Sermon A Advent 2 2025_SCED
Isaiah 11:1-10                                                                                                                                                                     Ps 72:1-7,18-21                                                                                                                                                                   Romans 15:4-13                                                                                                                                                           Matthew 3:1-12 
Today, we hear in the readings the voices of two prophets.  In the Old Testament the prophet Isaiah predicts the coming of a great king who will be Israel's Messiah.  In the New Testament, the John the Baptist predicts the coming of Christ.  In both cases the person who is to come is understood to be a really good thing; to be better than anything that has ever gone before.  Isaiah speaks of a King who will have such integrity, that it will almost be as though he wears a belt of righteousness around his waist; and John speaks of a saviour who will no longer baptise with water as he does, but with fire. It turns out of course that Isaiah and John are speaking of the same person: Isaiah of the Messiah who turns out to Jesus, although the conceptions of Kingship that are prophesied are quite different: Isaiah’s messiah is a victorious deliverer who will lead Israel out from under the yoke of domination; while Jesus is the gentle king born poor in a humble stable whose deliverance in spiritual and involves self-sacrifice.  
The readings from the prophets of the past help us, today, to understand the nature of the King and saviour that we know, as Christ, as we look towards his coming this Advent, and anticipate the joy of the Christmas season.  And in particular today, I would like us to think about the quality of righteousness that is clearly the most important quality of the Christ that we welcome.

The Shorter Oxford Dictionary tells us that a righteous person is someone who is morally right, just, upright, virtuous and law abiding.  Now I suspect that if I was to ask you this morning as a congregation to put your hand up if you believe you're righteous, I can guarantee you that not one would put up their hand.  This isn't just because we're shy or self-effacing. It's because each one of us knows that it is the quality of righteousness that sets God and us human beings miles apart.   Let's think about why that is...

For starters, God is always morally right when we are often morally suspect.  This is because God acts always within the bounds of love.  God sees us starkly as we are but does not react in stark judgement (to any of us).  God always remembers God's love and responds to us with justice and love at the same time.  How many of us would begin to know how to keep those two elements in proper balance as we deal with each other in the day to day?  We often like and accept people or we don't.  We rarely think of treating one another with love and justice at the same time.

Thus God is just.  This means that God is fair.  It is easy for us to be moved by a sense of self-righteousness with respect to others, because we can see that they fall short of the mark in some way.  But in doing this we fail to remember two things.  We fail to remember that we too often fall short of the mark, and we fail to remember that there may be, and often are, extenuating circumstances in people's lives which cause us to act inappropriately or to care inadequately.  In God's justice, both are taken into consideration.  God does not favour one against the other, but loves all people, and God loves all of us despite our failings, as God alone sees the circumstances that formed each of us, and is compassionate to us.  

I said before that part of righteousness is uprightness.  Clearly, God is upright.  This means that in everything God does in God's creating and nurturing, all is done with clear and unmixed motives.  We human beings often relate to one another out of mixed motives.  Often we are not entirely  honest with one another.  Sometimes we are confused by hurt or angry feelings or resentments that we are harbouring and that we need to deal with, as these get in the way of our relationships with one another.    With God there is no such confusion.  Our God is one who loves us and is compassionate to us to such a degree that God in Christ would give up all things to come and live amongst us and live our lives alongside us.  

This in turn means that God is virtuous.  If God's way of being were scrutinised in retrospect, it would be clear that God's actions of creating and sustaining us are clearly virtuous acts.  Acts in which God participated in the very nature God created, and at nothing but extreme cost to God .  How often are our motives virtuous ones?  How often are they in fact driven by self-interest?  

We know that we often cannot look directly at another and experience God's love for them.  As long as this is the case we do nor yet wear the girdle or belt of righteousness around our waists in the way that Jesus does.

Well, what should be our response to this reflection of God's righteousness compared with our unrighteousness?  Are we to beat our breasts, or retreat from life, or give up the ghost in a gesture of hopelessness?  I hope that we do not respond in this way.  The gift of rediscovering our own unrighteousness in relation to God's righteousness is that it then becomes possible for us to adopt an attitude of humility towards God and towards others.  This will help us to support others rather than judge.  It will help us to be compassionate and not cruel to one another.  And it will help us to understand our dependence on the very God whose coming into the world we anticipate this Advent.

God does not desert us in our unrighteousness, and God does not want us to quake in fear and trembling because of it.  Instead, God shows us Christ in all the humility of a child born into a poor family.  God asks us to be joined to this child, to grow with him into an honest adulthood, to die with him to all the sin that holds us back, and to live again with him in glory when we too might be invited by God to adorn ourselves with a girdle of righteousness if only in recognition of the Christ who makes such righteousness possible.

It seems to me that it is important this second Sunday of Advent to once again welcome our coming Saviour for himself, and also because of the great gift of righteousness that we have every reason to suspect he will bestow in us.  Amen
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