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Today is the first Sunday of Advent, the first Sunday of the new church year, so Happy New Year!  During the season of Advent the assigned Scripture passages are like bifocals—they point us to the first advent of Jesus Christ, which we celebrate on Christmas, and the second advent of Jesus Christ, which we await each day.  In this morning’s lesson from Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians we see three things God has done for us through Jesus Christ: 

1) God gives us grace through Jesus Christ.  

2) God makes us blamelessness through Jesus Christ.  

3) God demonstrates his faithfulness to us through Jesus Christ.

Each of these three results from what Jesus did for us during his first coming, and each of these gives us hope as we await his second coming.  
God gives us grace through Jesus Christ.
In I Corinthians 1:4 Paul writes, “I give thanks to my God always for you because of the grace of God that has been given you in Christ Jesus.”    
Grace is God’s unearned one-way love for us.  Grace is God’s favor toward us.  The first coming, or advent, of Jesus Christ proves that we have God’s unearned, one-way love for us.  Jesus Christ’s birth, death, and resurrection prove that we have God’s favor, that we have God’s grace.  Listen to how the Apostle John describes how the grace of God is given to us primarily through Jesus Christ:

“From his fullness we have all received grace upon grace.  The law indeed was given through Moses, grace and truth came through Jesus Christ” (John 1:16-17).

The grace of God given us in Jesus Christ is proof that God is on our side.  Listen to how the Apostle Paul describes this in his Letter to the Romans:
“If God is for us, who is against us?  He who did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us, will he not with him also give us everything else?” (Romans 8:31b-32).

Knowing God is for us matters.  Think about situations in your life in which people are not for you, and how that negatively impacts how you act.  Being around people that we know view us negatively tends to make us anxious.  When I was a kid I played basketball.  I usually played forward but one game one of our starting guards was out, so I played guard, which was challenging because I wasn’t used to dribbling the ball that much.  It was a very close game, and toward the end our coach called a time-out and in front of the team said, “Dave, if you get the ball, don’t dribble, because you will travel and turn the ball over.”  Talk about a confidence booster (… What happened?  I ended up making a steal and with the coach’s words ringing in my head, I panicked, and ended up travelling and turning the ball over before I could get a pass off.  “I knew that would happen!” the coach yelled with accompanying expletives.  I honestly don’t remember whether we won or lost and I don’t remember the coach’s name, but I’ll never forget how that felt.  And even though I traveled, ironically enough, the world kept turning (.  
Sometimes in our lives we get the idea that God is not for us; rather, God is against us, waiting for us to sin so he can judge us.  It’s like a Far Side cartoon that depicts God sitting at his computer monitor.  On the monitor is an image of a guy walking down a sidewalk in a city and right above his head there is a piano hanging by a rope, while at his monitor God is waiting to push the “smite” button.  
One person who showed me what grace looked like when I was a kid was Mrs. Cole, my sixth grade teacher.  The very first day of school she gave all of us in her class a hug, and afterwards she smiled and said, “I’m so glad you’re in my class.  We are going to have a great year and you’re going to learn a lot!”  Of course, we did have a great year, and we learned a lot.  Knowing we have someone’s favor matters a lot.  Knowing we have God’s favor through Jesus Christ matters the most.  
The first advent of Jesus Christ proves that God is for us, that we have God’s favor.  God is not at his computer monitor watching us and preparing to push the “smite” button.  (Although perhaps you can think of someone whom you wouldn’t necessarily mind seeing God smite ().  The good news of the gospel is that God in Christ was already smitten for us, as the prophet Isaiah prophesied centuries before the first advent of Jesus Christ:

“He was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the punishment that made us whole, and by his bruises we are healed… the Lord has laid on him (Jesus) the iniquity of us all” (Isaiah 53:5-6).

So we see in this morning’s lesson from I Corinthians that first, God gives us grace through Jesus Christ.  
Second, God makes us blamelessness through Jesus Christ.  
In I Corinthians 1:8 Paul writes, “He (God) will strengthen you to the end, so that you may be blameless on the day of our Lord Jesus Christ.”
We do not make ourselves blameless.  In fact, we cannot make ourselves blameless.  God makes us blameless through Jesus Christ and the blood he shed on the cross on our behalf.  We receive that gift of blamelessness by trusting him. 
Here’s another Far Side reference.  One of my favorites is the one in which a middle aged man named Wayne is looking out his window and on his front lawn are many people with placards and signs that read things like, “Destroy Wayne,” “Wayne you nerd,” No more Wayne,” “Wayne must go,” and “Down with Wayne.”  The caption reads, “The world was going down the tubes.  They needed a scapegoat.  They found Wayne.”  Poor Wayne (!

