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That was fun! We probably should have shown that before we dismissed the kids! But we are a church of big kids so I hope you enjoyed that.  We kick off our Advent series and I am excited about what God is going to do over the next four weeks.  Welcome to all of our campuses. It really is a privilege when someone walks through our doors, we know you are giving us 75 minutes of your time and we hope and pray that God does something significant in your life because you made an effort to be here. And I believe that will be true over these next four weeks.
We want to talk about four Advent themes. This weekend we want to talk about waiting and hope; next weekend, repentance and preparation, then joy and obedience and finally, celebration and redemption.

If you are like me, you don’t want to just celebrate your birthday when you could celebrate a birth week. Or even better, birthday month! Why would you celebrate for one day something that could be celebrated for a week or a month? Christmas is awesome! So why should we celebrate Christmas on only one day? I like Christmas Eve too but why just two days? Why not a month? And that really is the heart behind Advent. It is a four week celebration and preparation for us to celebrate the birth of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 

Last weekend, we gave you a copy of the album that our worship team produced, Thrill of Hope, and in there, not only do you have a CD and a DVD but there also an Advent calendar. I’m sorry, we didn’t put chocolates in there! But we do have some Scripture readings that can be a way for you to track over the next four weeks what God might want to do with your heart. Think of it as an on-ramp, if you will. Lent is the seven week on-ramp to Easter and Advent is a four week on-ramp to Christmas. 

One of the great joys of the holidays is anticipation. You look forward to it and that really is at the core of what Advent is. The word literally means coming. It is an anticipation of the second coming of Christ by us reflecting on the first coming of Christ, or Christmas.

Turn over to Luke 2.  This idea of anticipation is epitomized in two people who play the most minor of roles. You can hardly even call them cameos. They are extras in the Christmas story. They really aren’t even part of the Christmas story. They actually come in afterwards, almost like they would be in the credits of the movie. But I think there is something about the example that these two people set that is probably worth us talking about, so that is what we are going to do this weekend.

Luke 2:21

21 On the eighth day, when it was time to circumcise the child, he was named Jesus, the name the angel had given him before he was conceived.22 When the time came for the purification rites required by the Law of Moses, Joseph and Mary took him to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord 23 (as it is written in the Law of the Lord, “Every firstborn male is to be consecrated to the Lord]), 24 and to offer a sacrifice in keeping with what is said in the Law of the Lord: “a pair of doves or two young pigeons.”
Now let me give a little bit of historical context because we didn’t do this with our kids, so obviously we are talking about a Jewish culture that had these wonderful traditions and rituals that were a part of significant moments in their lives. And while we might not practice some of those same rituals, I think there is something for us to learn from it and it might be worth us knowing what was going on. So in Jewish culture, male children were circumcised on the eighth day and that is when they were given their name. It is interesting to think that for about a week, what is this child’s name? The Son of God was nameless, in a sense, but Mary and Joseph knew before Jesus was even conceived what his name would be. The angel appeared to Mary and said to Mary that they were to name him Jesus, which literally means the Lord saves. So his name is his destiny, his true identity, the reason for which He was born. Now, the people were looking for a political savior because they were under Roman occupation and rule, but God wanted to deliver them from far more than Roman rule. He wanted to deliver them from themselves and from their sin. So what the people didn’t know is that they didn’t need a political savior, they needed a Savior, someone who could save them from their sin, and that’s his name. That is who Jesus is. So, He was given this name on the eighth day. But according to Jewish law, the mother would then go through a 40-day period of purification after childbirth and after fulfilling this purification rite, the parents would then bring a lamb as a burnt offering to the temple, unless they couldn’t afford it, in which, Jewish law would enable them to substitute a pigeon or a dove as a sin offering. So evidently, Mary and Joseph couldn’t afford to buy and sacrifice a lamb so they brought pigeons. What is so amazing to me is the symbolism of this moment. Put yourself there. Here are Mary and Joseph coming into the temple bringing this sin offering for the sinless Son of God. What they maybe aren’t fully aware of is that they bring this offering but He will do away with the sacrificial system altogether because He is the sacrifice for sin. So the moment that is pregnant with possibility and then there is a twist in the story. 
They walk into the temple and it says

25 Now there was a man in Jerusalem called Simeon, who was just and devout. He was waiting for the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was on him.

