Advent 4
Romans 16.25-27; Luke 1.26-38

prophet believed that the throne of King David would be

I am lucky, I have had the privilege of preaching on the first

established forever. Of course, politically speaking David’s

and the last Sunday of Advent, and especially so, since today

dynasty didn’t last long, yet Christians still believe that in a

as well being the 4th Sunday in advent is also Christmas Eve.

profound sense David’s rule will last forever. As Paul says in

You may remember something of my Sermon on Advent

Romans 16.25, this is a ‘mystery kept secret for long ages’,

Sunday, I asked you what you were going to do for Advent,

but revealed in the story of Jesus Christ.

much as you might do for Lent. And I encouraged you to
make your mark for Advent in the heart and mind of one other

The Gospel writers are keen to tell us that their story is a

person, suggesting that it would be the mark of the cross

continuation of King David’s rule. Matthew Ch1 traces Jesus’

which is of course the sign of God’s love. This Sunday, the

ancestry right back to King David. And just as David, a mere

last in Advent and on the cusp of Christmas I will also be

shepherd boy, was plucked from obscurity, so Luke tells how

thinking of the cross, the cross that lies in wait for the baby to

Mary a mere peasant girl, is promised that her child will be

be born. Remember – no cross means no Christmas.

given the throne of his ancestor David and reign forever. But,
and this is important, there is a crucial difference in the way

Anyway, you know Attila the Hun don’t you? Well you may

that Christ’s kingship is understood. In place of the political

not, but you will be aware of his name, and it was said that

model which, through the corruption of power, always fails in

Attila, a great conqueror of peoples, believed that his

the end, there is a kingship described by Paul in 1Corinthians

successors would rule the whole world forever. People like

1.27 like this: To shame the wise God has chosen what the world

that have always thought in this way. All the great nations

counts folly. To shame what is strong God has chosen what the

and empires of history have believed that their influence and

world counts weakness.

rule would last, but from Egypt to Rome, from Attila the Hun

Certainly, the Christmas story radically challenges many of

to the British Empire, from Hitler to Isis, these powers have

the values and attitudes that underlie what the world sees as

been or are being dismantled, crashing down. Nathan the

wisdom and strength. Here is a teenage girl, who in the
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world’s terms is insignificant and weak, being called by God

Christmas, and there are a number of vital lessons to learn

and responding with trusting acceptance. In Mary’s reply to

from all of this:

the angel there is no bargaining, no manipulating, no exercise
of power, only faithful acceptance.

Firstly, it tells us about the nature of God who chooses to
establish his throne forever, through such weakness or folly.

In due time, Mary’s baby is born, and we find him humbly

At Bethlehem we see God through the dependent weakness

lying in a cattle trough, fragile and vulnerable. Yes, this baby

and vulnerability of a baby. At the same time, we see, as we

is real, born into real life, with a real family. Yes, that birth was

always do with a baby, gifts of joy and gladness, of promise

for real, and as every birth is, it was an exercise in

and hope. On the cross, Christ can be described as a totally

powerlessness and foolishly risky.

defenceless, isolated and suffering victim. Yet somehow this
divine folly turns worldly wisdom on its head. In a prayer for

And this same reality continues when we move to the story

this fourth Sunday of Advent we can read:

of Jesus as He becomes a man, the teacher, the healer, the

Your love reveals the poverty of our loving,

Saviour as some recognised Him to be. He doesn’t surround

your righteousness, the inadequacy of our justice.

himself with high fliers, men of influence or military
and

So then, secondly, if ‘weakness’ and ‘folly’ are the means by

housewives. He doesn’t seek power over people but stands

which God’s throne is to last forever, then a new value is put

with people who suffer. And this challenge to worldly wisdom

on all people who are weak, fragile, powerless or foolish. So,

and power is focussed most sharply in the dramatic events of

we see Jesus giving a central place to women and children

what we call the passion when, alone on the cross, he gives

and offering new hope, dignity and health to sick and disabled

up his life for the sake of others, even forgiving his

people. And it remains true today, that concern for those who

executioners as he dies.

are weak and vulnerable is central to the churches work.

strongmen,

but

with

fishermen,

tax

collectors

Remember, no cross, no

Christian Aid, Trade Justice, and battles against the scourges
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of disease, and those whose lives have been ruined by

use what power we have to exploit rather than to serve. In

terrorism and war and have become weak and defenceless

2001 Pope John Paul declared to worshippers in St Peter’s

refugees, are not optional extras for the Church but an

Square, ‘We must practice the culture of reciprocal

expression of its core calling. Christ offers new hope to all

acceptance, recognising in every man and woman, a brother

who suffer, and of course, that includes us. For we too fail.

or sister with whom we walk in solidarity and peace.’ Our

We too have to cope with crises, failure, disappointment,

calling is to follow Christ’s way of living, the way that offers

illness or disability. But the compassionate Christ affirms that

dignity and worth to every person.

our weaknesses, failures and struggles are of profound
concern to him.

As we prepare to celebrate Christmas once again, clouds of
unresolved conflict, international terrorism, and widespread

A third truth follows. If we are followers of the one whose

injustice and poverty, continue to cast dark shadows over the

throne will last forever, then our own life must be

earth. It is clear that neither the nativity story, nor the Gospel

characterised by the same qualities we see in the nativity and

as a whole offers a blue print, for dealing with such fearful

the whole Gospel story. When the disciples James and John,

issues. But they do describe very clearly God’s own way with

thought that following Jesus was a way to power and privilege

people and we ignore it at our peril. Far from being peripheral

and asked if they might sit on Christ’s right and left in the

to the world’s darkness, Christ’s nativity challenges the way

Kingdom of heaven, Jesus reminded them that they were

that people live with one another. I sometimes say, when I

called to serve.

am having a laugh and a bit of a joke, that you don’t want to
believe anything I say unless it is from the pulpit. Part of that

Mary’s trust and Christ’s humility and self-offering, are the

is true, the bit about the pulpit, the other part is less true, yes

qualities and the model for us to follow and to work out in our

have a laugh and a joke, we all enjoy that, but fundamentally

families and communities, at our work and in the local church.

and in our hearts and our lives that reciprocal acceptance

It is no good singing carols and celebrating Christmas if we

spoken of by the Pope, that vulnerability in the openness of
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our love for Christ and His people must be true too. I hope
people see some of that in me, as I hope that others see it in
you too. Power, dominance, exploitation and greed are to be
replaced by risk, trust, vulnerability, love and self-giving, the
characteristics of both Christmas and Easter.

These are hard and costly options. They disclose the mystery
kept secret for long ages. They are the way God establishes
the throne of David forever, through Christ our Saviour King.
So: Now to the God who is able to strengthen us according… to the
revelation of the mystery that was kept secret for long ages…that is
now disclosed…to bring about the obedience of faith… to the only
God, who alone is all wise, be glory through Jesus Christ forever!
Amen.

