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Today we continue on this theme of the stars telling the story and today, once again, we have 3 very interesting Scriptures.

Let's look first of all at the passage from Luke.  It is familiar.  We talked about it at the Vespers service on Sunday afternoon.  John, in the desert, wearing camel hair, eating honey and locust....a vision we are all too familiar with from this passage.  John is preparing the way for the Lord.


The chapter opens with this litany of rich and powerful men....Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate, Herod, Philip, tetrarch of the region, Lysanias, another tetrarch.  What can you tell me about Tiberius Caesar or Herod's brother Philip, or Lysanias?  Probably not much!  But everyone living at the time knew who they were.  They were in charge.  They were the rich and powerful.  They were makers and keepers of the law.  They were greatly feared, both for their power and their vengeance.  But completely juxtaposed to them, is the naming of another character.  His name is John.  He lives in the wilderness.  He eats what he can find.  He is dressed in the remains of dead animals. He has no wealth.  He has no power.  He has no position in society.  He is not well known in the area.  But guess what.   It is this strange ne'er do well that the world knows about 2,000 years later.   It is to John, that the word of God comes.  And what did John do?   This unknown, unkempt, uneducated, man with no authority or training, or prestige, he travelled throughout the region preaching to anyone who would listen, that they needed to ask God to  forgive them for their sins and be baptized right there and then.  Can you imagine?     This unknown, strange looking creature in the wilderness, it is his greatness in character that endures, for to him came the Word of God, something far mightier than himself.  John dedicated his life to sharing the word of God with the world.  John believed he had been called by God....not for his own small ideas, but to speak the truth that had been given to him from God.    We have no information about him growing up in the synagogue at the knee of the elders there. The soon of Elizabeth and Zacharias...he lived out under the night stars.  In the richness of the quiet and beauty of God's creation, John attended to his own life of prayer and meditation.  Far from the chattering crowd, John listened to God.  When God called John to preach His word, it is no wonder the people listened.  There was no vagueness or uncertainty in his message.  The Interpreter's Bible says that John's message was as swift and straight as lightning....blazing like the desert sun.   The message was brighter than the stars in the night sky.  John's soul was on fire and that was apparent to all who came in contact with him.  John  had prepared his heart to be open to receive the word of God.  John was called to be a prophet in dangerous times, and John was obedient to God's call upon his life.    Those who heard John,  knew that this flame that burned so brightly and relentlessly within him,  had as its source, something greater than anything on earth.


  John was first and foremost a preacher and his message was one of repentance.  He made it clear to all who would listen, that if they were to claim their ancestry back to Abraham, they would first need to receive forgiveness and in order to do that, they must repent.  John was uncompromising on this.


The Genesis passage again, is well known.  Abraham and Sara had waited a very long time to become parents and both were well beyond parenting years when God blessed them with a son.   A few years later God puts Abraham to the test by asking him to sacrifice his son Isaac.  Abraham proves his obedience and loyalty to God and God spares Isaac's life.  God further blesses Abraham by telling him that he will have ancestors as numerous as the stars in the heavens and the sand on the seashore and that they will bring blessing to the earth.
   


I wonder what you thought when you first learned this story and I can't help but wonder what you think when you hear it today.  The Interpreter's Bible commentary cautions that this is a passage which needs to be read with discretion and discrimination.  There was in fact a time when men practised human sacrifices to pagan gods.  In fact, human sacrifice was practised for centuries among Canaanite tribes.  Abraham would have seen people all around him offering up their children to false gods.   If they could carry their religion to pagan gods that far, how could Abraham show how much his religious commitment meant to him?  The story accurately represents what was going on in Abraham's mind.  As much as a father could love his son, he could not help but hear this inward voice asking him to do as much as those around him were doing.  


The climax of the story is not when Abraham holds the knife above his head to slay his son Isaac, but rather when he hears the voice of God saying something completely different from what he was about to do.  “Do not lay a hand on your son or do anything to him,” said God.


To have an image of God as a dark authority, calling us to do horrific things that we long not to do,  read your Bible and you will find out over and  over again, that God's call to us is love ...a love vaster and more profoundly wise than human souls can comprehend. 


Prophets proclaiming the word of God call again and again for mercy not sacrifice. Psalm 103 compares the love a father has for his child to the love that God has for all of his children.  


Abraham was prepared to walk that road of horrible obedience, and there are often times in our lives when we must discover to what lengths we are prepared to go for our faith.  Always, the call of God upon our lives is to do the loving thing, as difficult as that sometimes is.   


The Galatians passage reminds us that we are not longer captive to the law.  In Jesus, we are justified by faith and united in Christ, children of Abraham.  So you feel that and do you live that way with one another....siblings, children of the Father?  It is not that the law is necessarily bad, but it is our faith, living as children of God that is the determining and guiding factor in our lives.  Is this the light we shine into the lives of others?

   So the three passages together how do they inform us as how to live as children of the Lord?  


From Luke-  how to live in such a way that our hearts and minds are open to God's word... it is not likely that we are all going to go out and live in the wilderness under the night sky like John, so how do we do that in the busy context of our daily living.  That is something we each need to figure out in our own lives.  However we choose to do that, I believe that one of the key ingredients is quiet time...whether that be in prayer, reading Scripture or a devotion, it could be singing spiritual songs, sitting out or going for a walk in the beauty of God's creation and simply being aware of the beauty that is all around us....somehow, we each need to find a way to have frequent opportunities when we can quiet our lives, and think upon the things of God.  But John's call is also to repentance.  That is why we have a Prayer of Confession in worship.....when we reflect upon the ways we have either failed or refused to live according to God's will for our lives.  We need to take that time of confession seriously.  We confess our sins to God privately or corporately with the assurance that God's promise is that He is sure and quick to forgive.  


The story of Abraham and Isaac builds on this theme with the call to obedience and loyalty to God.  Sin is a consequence of disobedience and disloyalty.  


And finally Galatians, it is easier to get along with, be friends with, support and encourage some of our brothers and sisters than others.  But God calls us to recognize that we are united to one another, as members of the same family, united in His love.  What does that mean for you and me?  It means to carry no ill will toward one another. It means not to speak ill of one another, not to be arrogant or rude or one another.  It means to be always on the lookout for how we might help one another.  The closing of the sanctuary of St. Giles that was reported in the Citizen is an example of brothers and sisters who refused to live as children of God.....brothers and sisters who were mean and spiteful with one another, relentlessly treating one another with distrust, and contempt....and on Sunday mornings, entering into the sanctuary to worship God with hatred toward one another.


I encourage you this Advent, as part of your Christmas preparations, instead of rushing out to the stores at night to feast on commercialism, to walk out under the night stars, quiet yourself, and meditate upon the things of God...the one who is love.  Reflect on your relationship with your siblings....all your siblings.....brothers and sisters in the Lord.  Reflect on how you are living your life....are you living a life that is obedient to the one who's name is Love, and if there are areas of your life that you are not living your life in accordance to God's will for you, ask for forgiveness.


This can only bring blessing to you, and in turn to all whom your life touches.

Blessings to you on your Advent journey 
Amen 
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