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Advent 3, 2008
Preached:  December 14, 2008 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

1 Thessalonians 15:16-24
The Son makes sunny souls.
1. Open lines of communication to God are joyful lines.
2. So remove whatever threatens to get in the way . . .
3. And Jesus will give you the joy of His salvation.
One of the little facts that I learned in Psychology in college is that it’s easier to smile than to frown. I mean, physically it’s easier to smile. It takes less energy, less concentration, less muscle power to smile than to frown. And of course the professor brought this up because he wanted to show us that emotionally it is better for you to smile than to frown. We often think of our feelings as causing us to smile or to frown, but his point was that the reverse can actually be true. Wearing a smile on your face can make you feel better. The very fact that your face is in a grin has a calming effect on your body and on your brain. 
Of course we didn’t come to God’s house just to talk about physical things—or even just about emotional things. We come here to talk about spiritual things. Now the things I just mentioned—if they’re true in the physical realm and the emotional realm—are all the more true in the spiritual realm. Joy is much better, it’s more natural, it’s healthier for the soul than any of the negative things that the soul can be exposed to. And considering the things that Jesus has done for us—you can’t come to any other conclusion than to be joyful. Jesus has given us eternal life. There is no bad ending that we can ever come to. Everything in our life will turn out for our good. So let’s take a look at how Paul says it in today’s Second Lesson.
You know, the first thing that strikes me as I look at this short reading is that it’s just so simple. These are just such short, simple sentences:  “Be joyful always. Pray continually. Give thanks in all circumstances.” Nothing complicated here. It’s so simple:  Keep the lines of communication with God open! Pray continually. Just keep praying all the time. Don’t just make it a formal thing that you do only at certain times like mealtime and bedtime. Let prayers go through your mind throughout the day. Whenever a thought goes through your mind that concerns you, pray about it. Whenever someone says something that makes you laugh, thank God for it. When someone says something that hurts your feelings, pray for that person—silently, right in the middle of what you’re doing. “Pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances.” No matter what happens in your life, look for the good thing that’s connected with it. It may be a very bad thing, but there’s one good thing involved in it. Thank God for that good thing. 
It’s interesting how in this particular section, Paul starts with us communicating with God. But then very quickly he turns to the way that God communicates back to us:  “Do not put out the Spirit’s fire; do not treat prophecies with contempt.” The Spirit is always working at building a fire in us. He’s feeding our faith so that it becomes warm and burning. And He does it through the Word. It’s the prophecies recorded in the 66 books of the Bible that contain the Spirit’s fuel that He uses to build our faith into a warm, glowing radiance. But the problem is that while He’s trying to stoke a passionate, burning faith, we can try to blow out His flame. We can be a wet blanket on the warm, comforting trust that He’s trying to create in us. 
So Paul says it so simply:  “Do not put out the Spirit’s fire! Do not treat prophecies with contempt!” When you have some free time in the evening, and you’re choosing what to do with it, don’t drive out that urge you have to read your Bible or another devotional book. When it comes time for worship and Bible study, don’t make it seem like a “have to.” It’s really so easy, Paul says. Here come more of his little sentences:  “Test everything. Hold on to the good. Avoid every kind of evil.” These decisions aren’t complicated. They’re clear cut. “Is it good for my soul?” “Is it not good for my soul?” Even letting your mind linger over the least negative thought—it’s just no good for your soul, is it? When we dwell on the little grudges and frustrations that we have, we’re just feeding Satan’s appetites. We’re inviting him into our minds. Even being grumpy to the people around us—it just does no one any good. We think that it will get the other person to realize how they’ve supposedly hurt us. But bad vibes only create more bad vibes. Nothing good stands to be gained from anything that is negative. “Hold on to the good. Avoid every kind of evil.” 