In case you care, the word ‘just’ means conformity with God’s character. In other words, this is someone who is becoming more and more into the character of God Himself. And then it says he was devout, which means someone who holds on to that which is good, even when you are tempted to lose grip. But then he is epitomized as someone who is waiting in hope. He is looking for the restoration of Israel. He has been waiting his entire life, Simeon, for this moment. And he is old, probably in his 80s, and this one moment validates a lifetime of faith. All the pain and suffering and sacrifice, this is going to be the greatest moment of his life. This is what he has been waiting for. He is one of the first to not just meet the Messiah but to recognize who in fact Jesus was. It says in verse 26

26 It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not die before he had seen the Lord’s Messiah. 27 Moved by the Spirit, he went into the temple courts. When the parents brought in the child Jesus to do for him what the custom of the Law required, 28 Simeon took him in his arms and praised God, saying:
29 “Sovereign Lord, as you have promised,
    you may now dismiss your servant in peace.
30 For my eyes have seen your salvation,
31     which you have prepared in the sight of all nations:
32 a light for revelation to the Gentiles,
    and the glory of your people Israel.
Let me stop here for a moment. I hope you had a wonderful Thanksgiving. Our family did. A couple of highlights, beyond the food, was something that we had not done before, precisely jumping into a freezing lake late at night.  The reason for this is that the teenage members of our extended family decided that this would be a good idea. I don’t want them getting the idea that I’m not up for whatever it is they want to throw down! So I don’t know what I was thinking but I jumped into a freezing lake and starting screaming, “What did I do?” I immediately got out and make to my senses. But that’s one way you make memories, you do crazy stuff. One of the other favorite memories was sitting in a rocking chair holding two of my nieces, one on each knee. They are super cute anyway but extra cute on Thanksgiving because they got matching pajamas from their grandma. So for a few minutes, I rocked them. Part of the reason I enjoyed it is because my children are far too old for me to do this. If I did, it would be really strange and it would probably break the chair. This is going to sound canned but there was just something about it, as I was holding these children, I felt like I was holding the future of our family. It was an awesome moment. These lives with so much potential and so much life to be lived, the future in front of them. What I realize now, with kids who are 18, 16 and 11, is that sometimes when you are so busy parenting little ones, you forget the little facts, like basically you just want to make it to bedtime.  Like that is the distant future, if you can make it to bedtime. And you lose sight of the fact that you are holding the future. 

Part of why I bring that up is what a moment this must have been for Simeon.  I love the language here in Scripture. It says that Simeon took him in his arms. It is an old Greek word that refers to the inner curve of the arm. In other words, Simeon cradles this baby in his arms, a tender hold, if you will. If you stop and think about it, Simeon isn’t just holding the future, he is holding the Ancient of Days in his arms. He is holding the Rock of Ages. He is holding the hope of nations, the hope of every generation. He is literally holding eternity in his arms. What a moment this is! This is a moment that makes life worth living.
Verse 33

33 The child’s father and mother marveled at what was said about him. 34 Then Simeon blessed them and said to Mary, his mother: “This child is destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be spoken against, 35 so that the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed. And a sword will pierce your own soul too.”

Now, I don’t know that those were words Mary wanted to hear but they are probably words that echoed in her mind’s ear when she looked up and saw her Son hanging on a cross. This was a moment that had been prophesied long before by an old man named Simeon. 

He wasn’t the only one, there was second. It says in verse 36

36 There was also a prophet, Anna, the daughter of Penuel, of the tribe of Asher. She was very old; she had lived with her husband seven years after her marriage, 37 and then was a widow until she was eighty-four. 
You start doing the math, that’s 91 years right there. They got married younger in that day and age. It wouldn’t be uncommon for someone 12 or 14 to be married. It is very possible that Mary was barely a teenager if that when she was married. But you add that up and we are talking about someone who has made more than 100 trips around the sun.
She never left the temple but worshiped night and day, fasting and praying. 38 Coming up to them at that very moment, she gave thanks to God and spoke about the child to all who were looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem.
We are talking about waiting in hope. We are talking about two people who had lived their entire life, one probably into his 80s and another probably over 100, waiting for this moment when they would finally meet their salvation.

Let me try to bring it a little bit closer to home. Anybody here love waiting? Anybody love to wait? Oh, I can’t wait to go down to the DMV again! I love it when they don’t call that one letter plus all those numbers forever because I love just sitting there waiting. I love doctors’ waiting rooms. Ha ha! Do you love those especially when you are really sick? Let me wait just a little bit longer. In fact, I might even get better by the time you finally call me back in there! Do you like holding, when you make that phone call and you hold forever. I don’t know anybody who likes to wait but that is part of life. The question is then how do we wait. I think there are a couple different ways of waiting and I think this story helps us with it.
If you are in debt and maybe you are trying to pay off a car, it is really hard to do it when you are having to make repairs on that car, right? It can get so frustrating, like am I ever going to be debt free? I have friends who have been paying off their school debt for well over a decade. Lora and I have had many friends over the years who have tried to get pregnant and the waiting and waiting and the frustration sets in and they are not sure where to go and what to do. More than anything they want a child but it just doesn’t seem like it is happening and month after month there is disappointment.  We’ve had a lot of people over the years in this church who have been out of work and out of work much longer than what they wanted or planned, then others who wanted to be in a relationship and have prayed and looked and looked and prayed and it doesn’t seem like the right person is ever going to come along. When you find yourself in those circumstances, how do you wait? What do you do? Do you just try to pass the time or is there something else that God might be doing in those circumstances. 

