Pre:

Each week during Advent we have been focusing on one word, with the hope that this one word would help us to be more attentive to God in this time. Has that been working for you? The first week our focus was on expectancy—as we talked of Mary’s willingness to take on a very unexpected and dangerous mission; then we talked about preparation, and how to get ready for Christ’s coming. Last week Scott talked about faith, and how faith is often developed in us through struggle and agonizing over tough issues—as it was for Joseph, who came alongside Mary in that unexpected and very risky assignment. 

Today our focus will be on the word promise. What does that word mean to you? Do you make promises? Do you keep them? Has your heart been broken by unfulfilled promises?


This is about the promise of God, of course. That’s what this season is about, after all. God made a promise centuries ago. The promise was fulfilled in Jesus, which you heard about in Mary’s song (Luke 1:46-55). And yet there is more fulfillment to come. And this is what I want to read for you now in our second passage of the day. This is Ephesians 1:3-14. And I’ll warn you in advance that this is a mouthful. And tough to absorb all of it in just one reading. So I’ll also tell you in advance that for today, I will focus on verse ten—but I do  want you to hear it in context. 
A Word for the Season of Advent: Promise

Luke 1:46-55, Ephesians 1:3-14


I want to start out today with a poem that I think fits the season.  It’s called “Time of the Mad Atom” (a-t-o-m):


This is the age 


Of the half-read page.


And the quick hash 


And the mad dash.


The bright night


With the nerves tight


The plane hop


With the brief stop.


The lamp tan 


In short span.


The Big Shot


In a good spot


And the brain strain


The heart pain.


And the cat naps


Till the spring snaps –


And the fun’s done!


Sound familiar? This poem was first printed in The Saturday Evening Post, 1949. What I would call a simpler time! Yet it conveys the same feeling of rush and stress that we feel today. Especially in this season. 

Did you hear about the little girl who was watching her mom and dad get ready for Christmas? To her, it seemed like Dad was preoccupied with burdens and bundles, and Mom was only concerned about parties and presents. No one seemed to have time for her. She felt she was getting shoved aside; and in fact she often heard them say, “Will you please get out of the way?” So one night she knelt by her bed and prayed this prayer, “Our Father who art in heaven, please forgive us our Christmases as we forgive those who Christmas against us.” 


It’s a stressful time, a busy time, often a self-centered time, a time when it’s easy to lose what’s truly important while accomplishing the seemingly urgent. 


And into such a world of push and shove, of compulsion and chaos, comes the persistent tug of a promise. And that’s what this season is truly about. God made a promise! A

promise so strong and so persistent and so wild that it turns the whole world upside right. 

Did you notice that the promise doesn’t start with Mary and the Angel? This is a promise from the dawn of time. In her song, Mary says that her baby is the fulfillment of a promise made to our ancestors, to Abraham and to his descendants forever. So the promise starts with Abraham, who thought he was ready to settle down in retirement with his wife Sarah. You know this story, right? There was a tinge of sadness in their retirement, since they had no children to share it with. And no hope of having any at their age. The promise comes to them in their barrenness. And that is just like God, as I suspect you know. The boldest and brightest promises often come to those who least expect it and who often seem ill-prepared for it. So the promise of life comes to this elderly couple. Their story is interesting and inspiring, because of what God does for them.  But the promise is not just for them.  Not only will you have a child, God says, you’ll be the parents of a nation; and not only that, through you all the families of the earth shall be blessed. All the families of the earth! You can check that out in Genesis 12:3.  This promise that begins with Abraham and Sarah, and that fills Mary with song, also points forward all the way to the end of the Bible, and beyond. 