And the last paragraph tells us how this can be accomplished. There really is only one who can accomplish this, and it is God. Notice how carefully Paul words the last paragraph. “May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through. May your whole spirit, soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. The one who calls you is faithful and he will do it.” The Apostle could have concluded with something like, “Now, come on, Christian. Give your all. Do this!” People who are saved by grace know that it does not happen that way. It does not come down to our effort. This is something that God accomplishes. Only He can make us truly joyful. There are all kinds of things that we can do to try to prevent Him from working His oh-so-joyful attitude, but there is not one thing we can do to work it in ourselves. Only God can work the faith in us. Only God can create the holiness in us. Only He can plant the love in us. And Paul ends with one of the unquestionable truths:  “The one who calls you is faithful and he will do it.” We are not the faithful ones. We are not the reliable ones. We more often than not turn smiles into frowns. We’re fickle. We’re unpredictable. But not God. “The one who calls you is faithful and he will do it.”
One fact that has always struck me since I’ve lived in the Central Valley is how the sun is always shining. Even on winter days, like we’re starting to have more of, when the valley is blanketed in fog, I always enjoy those shots from the Sutter Buttes that they show on the morning news programs. The Sutter Buttes are just high enough that they usually stick out above the layer of fog. The camera will be looking out over beautiful sunshine. Up and down the length of the Central Valley you’ll see the blanket of cottony fog. But above the sun is shining, reflecting brilliantly on the majestic snow-covered Sierra in the distance. The sun is always shining. When you can’t see it, it is usually only a mist—a vapor—that is blocking its rays from your sight. 
So the message of the 3rd Sunday of Advent is that Jesus, the Son, is always shining. Though it may be the gloomy time of the year, though the world may have turned the celebration of His birth into a hectic, almost frantic time, the spiritual joy that He came to bring cannot be diminished. We dare not let all the distractions get in the way of the wonderful gift He came to bring. Even the candle that we light on this particular Sunday of Advent is different. It is a lighter, brighter color—pink—because just when we could get distracted and brought low by the mood of things around us, we are reminded that Jesus shines with a particular brightness that cannot be dimmed. 
I love the little pictures of His joy that are in the Old Testament Lesson for today. Did you catch them? “But for you who revere my name, the sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its wings.” That must be where the composer of “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing” got his striking words, “Hail, the Sun of Righteousness! Light and life to all he brings, Ris’n with healing in his wings.” Jesus the Son of God is compared to the sun. The “wings of the sun” is poetry for the rays of the sun. Jesus exudes light and warmth and life. And whoever is touched by Him is warmed by His righteousness. And there’s another phrase in Malachi. When the Son comes, he says, “you will go out and leap like calves released from the stall.” On the farm, when we would let the calves out of the huts they lived in, they would get a gleam in their eyes, and you could tell that they realized that there was nothing around them anymore. They would start to throw their heads back, and then they would jump up with their front legs off the ground first and then their back legs. They’d kick up their heals. It was just fun to watch them. Their joy seemed almost a little perverse. 
Jesus wants you to have that kind of joy. He says to you this morning, “Why do you walk around so care-worn, giving the impression that you’re still tied down with your sins? Go! I’ve freed you. Have fun. Kick up your heals. The devil has no hold on you anymore. There is nothing tethering you.” What is the worst that can happen to you? You could die. But you know that you will never really die. Death now only means more freedom. You’ll finally be freed from your sinful nature. Whatever happens to you will be better than what you’re experiencing right now. One of the greatest Lutheran preachers that ever lived, C.F.W. Walther, lived in the 1800s. It was when many Lutherans still spoke German. And he had a little phrase that rhymed to remind his hearers that a Christian is not a gloomy person. You might be able to understand it. It goes this way. “Der Christ ist ein Optimist.” The Christian is an optimist. Think about it once. Those who have no faith are gloomy people. Those who are wracked with doubt are pessimists. But those who have the fire of faith in their heart—you can’t keep the smiles off of their faces. The Son makes sunny souls. May your soul be bathed in sunlight this week as you prepare for the best of all days!  Amen.
