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Grace to you and peace from him who is, who was, and who is to come, the almighty. Good morning
Church!
Let us pray:
We are waiting, O Christ, for your arrival into our lives. We are waiting for you to come as our Judge
and our hope, but more than that as King. We wait for your coming as ruler, judge, and saving grace you are our hope. You enter into our lives to become the best of what we cannot do on our own, and so
we pray that we might prepare our lives and our hearts. Remove anything from us this day that prevents
us from allowing you to change us. Free us from the bondage of worry and things that are yet to happen
outside these walls and speak to us. Mold our lives into the very likeness of you, we pray. In the very
name of Jesus, we pray. Amen.
To start things off this morning, I want to take a quick Twitter Poll.
How many of you are all prepared for Christmas? You have everything prepared and you have
all of your gifts purchased?
How many of you haven’t even started?
Ok - now that we know whom we should avoid in conversations that will just frustrate us, let’s
separate the room.
New poll. How many of you like to get things done and prepared for Christmas early? How many of
you like do not even go out until the last minute to get something from the store?
I’m probably not a good representation of either of those and don’t fit into any of those questions although I do bristle at those who say very early in the holiday shopping season that they are done.
In the Cox household, we got a late start this year due to our trip to North Carolina. Usually, we are in
the field getting our Christmas tree on the day after Thanksgiving and have the tree up and outside
decorations up by Sunday. However, this year, our Griswold Family Christmas has a late start.
Holidays for a clergy couple family are quite hectic and I don’t make it easier by taking time to go
search for Bambi in the woods each year. So the preparation and decoration for Christmas starts off
pretty quickly and then we settle back for a more measured approach to December 25th.
We are in the season of advent and preparation in the church, but from a churchy perspective, our
preparation and our approach to Christmas is not really the same. If I’m being really technical and I
think I should for just a moment, Advent isn’t about preparation for Christmas at all - At least from
the perspective of the Christmas Event that most of the secular world is preparing for right now.
Advent is about preparing for Christ.
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Advent means “To Come.” Advent is that old word that reminds us of the coming of Christ and it is a
season of the church that is all about preparation. Less about decorations and adorning our homes and
sanctuaries, it is about the arrival of the one who will finally bring a change. It is about the Word of
God becoming Flesh and walking and dwelling among us. It is about the arrival of a king, a messianic
king that will rule and judge and save. It is about the preparation of our lives for the one who will be the
entirety of life in his life, suffering, death and resurrection. It is about Jesus Christ.
Advent holds with it a tension. To come and to anticipate the arrival of Christ is not just about the birth
of that savior and king, but about Jesus final coming. To say that we are celebrating his arrival is a
powerful statement - because his arrival may not be what we expect. Things may not be as we had
hoped, we may not get to do the things that we expect to do and we may be called to do things that we
do not want to do.
Be careful what you ask for.
Advent is a season and tension between joy and hope, darkness and light, despair and life, bondage and
deliverance, Sin and forgiveness, and ultimately fear and anticipation of something coming. Advent is a
season that begins to share the story of God’s narrative of Love that is revealed into the entirety of world
history.
Let me repeat something that I said earlier - Advent is about preparation but it is not about preparing for
Christmas. It is preparing our lives and our hearts for something much deeper and it flips everything
that we know about Christmas on its head. Advent prepares us for our life with Jesus. Advent
completely flips everything that we know about Jesus upside down. So many of us want the idyllic
Jesus and what we get is a Jesus that comes with some pretty high expectations.
On this FIRST and second Sunday in advent we begin to explore the reasons why Jesus came and the
ways in which we are called to live into that coming and prepare ourselves for his arrival - for the first
time, for the last time. And we start by diving into this text from the Gospel of Matthew.
If you are paying attention and drawing some conclusions already - you will notice that we are not
starting at the beginning of Matthew but near the end. In this 20th chapter of Matthew, Jesus is nearing
the end of his ministry and he is preparing his disciples for his ultimate departure. So already, some of
you are wondering where it is that we are going. I thought we were supposed to be talking about his
coming and you are jumping past all of that to his departure.
