The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for the Last Sunday of the Church Year (Proper 29), Year C

Luke 1:67-79

God’s Forgiveness Brings the Return of Splendour among Us

With Advent about to begin, a mother asked her children, “Who can tell me what the four candles in the Advent wreath represent?” Her seven year old son Luke jumped in: “There’s love, joy, peace, and ..., and ...” His six year old sister Elise interrupted her brother, “I know!” she said, “Peace and quiet!” Don’t we sometimes wish the lead up to Christmas would be less hectic so that we would have more time for peace and quiet, peace and quiet that would allow us to better prepare for the celebration of our Saviour’s birth? Above all, we hope that the future will be better than the past. The celebration of Christmas revives our hopes for something better in the New Year.

A new book I find most encouraging is written by Cassandra Wilkinson, called ”Don’t Panic! Why Nearly Everything is Better Than you Think”. It’s been said that the birth of a baby is a marvellous expression of hope for the future. We often hear said, after the birth of a baby, especially if it’s a long-awaited child: “It was worth waiting for.” Zechariah and his wife Elizabeth were childless after many years of marriage. Just when they felt they were too old to have a baby, the angel Gabriel tells him that they’re at last going to become parents. Furthermore, even more wonderful is that their son will be the prophet who will prepare the world for the coming of our Saviour’s birth. It’s too incredible for Zechariah to believe.

Nevertheless, God still uses Zechariah for His own marvellous plans, despite Zechariah’s temporary doubt and scepticism. What probably made all the difference was the news from Mary that she had no doubt that she would give birth to our Saviour, Jesus Christ. It’s wonderful how someone else’s invincible faith can strengthen and renew our own. Even more wonderful is the way God can continue to use us for His good purposes despite our own lack of faith in Him at times. Thomas’s failure to believe in Jesus’ resurrection didn’t mean the end of his career in the service of God. And God rehabilitated and re-employed Peter as His highly effective spokesman and advocate after his betrayal of Jesus. Past failures can be left behind and God can use all of us mightily in the future as we seek His blessing on what we do for Him.

At the birth of his son, John the Baptist, Zechariah spontaneously breaks out into a song of thanksgiving to God. All sense of self vanishes as Zechariah focuses on how wonderfully God fulfils His promises to us, especially the centuries-long promise of the coming of Christ soon to be realised. He is conscious that the birth of his son John marks the beginning of a new era. What’s remarkable is that Zechariah’s Advent anthem focuses more on the birth and ministry of another child not yet born, that of our Lord Jesus.

Zechariah is so sure of all the wonderful things God will do for us through Jesus that he sings about it in the past tense. He sees the gift of John to Elizabeth and himself as a pointer to a more important Gift. Instead of mentioning his son’s future austere life in the wilderness, he concentrates on John’s message of salvation for us through the forgiveness of our sins. Before Jesus can come, the Jews’ wrong views of salvation need to be corrected. They saw salvation in political terms of liberation from Roman occupation. Still today, many people put too high hopes in what politicians can achieve. They look to politicians to do what they ought to seek only from God.

No wonder there’s a letdown feeling in our community when our politicians are found to be dishonest or corrupt. Zechariah wants us to see salvation in personal rather than political terms. Salvation comes through the forgiveness of sins.  Archbishop Desmond Tutu wrote a book called No Future without Forgiveness. For the human race to have a promising future on this earth, our whole world desperately needs the peace and end to conflict that only forgiveness can bring. Around us there’s a widespread craving for a new start in life. Only Jesus can make this new beginning possible.

Closer to home, we all need the fresh start in life that Jesus has made possible for us through the costly forgiveness He won for us on the cross. Your Lord does not want your life story to be reduced to the sum of your past failures. His gift of forgiveness aims to transform you so that your past no longer has to become your future. Our modern novels often tell painful stories of the guilt and hurt that comes from broken relationships. This guilt can have a deep impact on people’s mental well-being, and brings feelings of depression and despair. 