What are you waiting for? Simeon was waiting for the consolation of Israel. Anna was waiting for the redemption of Jerusalem. What are you waiting for? And how are you waiting? I don’t believe that the Bible calls us to wait passively. The best way to predict the future is to create it. If you don’t like the circumstances you are in, I think God has given us, to some degree, the ability to change our circumstances, and if not, to at least change ourselves in the midst of those circumstances. Passivity is not a part of my vocabulary. I believe in pro-activity. That doesn’t mean we get ahead of God or we take matters into our hands. But it also means we don’t just passively sit and wait for something to happen. 

What you see in this story are two people who weren’t doing that. They were waiting proactively. Simeon does two things. The first is obvious, the second not so much.

Ephesians 5:25 says Let us keep in step with the Spirit. That’s what Simeon is doing. Verse 27 says  Moved by the Spirit, he went into the temple courts.
In other words, he is keeping in step with the Holy Spirit. We waste far too much anxiety on wanting to get in one single leap and bound where God wants us to be 10 or 20 years from now. What I’ve discovered in my experience that what we need to worry about is what is the next step and then the one after that and the one after that. And if we keep in lock-step with the Holy Spirit, ultimately God is going to get us where God wants us to go. I think that is what we see in this story. This moment, directed by the Holy Spirit, crosses paths with Mary and Joseph and has this prophetic moment in the life of Jesus.  I think we just need to keep in step with God’s Spirit.

It will probably be some circuitous route that gets us where God wants us to go, with a lot of re-routing. John 3 describes it this way: The wind blows where it wishes and you hear its sounds but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.

A couple weeks ago, my friend Jeff Ellis sent me an email and told me a story that had happened while he was reading The Circle Maker. He was here visiting his daughter Kate and on the way back to the airport, he got caught in rush hour traffic on the beltway and missed his flight. Now that will put you in a bad mood so he got to the airport, irritated. He got on the next flight but there was still some residual annoyance so all he wants to do is mind his old business when an old man and his wife walk on and they are extraverts! They sit down next to Jeff and he had his copy of The Circle Maker out and his seatmates noticed it and it sparked a conversation. Come to find out, they had been in town for the National Prayer Breakfast and they had missed their flight. And Jeff was a little convicted because they weren’t as annoyed as he was. Anyway, Jeff asked the courtesy question, ‘What do you do?’ The guy said he was a retired doctor and was the personal physician to the Sam Walton family as well as the CEO of Tyson’s Food, Donny Smith. So they started talking and it turns out that his wife mentioned that her daughter had adopted two girls from Ethiopia. When Jeff asked where, she told him it was a small village and told him the name of the village and Jeff about fainted because that is where his son David moved several years ago to start a farm and chicken hatchery. In Jeff’s words, what are the odds of two people on the whole plane even knowing where that small village even is in Ethiopia much less sitting together on a flight that neither of them had been scheduled to be on! Now, if your vision is to establish the poultry industry in Ethiopia, a meeting with the CEO of Tyson’s Food wouldn’t hurt! So they are just sitting there and the doctor offered to make a phone call and David had the opportunity to spend a week with Donny Smith in Nairobi, Kenya! And David’s chicken farm now produces 30,000 chicks a month and counting. I’m thinking to myself as he tells me this story, and I could tell you a hundred stories like that of how amazing it is when we feel like we’ve got to take our itinerary into our hands so that we can get where we want to go when we want to get there and the truth is, it might be a missed flight will get you where God wants you to go.
All I know is this, God is so good at setting up divine appointments and this is one of the most beautiful divine appointments in Scripture. Here is a man who has lived his entire life, his 80 year old plus life and God somewhere, sometime promised him he would not die until he saw the salvation of his people. We don’t know how or when or where he got that revelation but he got a word from God and he held on to it. Was he ever tempted to let go of it? I’m sure he was. Did he ever feel like giving up hope? Was he ever frustrated? Couldn’t it have happened when he was 40, or 50, or 60 or 70? But he waited in hope and in one dramatic moment, Simeon and Mary and Joseph, little Jesus cradled in his arms, have a moment, a divine appointment that changes all of their trajectories.
If you are frustrated, if you are feeling like asking God why you can’t get where you want to go, if you feel like you have a dream that is in a holding pattern, I get that. My suggestion to you, try to keep in step with the Spirit. If you can keep in step with the Spirit, then step by step, God is ultimately going to get you where He wants you to go. It is probably not going to be by the path that you planned or anticipated but He will get you there.