But here is the interesting part - throughout his ministry and throughout his walk with his disciples there
is ongoing confusion about who he is and what he came to do. Why did he come, why did he become
Word and Flesh, God with us, Emmanuel? What was he doing?
You see - his disciples are walking around listening to this Jesus preach about the coming of his
kingdom and they are buying into it. They are making connections between all of the prophets and the
messages that they had heard throughout their life and this Messianic King that is walking among them.
And they are so excited about the fact that Jesus is going to make things different than they forget some
of the subtleties and nuance.
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And so James and John the Sons of Zebedee, the Sons of thunder have it in their mind that they are
going to just go ahead and ask. They want to secure their spot in this legacy and in this kingdom.
Actually - in the Matthew text - it’s their mother who asks, “Can my boys sit at your side when you
come into your kingdom?”
Actually, what she asks is much deeper - can one of them be second in command and the other be right
next to him. Can he be the one to take over if things just don’t go right and the second in command fails
at his job. Maybe we might say that their mother was an original lawn mower parent - she was going to
go to the teacher to solve the boys’ problems.
Jesus responds graciously, at least that’s how I’m reading it, and says, “I don’t think you are prepared to
drink the cup that I drink.” In other words, I don’t think you are prepared to undergo the same suffering
that I am about to endure.
Their response is quick though - Oh, sure - we’re prepared. We will do anything!
Be careful what you ask for!
I love the next part of the story - because the other ten become indignant and angry with James and John
for even asking - all the while knowing that they wanted the same thing. At one turn they say to them,
“How can you be so stupid to ask?!” They were indignant because they too sought the same prestige. I
often think an underlying story is when all is said and done, they turn away, and think, “Man am I glad
they asked and not me.”
And then Jesus calls them all together once again to remind them, “Do you remember all the times that
we’ve talked about the rulers and principalities of this world and how they Lord over their subjects with
fear and power? Do you remember that they are tyrants? I know you want to see something powerful
happen here, but this is not why I came.”
It will not be so among you. Whoever wishes to be great among you, must be servant and whoever
wishes to be first must become like a slave. The son of man didn’t come to be served, but to serve.
Those were stinging words for those disciples because Jesus was speaking boldly and forcefully about
their ambition and pride. Jesus was throwing everything that they expected from their coming king on
its head. In the kingdom, only those who serve will be great.
I once heard a staff member of a church that I worked with say something that troubled me, even when it
was said. He was talking about the great history of that church and how influential that the church had
become at one point in its history. He then said, “This church was great when the membership of this
church was a reflection of the country club”.
I don’t have to comment on those words too long for us to possibly see the problem with the turn of
phrase, but I think that this is exactly what Jesus was talking about in the story today. False pride and
ambition and stories of intrigue and pride often get in the way of our ministry and our ability to become
who we are called to be as followers of Christ.
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You see - there is this human paradox and it doesn’t make sense really. We are strong, only when we
know our weakness and trust in God’s strength. We are strongest when we are at our weakest, we are
greatest when we are least, we are called to serve and not be served.
Out of our human ambition - it is natural for us to ask, “How can I become great?”
I heard a story recently about a missionary who made quite an impact throughout the world. Albert
Schweitzer was a theologian, an organist, a writer, philosopher and also a physician. Some people know
him as a Nobel winner in 1952. But among all of his accomplishments, he is also known for
establishing a hospital in Africa in the present Nation of Gabon. He and his wife saw that thousands of
patients and people traveled by foot from all over to be seen by him. He saw his mission and his
ministry as an extension of who he was called to be as a follower of Christ. Schweitzer died in 1965 in
the very hospital that he started and was buried by the banks of the river where he served so many.
Once during his life Dr. Albert Schweitzer, was speaking to a graduating class at a prestigious college in
London. He said to that class of soon to be graduates, “Some of you will be highly successful. Some of
you will make a lot of money. Some of you will rise to places of prominence. Some of you will be
adorned with titles…but I promise you this: only those of you who learn how to serve will be happy.”
In this advent season, our expectations about who Jesus is and how we can follow are turned around in
our heads. What we want is a king who will make everything different, and that’s exactly what we will
get.
Why did Jesus come? To serve and not to be served.
In the name of the one, true King, Jesus Christ our lord. Amen.
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