The famous psychiatrist, Karl Meninger says that if he could assure the patients in his psychiatrist hospital of their forgiveness of their sins, 75% of them could leave the next day! Forgiveness is the creative heart and centre of the Gospel. God’s forgiveness means you can live as if today is the first day of your life. We have all sinned and fallen short of the glory of God. God’s glorious gift of forgiveness marks the return of splendour in our hearts and lives. We’re never more glorious than when we plead for and receive forgiveness. Nothing in our sin-stained, sin-marred world so bears the imprint of Christ as does forgiveness. Jesus took the initiative in forgiving those who needed it more than anything else, like the paralysed man let down through the hole in the roof. “Be of good cheer, your sins are forgiven”, Jesus says.

The secret of the New Testament is the certainty of Christ’s forgiveness for all who repent. Forgiveness is the moist regenerative act in our world. It frees us from past hurts and from every negative thought or attitude we’ve had towards others. Remember that what your Lord forgives, He also forgets, permanently. Pray that you can do the same too. Your Lord doesn’t want to let past offences stand in the way of something better in the future. God is like a lovesick parent, more eager to pardon and embrace His disobedient or prodigal children than they think. The imagery our Bibles use for forgiveness is characterised by lavishness and magnitude. Micah 7:19 says God will cast all our sins into the depths of the sea, while Psalm 103 puts it so beautifully, “As far as the east is from the west, so far God removes our sins from us.”

Balancing the imagery of magnitude is that of tenderness. Zechariah’s Advent anthem sings in praise of how, through God’s tender mercy, God pardons our past and opens up a new future for us. God is as much in the business of forgiving sin as He is in the business of preventing sin. The longer I live, the more grateful I am for God’s undeserved gift of forgiveness. For where there is forgiveness of sins, there is life and salvation.

Fred Blom was born in Sweden. As a child he knew Christ as his Saviour. During his teen years, he fell in with some bad company. His companions led him from one thing to another until one day Fred was in prison for his part in a serious crime. During lonely weeks in prison, Fred recalled the joy and peace he had earlier experienced when he was serving Christ. He admitted his need of forgiveness, confessed his sins to Christ, and found pardon and new fellowship with his Lord. Fred hoped that when his case was reviewed, he would be paroled. It did not turn out as he had hoped. Parole was denied because of the seriousness of his crime. He was discouraged, but not depressed. He looked at the prison that would not yet swing open for him, and in his mind’s eye, thought of another set of gates in heaven. From his heart and pen flowed these words:


He the pearly gates will open / so that I might enter in;


For He purchased my redemption / and forgave all my sin.

Fred Blom found the peace that flows from sins forgiven. May you too experience the peace that comes from forgiveness of sin.  

Zechariah concludes his song of thanksgiving by telling us how Jesus will “guide our feet into the way of peace”. The peace our Lord offers us involves all that makes for our highest good. His peace, peace such as the world cannot give, seeks to eliminate anger, bitterness and resentment from our hearts and minds, filling them instead with kindness and contentment, warm-heartedness and cheerfulness. 

This coming Advent, Christ, the Prince of Peace wants to take the broken pieces from your life and give you His unbroken peace. Peace within us makes for beauty on the outside and inspires us to act as peacemakers this sacred season. Jesus says, “Blessed are the peacemakers”. We can never have too many of them in our world. Our Lord wants us to pursue peace, that is, to take an active role in making peace and living in a state of reconciliation with all those around us. “Peacemakers who sow in peace raise a harvest of righteousness (James 3:18).”

In the time of Jesus, peace was the highest blessing a ruler could bring to his people. This Advent season, Christ offers you a peace that isn’t fragile like the peace the world gives. Perfect peace is promised to all whose thoughts are fixed on God (Isaiah 26:3). Don’t let anything rob you of that peace that’s better than all your thinking. “Now may the Lord of peace Himself give you peace at all times in all ways. The Lord be with all of you (2 Thessalonians 3:16).”

O Lord, take from our souls the strain and stress / and let our ordered lives confess 

The beauty of Your peace / the beauty of your peace.

Amen.

