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Philippians 1:3-11, Luke 1:68-79 and Luke 3: 1-6

We Have a Chance at Real Knowledge and Insight on How the World Works

One of the things I must do this week is write a Christmas letter to family and friends living far away.  For me, writing the letter becomes a kind of Advent reflection.  I always dread doing it and often put it off, but once I get into it I get quite absorbed and when it is down I am always glad I did it.  I wonder if Paul went through a similar process when he wrote his letters.

The epistle lesson has Paul in prison probably in Rome.  He is writing to his beloved friends in Philippi, a few hundred miles away in Macedonia.  
After his greeting Paul writes, “I thank my God every time I remember you, constantly praying with joy in every one of my prayers for all of you, because of your sharing in the gospel from the first day until now.”  He feels very close to his people in Philippi.  He prays for them all the time like we might pray for our children or if we are a pastor, for our churches.  The thing they have in common is this gospel that has grasped them all and is changing their lives.  
Paul continues.  “I am confident of this, that the one who began a good work among you will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ.”  When someone you love and look up to expresses confidence in you it feels very good and you want to do your best.  That’s wonderful but it also puts you under some pressure to perform.  Paul, being very wise, doesn’t make that mistake.  Strangely, he expresses confidence not in them, but in the one who began a good work among them.  His confidence is in Christ who is at work in their midst, in their relationships and in their hearts.  
Paul believes that this work will not end until Jesus returns at the end of the age.  I believe the Spirit of Christ is still at work in our midst; in our Christmas preparations, in our struggle to appropriately love one another, in our challenge to keep and build our church.  Paul’s confidence is not in us, it is in our Lord and that sets us free to simply be followers.  

Paul feels a great deal of affection for these people as he thinks about them.  It is rather unusual to feel so deeply about people who are not family in the usual sense and who often are quite different from ourselves—not people with whom we might expect to have a deep connection.  Look around; are the people around you the kinds of friends you would choose if you were choosing solely on your own?   Probably not!
He decides, “It is right for me to think this way about all of you, because you hold me in your hearts, for all of you share in God’s grace with me.”  He can feel deep affection for them because they feel for him and because they all share in God’s grace.  They are all forgiven!  That’s what they share in common.   Forgiveness sucks out the venom so endemic to human life and replaces it with something far more benign.  Advent is about God’s impending visitation and the forgiveness that comes with it; a quiet forgiveness that brings peace and reconciliation to all humanity.
Feeling his affection for them in their absence, Paul writes, “For God is my witness, how I long for all of you with the compassion of Christ Jesus.”  He does not long for them with his own passion.  No, that would be dangerous and potentially enslaving.  He longs for them with the compassion of Christ—a compassion that is totally for them and possesses no strings.  Being Christ’s compassion, it has no judgment to it.  It just comes toward us in total transparency and with profound love.

Having assured them his love is totally for them, he is ready to share his prayer.  “And this is my prayer, that your love may overflow more and more with knowledge and full insight to help you determine what is best.”  Paul wants their love to “overflow more and more with knowledge and full insight.”  It is a knowledgeable love.  He didn’t say he wanted them to overflow with love more and more.  He said he wanted their love “to overflow more and more with knowledge and full insight.”  There is something to know here.  There is an insight that can be discovered and seen.  And it’s not something you know all at once.  You discover it gradually; you see it more and more.  It slowing comes over you and changes you.  This slow knowledge-based conversion is so important that Paul leads his prayer with it and includes it in his love letter to them.
What is it that we are learning?  In the second passage from Luke we read:
In the fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, and Herod was ruler of Galilee, and his brother Philip ruler of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias ruler of Abilene, during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas,, the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness.
Luke goes to great lengths to give us a precise geopolitical context for something that is happening in history.  At a particular point, in a particular place, inhabited by particular people something begins to happen.  This something that begins is hugely important—so important that it had been written about in centuries past in the book of the words of the prophet Isaiah.  The words themselves say, “Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.  Every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low, and the crooked shall be made straight, and the rough ways made smooth; and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.”
When the interstate system was begun during the Eisenhower administration the nation prepared the way for a new and more vital economy by making the roads straight, filling the valleys, lowering the hills and paving over the rough places.  But this is something way bigger than that and it is not just for American citizens.  This is for all flesh and involves the salvation of God.  

John son of Zechariah, who lives in the wilderness on the edge of civilization, proclaims a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  He sees that human beings have a terrible problem.  They desire what they think the other has and then they grasp for it and fight amongst themselves or with those they consider their enemy.  This thing they do destroys the very community they need and certainly their peace.  If this could be washed out of them, if they would renounce their desire to have and surpass what they see their neighbor having, peace could return and Messiah’s path opened.  
John himself has disciplined his desires and now lives in the wilderness dressed simply and surviving off the land.  If others would do this the problem of human desire gone awry would be solved.  And so he preached a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  Change your minds by renouncing the desires that only get you into trouble.  
But John wasn’t able to change hearts.  We know that now.  He could change minds but they didn’t stay changed.  They always reverted.  Something more powerful was needed.  On this second Sunday of Advent we prepare for the one coming is able to change hearts.  Now we know that he will do this by changing our hearts for we are our own enemy.  Pogo was right when he said “I have seen the enemy and he is us.”  But Jesus will come to us as a savior not a warrior and he will “guide our feet into the way of peace.”
What do we do about our desires gone awry and how do we control the violence on this planet?  These are the issues with which we humans struggle and have struggled no matter what the generation.  Knowledge and insight about these realities that drive us must overflow more and more.  We must come to more clarity on how it is that we are the problem and that Christ untied the knot that we ourselves knotted.  The more clearly we see we are the problem and it is not our neighbor, the closer we are to the way of peace.  And the sooner we see that we are loved and forgiven even though we are the problem, the sooner we will see the truth about ourselves.  This is the knowledge and the insight that helps us determine “what is best so that in the day of Christ you may be pure and blameless.”  Without it we will never be pure or blameless.
We have a chance at real knowledge and insight on how the world works—the real world –not   the one in our imagination or the one we wish were real.  We have a chance to understand politics, psychology, economics and history or even ourselves and our next door neighbor because we are beginning from the right place; an acknowledgement of our own culpability.  Our salvation begins when “by the tender mercy of our God; the dawn from on high breaks upon us, to give light to us who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death.”   Amen.
Page 1 of 4