The truth is the world does need a scapegoat.  You and I need a scapegoat.  We need someone who will take the blame for us.  Some of us blame God for our problems.  Some of us blame our spouses for our problems.  At the fall Adam did both when he told God, “The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave me fruit from the tree, and I ate” (Genesis 3:12).  Some people blame their families for their problems.  I once heard an old man cynically say, “Our parents ruin the first half of our lives and our kids ruin the second half of our lives.”  Rather bleak.  
The truth is that we are all to blame, and the blame we carry must be dealt with.  We all must be judged, and knowing we will be judged, knowing we must deal with the blame in our lives can create a deep sense of fear in us.  Again, this goes all the way back to the fall, as Adam told God why he and Eve were hiding from him: “I heard the sound of you in the garden and I was afraid… and I hid myself” (Genesis 3:10).  Similarly, the thought of the Second Coming of Jesus Christ and the Final Judgment often instills fear in us.    
This fear often manifests itself in our lives through stress, anger, and depression.  Do any of you struggle with anger, fear, or depression?  The truth is, if we have a pulse, we do.  A couple weeks ago I read a powerful book by Paul Zahl entitled Who Will Deliver Us?  In this book he discusses the fear all of us have of ultimate judgment.  Listen to what he writes:    
“The fear beneath all fears, which in turn creates the stress, depression, and anger of everyday life and human history, is fear of ultimate judgment.  This is to say, the fear of ultimate condemnation, because fear of judgment implies condemnation.  If we were confident of acquittal, judgment would not possess the sting it does.  Judgment for us entails condemnation” (Zahl 17).  

So what do we do with this blame, with this fear of judgment that causes so much stress, depression, and anger in our lives?  We give it to God, because here’s the good news: God in Christ took the blame for us in the death of Jesus Christ on the cross.  We cannot bear the blame ourselves.  Others cannot bear the blame for us.  Not even Wayne from the Far Side cartoon can bear the blame.  But one Person can, and one Person did, Jesus Christ.  And because of what Jesus did for us in his first advent, we do not need to fear his second advent, as the Apostle John wrote:

“In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins… Love has been perfected among us in this: that we may have boldness on the day of judgment… there is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear” (I John 4:10, 17-18a).  

So we see in this morning’s epistle reading that not only does God give us grace in Jesus Christ, he also makes us blamelessness through Jesus Christ.  
Third, God demonstrates his faithfulness to us through Jesus Christ.

In I Corinthians 1:9 Paul writes, “God is faithful.”
On the mantle above the fireplace in the family room of our house there is a beautiful carved sign that simply says, “God is faithful.”  That’s good news, isn’t it?  Because all of us are fickle—sometimes we’re faithful; sometimes we’re not.  This is true in many areas of our lives.  But God is faithful no matter what, and the good news of the gospel is that God is faithful even when we are not.  Listen to what the Apostle Paul wrote in his last letter as he awaited his martyrdom:  
“If we are faithless, he (God) remains faithful—for he cannot deny himself” (II Timothy 2:13).

God always keeps his promises.  God always finishes what he starts.  God is faithful.  As the Palmist wrote in Psalm 36: “Your love, O Lord, reaches to the heavens, and your faithfulness to the clouds” (Psalm 36:5, BCP 632).  And as Jeremiah wrote in Lamentations: “The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases, his mercies never come to an end; they are new every morning; great is your faithfulness” (Lamentation 3:22-23).

The ultimate demonstration of God’s faithfulness to us is the death of Jesus Christ for us.  God did not wait for us to be faithful to him before he demonstrated his faithfulness to us.  Instead, “while we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8).  What was the first thing Jesus said when he was crucified?  “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing” (Luke 23:34).

Though we are fickle, God is faithful.  
So during this season of Advent as we prepare to celebrate again the first coming of Jesus and await his second coming in power and great glory, we can be encouraged, because as we see in this morning’s lesson from Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians:

1) God gives us grace through Jesus Christ.  

2) God makes us blamelessness through Jesus Christ.  

3) God demonstrates his faithfulness to us through Jesus Christ.

This means we do not have to be anxious and wonder whether or not we have God’s favor.  We have it in Jesus Christ.

This means we do not need to blame other people for the sin in our lives or even try to carry that blame ourselves, because Jesus took the blame for all of us.

This means ultimately our hope is not in fickle people, but in a faithful God, because “God is faithful.”

What Jesus did for us at his first coming makes it possible for us to await with hope and anticipation his second coming.  All this is captured in this benediction from Paul’s First Letter to the Thessalonians:  
“May the God of peace himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and soul and body be kept sound and blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.  The one who calls you is faithful, and he will do this” (I Thessalonians 5:23-24).

Amen.
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