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Midweek Advent 1, 2008
Preached:  December 3, 2008 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

Series theme:  The Gifts Christ Came to Bring (based on the 9 fruits of the Spirit)
Text:  Galatians 5:22–23

“But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.”

Theme:  Christ Brings Love, Joy and Peace.

Giving gifts at Christmas is a fine Christian custom as long as you realize that the real gifts that Christmas is about are spiritual gifts. God gave the original Christmas gift in physical wrappings of human flesh. But it was really unseen gifts that He intended to give us through His Son. During this Advent season we’re going to look at nine gifts that the Apostle Paul called the “fruit of the Spirit.” They are gifts that have come to us through God’s Son Jesus. We are going to see during the Wednesday evenings of Advent that each of these nine are things that God requires of each one of us. But we are going to see that we have not produced a one of them—at least not produced them the way God expects us to. But we are also going to see that God sent His Son to produce these gifts perfectly. Jesus fulfilled the ideal of every one of these nine gifts. The only person to ever live in human flesh and fulfill each one of these nine virtues, Jesus accomplished them for us. He did it because someone in the human race had to fulfill these expectations. Without His fulfilling of them, the human race could not have been saved. We are going to emphasize in this series that Jesus did not fulfill these nine ideals only as an example for us—something for us to strive for. We are going to see that Jesus fulfilled them for us—as our substitute. It is only by our connection to Jesus that we can look holy in God’s sight in each of these nine aspects. But we are also going to see that in everyone who has been covered by Jesus’ fulfillment of these nine qualities, the Spirit also puts these virtues into action. The Spirit, through Word and sacrament, builds these qualities in us more and more as we grow closer to our Savior.
So let’s take a look at the list. Paul says in Galatians 5:22-23:

“But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.”

Tonight we’ll consider the first three. 

The very first one is “love.” Whenever I think of Jesus’ fulfillment of love, I think of the rich young man who came to Jesus. “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” he asked Jesus. Jesus answered, “You know the commandments: ‘Do not murder, do not commit adultery, do not steal, do not give false testimony, honor your father and mother.’”
“Teacher, he declared, “all these I have kept since I was a boy.”

Then it says, “Jesus looked at him and loved him.” Whenever I’m reading that account in Mark (chapter 10), I just have to stop. It’s like I can’t get beyond that word. Jesus loved him at that moment. If I had been in Jesus’ place, I know what I would have said to him. “Listen, young man. Do you really think that you’ve kept all the commandments perfectly? Don’t you realize that you are just the kind of sinner that I came into this world to save? Don’t you realize what I’ve come to do for you? Don’t you realize the misery you’ve put me through already by making me come down here into your dirty little sin-filled world? Don’t you realize that I gave up my throne for you?” 
No, Jesus would never have said that, would He? If He had, He wouldn’t have been a Savior for this man. No, Jesus never lost His cool. As He looked into the eyes of this pompous, self-righteous young man, as He looked into the heart that was still heaped with many infractions of these very commandments, Mark tells us that Jesus looked at him and loved him. That is true love—when you can look at someone who is being a complete jerk, who is completely blind to his own faults, whose own faults are soon going to put you through scourging and being nailed to a cross. That is true love. And only Jesus has ever done that. 
Do you remember how Jesus continued? He didn’t argue with the man. Nor did He move on to the gospel because the law wasn’t “working.” He took one more step to impress on the man how impossible it was for him to save himself. “One thing you lack,” He said. “Go, sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.” As the man’s face became crest-fallen, because he knew he would never do that, Jesus said right in front of the man, “How hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God! Indeed, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.” At that everyone who was listening was crest-fallen. “Who then can be saved?” they asked in desperation. “With man this is impossible,” Jesus said, “but with God all things are possible.” No ordinary person can do it. But with God—with Jesus—it’s possible. Jesus loved His neighbor with a perfect love, with the kind of love that God demands for anyone who would live in His kingdom. Jesus fulfilled God’s expectations completely. And now through faith, the Bible tells us, Jesus’ perfect love, His perfect joy, His perfect peace are credited to our account. It’s not that we are always loving, always joyful, always filled with peace. But in God’s sight, we look this way because we are covered with Jesus’ love, joy and peace. 
And because these qualities have been superimposed on us by faith, they now become more and more a part of us. The Holy Spirit brings these qualities to life more and more in our words and in our actions and in our thoughts. We don’t fly off the handle when someone who has done us dirt claims to our face that they’ve done everything right by us. Instead, a kind of sympathy begins to sprout in our hearts, a love that would like to help them out of their misconception. We are no longer as affected by the response of others to us. We don’t just do our good things after and if others do them to us. We’re no longer motivated or deterred by the actions of others. If we do something nice for someone, we don’t so much do it for them, but we do it because of what Jesus has done for us. We love, not because others love us, but because Jesus loved us. We’re joyful, not because those around us are joyful, but because Jesus was always joyful. We’re at peace not because everyone around us is at peace, but because Jesus established a peace between us and God.
We find that we are not so much affected by what’s going on in the world around us as we are affected by what Jesus did for us. A sense of peace builds up in us, a joy increases in us, a love is there that is untiring. We don’t grouse as much anymore that we’re the ones that got stuck with hosting the Christmas party again this year because no one else in the family will step forward and do it. We don’t find it such a chore anymore to buy all those Christmas presents that the kids are always so thankless about. We don’t find ourselves getting as upset anymore over the extra traffic and the hectic schedule in December. Jesus has brought the gifts of love and joy and peace. They don’t cost anything. They’re not something that you have to work on to obtain. They’re gifts. So just sit back and enjoy them. There’s no down-side to them. There’s nothing that Jesus demands in return. There are no “have tos” connected to these gifts. They are true gifts. May you be filled with Jesus’ love and joy and peace during this Advent season!  Amen.
