and our lives all planned out.  So we humbly, gently submit to his will. 

And we can also rejoice in our Advent Lord With peace born of His Protection. Is this a wish? And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. No, this is a promise!  And it’s appropriate that we speak this promise after we proclaim the word, because it is through that word that God will indeed guard our hearts and minds.  God does protect us from the devil and the world, but we also have to protect ourselves from ourselves. We know and realize just how hard it is to battle our own sinful natures. And these words confront us with our limitations. We can't even protect our own thoughts and feelings. Yet, our God promises to protect them in Christ, in the One who came and will come again. For all practical purposes this holy God should be at war with us, but in Christ we have peace. So our fearful hearts and frantic thoughts give way to joy where we are assured the King of kings is intent on protecting us from the inside out. 

This is the first Sunday of Advent.  The theme is:  Hope.  The second, third, and fourth are: Peace, Joy, and Love.  Philippians is a book of joy because of the hope we have.  In the matter of fact if you are feeling sad or frustrated or depressed and really need a good ‘pick me up’ from the Bible read Philippians.  So now I ask you will hope characterize and define your life in the coming week? Yes, we dare not overlook the struggles we have with staying positive.  Not “getting into our heads” as they say.  Kind of hard to be “hopeful” when it’s cold, and grey, and raining.  Even more so when you are dealing with the stress of an upcoming surgery or taking care of a family member with health problems.  Hope so often comes with certainty.  And let’s face it…. some things aren’t certain.  Nor are we called as Christians to pretend that life doesn't hurt just because it's December. Advent, however, lifts our sights and shifts our focus. Away from ourselves and the issues we deal with to the certainty and hope Christ gives.  

Winston Churchill had planned his funeral, which took place in St. Paul’s Cathedral.  He included many of the great hymns of the church and used the eloquent Anglican liturgy.  At his directions, a bugler, positioned high in the dome of St. Paul’s, played, after the benediction, the sound of “Taps,” the universal signal that says that the day it over.  But then came a dramatic turn: as Churchill instructed, after “Taps” was finished, another bugler, placed on the other side of the great dome, played the notes of “Reveille” – “It’s time to get up. It’s time to get up. It’s time to het up in the morning.”  That was Churchill’s testimony that at the end of history, the last note will not be “Taps”; it will be “Reveille.”  The worst are never the last things.       

Not for us.  Why….. because Christ has stepped into the picture and we now look to him. There is strength in his gentle promise to come again and there is peace that comes with his protection. So let’s rejoice in our Advent Lord! I will say it again, “Rejoice!” Amen. 