When you and I read the stories in the Bible, we need to keep in mind that we are reading the condensed version. If you don’t read thoughtfully, you might be tempted to think God ought to act more quickly in your own life.  But when you trace the promise all the way through the Bible, you can see that God’s not doing microwave cooking here; it’s more like a slow-cooker kind of recipe. Or, like planting a seed that takes a long time to germinate. When the promise comes to Abraham and Sarah, he is 75 and she is 65. Isaac is born 25 years later.  And his birth is only the beginning. It is after many centuries and much history, that the promise comes again to a young girl named Mary. And even for her, there is a nine-month wait, and some thirty years of watching and wondering. 

But when the time is right the promise is fulfilled. This is a tough concept for people who live, as the beginning poem said, in the age of the quick hash and the mad dash. Waiting is not our strong suit. You have a long list of things to accomplish before today is done, don’t you? If God wants to get your attention, God had better get in line and get a word in edgewise before you move on to the next event. 


But this is not how it works with God and God’s promises. God’s promises come in God’s time and in God’s way. 

There’s a wonderful Greek word that Paul uses in verse 10 of the Ephesians passage: kairos. Kairos means “time” but it’s not the kind of time where one minute marches after the other, and one day follows obediently on the heels of the one before. That would be “chronos” or chronological time. Kairos is time that has little to do with the calendar or the clock. Kairos can be a moment in time or a long season. What makes it kairos, is what happens in it. So in the Bible, kairos generally means “God’s time”; time when God acts in our world. Paul uses the word kairos when he refers to the “fullness of time.” He is pointing forward to a time yet to come, when God will bring everything together in Christ. Perhaps you can see that kairos and promise are closely related. God makes good on the promise when the time is right. 

So that might suggest that the people of God need to learn to tell time.  Do you know how to tell time? Do you use a clock or a watch? At our house we sometimes tell time by the crow of a Rooster. Or by the nudge of a dog’s nose. Gracie always tells me when it’s lunch time or supper time. Victor Borge – who was both a comedian and musician—once told a friend that he could tell time by his piano. The friend was skeptical, so Borge started to pound out a rousing march. Immediately there was a banging on the wall and a shrill voice that shouted, “Stop that noise! Don’t you know it’s 1:30 in the morning?” (Illustrations Unlimited, 477) 
We all have our own way of telling time. But we need to learn to tell time God’s way. Mostly that means learning to wait and watch and be open to change.  If you listened closely to the words of Mary’s song in the Luke passage, you heard about a revolution. The coming of the Messiah—which is the fulfillment of God’s promise—is a revolution. It upsets the usual course of things. You heard me say that it turns the world upside right. The references to the powerful being brought down and the lowly being lifted up and the hungry being fed while the rich are sent away wanting, do have a global ring to them. The evil systems of the world will be upended and a righteous peace will prevail. The revolution does reach the world, but it also has a very personal application. Our own personal cosmos is turned upside right when the Messiah comes into it. And in fact if your personal world doesn’t experience a revolution, the outside world will never change—because that outer world is made up of little puzzle pieces called human beings. The fulfillment of the promise creates a revolution in your soul that ripples out into the wide world. It’s the end product of that ripple effect that Paul speaks of when he talks about God bringing everything together in Christ in the fullness of time. 

So God has made a promise. But it begins to be clear that this is not just a matter of God being faithful. This is a promise that has formed the people of God from the very beginning and it is a promise that gathers us all together at the end. So this is not simply a gift that we receive from God and go on our way. It’s a promise that we enter into and become a part of—as Abraham and Sarah did, and as Mary and Joseph did. 

I’m not going to ask you if you are ready for God to fulfill that promise. What I do want to ask you is this: what direction are you headed? The world is coming apart at the seams. Families are fracturing. People in general seem bent on driving wedges in relationships instead of building bridges. Friendships pulling apart; working relationships strained to the breaking point. So much evidence of separation, not coming together. 

At the same time, God is working on the fulfillment of the promise: to gather everything together in Christ. The fulfillment is yet to come. But the revolution has already begun. The challenge of Advent is to enter into the promise, looking forward to and working toward the kairos moment when God will gather up all things in Christ. 
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