The second, and less obvious part of this story is the fact that Simeon is keeping in step with the Spirit, but then it says something else. It says that he was just and devout. Let me ask you, are those character qualities that happen overnight? No. Those are character qualities that are cultivated over a lifetime. He had been preparing for this moment his entire life. Sometimes God won’t get you where you want to go because of his grace, because He knows that if your gifts take you further than your character can sustain you, you are setting yourself up for disaster. What happens then is the blessing becomes a curse.

This comes from someone who, in a word, used to describe himself as driven. By that, someone who wants to get where he wants to go as quickly as possible. I think one of the things Lora and I have learned, one of the things we’ve shared with a lot of church planters over the years is early on we wanted things to happen instantly but now looking back, I wouldn’t have wanted anything to have happened faster than it did. What I’ve realized is it is not so much about what God does through you, it is what God does in you. Ultimately what He wants to do is produce the person with character that reflects his character. What you have in Simeon is someone who became just and devout and in the process, positioned himself for this moment.

Let me quickly look at Anna. It says that Anna was fasting and praying. I know this is going to sound like one of those pat answers, like just fast and pray, but it is. I don’t have any better answer. If you are waiting and you feel like you are never going to get there, how are you going to get there? You have to keep fasting and praying. I don’t know what else to tell you other than you’ve got to keep going back to that place of proactively waiting by fasting and praying. 
In church tradition, Advent was very similar to Lent. Instead of seven weeks, it is four weeks, but it is a season of fasting. Let me throw this out there. I don’t know if you’ve ever done this before but wouldn’t it be interesting to practice a four week fast. It is up to you to determine what that might look like, what you might give up, but I can promise you this, if you leverage Advent as a season of prayer and fasting, I guess is it will probably be the most meaningful Christmas you’ve ever had. Maybe you are at a place in your life where that would be a way that you can wait in hope.

All I know is this, if you aren’t fasting, you are full of yourself! And if you are full of yourself, there is no room for God. The way you make room for God is you fast. So that is why, on the church calendar, there are rhythms and it is so critical that we enter into seasons where we empty ourselves. Anna was doing it her whole life. She never left the temple. She was fasting and praying and it is that that prepared her for this moment. 

There is an interesting descriptor. It says she began to speak to all who were looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem. I’m not sure exactly what that means. I don’t know if only the people who were looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem were listening to her and nobody else could here. But I think there is something to be said here, that if you are looking backwards, you aren’t going to hear what God has to say to you. And be looking backwards, I mean things like guilt and regret and bitterness, those emotions that are backward-looking emotions. Instead of living in the present or moving into the future, you are stuck in the past. If you are looking backwards, you are not going to hear what God has to say. But if you will look forward in faith, I think you will see. And that’s the essence of waiting in hope. 

A number of years ago, I came across some research that suggested that 12 percent of our daily thoughts are about the future. I have no idea how that study was performed and I don’t even remember reading the footnotes, it might be 11 percent or 13 percent but I found it interesting that 12 percent of our thoughts are about the future. I would suggest that if you are waiting in hope, it might be 24 percent. It might be twice as much because by virtue of what Christ accomplished on the cross for us, we are set free from past guilt. We can let go of those regrets we have and move into the future. And what faith enables us to do is to think a lot more about the future and to move into it with a holy anticipation, with a confidence knowing that God orders our footsteps.

Paul said, This one thing I do, forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.

By the way, heavenward is an up word. It is a future orientation to our ultimate destiny. That is what Anna was doing. That is what Simeon doing. And I believe during this Advent series, that’s what you and I are called to do, to wait in hope.

 Lord right now, I know that there are those who are in circumstances that have been prolonged. It has taken much longer than they would have ever thought or imagined to get where it is they want to go. Lord I know the frustration that comes with that. Lord I know that there are those whose hearts are broken just hearing some of these words because they hit close to home. So right now, I invite your Holy Spirit to come upon us the way that You came upon Simeon to flood our hearts with hope. That is what sets us apart. You said that in this world we will have trouble but take heart because You have overcome the world. We have the same problems but we have a God who has overcome, a God in whom we put our hope. So Lord I pray for those who are hurting, for those who are waiting, for those who are frustrated, that God right now in these moments, You would flood our hearts with hope once again. And that hope would help us hang on and hang in there so that we can see that same moment that Simeon and Anna saw. Help us keep in step with your Spirit. Help us cultivate your character. Help us fast and pray so that we are ready for that moment when it comes, in Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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