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Midweek Advent ~ December 16, 2020
Opening Hymn – CW 29  
♫  Yea, Amen, let all adore you
High on your eternal throne,
Ev’ry knee shall bow before you;
Come and take your people home!
Alleluia! Alleluia!
You shall reign and you alone!
Invocation (sung)
Pastor: In the name of the Father...
Congregation:  Alleluia! Alleluia!
Pastor: In the name of the Son…
Congregation:  Alleluia! Alleluia!
P: In the name of the Spirit…
C:  Alleluia and Amen!
Confession (sung)
P: We know that we are the reason you first came; Lord, have mercy.
C: Lord, have mercy.
P: In ignorance and in stubborn sin we had nailed you to the tree;   

    Christ, have mercy.

C: Christ, have mercy.
P: Prompted by your Spirit we acknowledge our sin and plead for your mercy; Lord, have mercy.
C: Lord, have mercy.
Absolution
P: Because of his great love for us, Christ has redeemed us. 
As a fellow forgiven child of God, and called servant of Christ, 
I proclaim his grace to you. Rejoice in his salvation!
C:  ♫ Alleluia! Alleluia! Jesus is our Lord and King!
Prayer of the Day (sung psalm style)
Pastor: You rule in eternal `heav-en, 

Where we `want to live.
Cong:  Give us trust that you are preparing a `place for us
And that our future `is with you.
Pastor: Come, Lord `Je-sus, 

And take us to your hea- `ven-ly home
Cong:  Where you live and reign with the `Fa-ther
And the Holy Spirit, now and for- `e-ver.
Alleluia! Alleluia! Jesus is our Lord and King!
First Lesson



 Isaiah 53:1-6 (EHV)
1 Who has believed our message
    and to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed?
2 He grew up before him like a tender shoot,
    and like a root out of dry ground.
He had no beauty or majesty to attract us to him,
    nothing in his appearance that we should desire him.
3 He was despised and rejected by mankind,
    a man of suffering, and familiar with pain.
Like one from whom people hide their faces
    he was despised, and we held him in low esteem.
4 Surely he took up our pain
    and bore our suffering,
yet we considered him punished by God,
    stricken by him, and afflicted.
5 But he was pierced for our transgressions,
    he was crushed for our iniquities;
the punishment that brought us peace was on him,
    and by his wounds we are healed.
6 We all, like sheep, have gone astray,
    each of us has turned to our own way;
and the Lord has laid on him
    the iniquity of us all.
Psalm of the Day – Psalm 18 (read responsively)
ALL: The mighty Lord is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress.
M: The Lord is my rock, my fortress and my deliverer;
C: my God is my rock, in whom I take refuge.
M: He reached down from on high and took hold of me;
C: he rescued me from my powerful enemy.
M: He brought me out into a spacious place;
C: he rescued me because he delighted in me.
ALL: The mighty Lord is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress.
M: You, O Lord, keep my lamp burning;
C: my God turns my darkness into light.
M: You save the humble
C: but bring low those whose eyes are haughty.
M: You give me your shield of victory,
C: and your right hand sustains me.
ALL: Glory be to God the Father and to the Son
And to the Holy Spirit,
As it was in the beginning, 
Is now, and will be forever. Amen.
The mighty Lord is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress.
Gospel Lesson

       Matthew 27:1,2,11-23 (EHV)
Early in the morning, all the chief priests and the elders of the people reached the decision to put Jesus to death. 2 They bound him, led him away, and handed him over to Pontius Pilate, the governor. 

11 When Jesus stood in the presence of the governor, the governor asked him, “Are you the King of the Jews?” Jesus said to him, “It is as you say.” 12 When he was accused by the chief priests and elders, he answered nothing. 13 Then Pilate said to him, “Don’t you hear how many things they are testifying against you?”  14 But he did not answer him—not even one word, so that the governor was very surprised. 15 At the time of the Festival the governor had a custom to release to the crowd any one prisoner they wanted. 16 At that time they were holding a notorious prisoner named Barabbas. 17 So when they were assembled, Pilate said to them, “Which one do you want me to release to you? Barabbas—or Jesus, who is called Christ?” 18 For Pilate knew that they had handed Jesus over to him because of envy.
19 While he was sitting on the judgment seat, Pilate’s wife sent him a message. “Have nothing to do with that righteous man,” she said, “since I have suffered many things today in a dream because of him.” 20 But the chief priests and the elders persuaded the crowd to ask for Barabbas and to have Jesus put to death. 21 The governor asked them, “Which of the two do you want me to release to you?”  “Barabbas!” they said. 22 Pilate said to them, “Then what should I do with Jesus, who is called Christ?” They all said to him, “Crucify him!” 23 But the governor said, “Why? What has he done wrong?” But they kept shouting even louder: “Crucify him!”
Hymn - CW 11 v. 1,2,4 
Sing:
“Comfort, comfort all my people;
Speak of peace,” so says our God.
“Comfort those who sit in darkness,
Groaning from their sorrows’ load.
Speak to all Jerusalem
Of the peace that waits for them;
Tell them that their sins I cover,
That their warfare now is over.”
Meditate:  All their sins our God will pardon,
Blotting out each dark misdeed;
All that well deserve his anger
He no more will see or heed.
They have suffered many-a day;
Now their griefs have passed away.
God will change their aching sadness
Into everspringing gladness.
Sing:   Straighten out the crooked highway;
Make the rougher places plain.
Let your hearts be true and humble,
Ready for his holy reign.
For the glory of the Lord
Now o’er earth is spread abroad,
And all flesh shall see the token
That his word is never broken.
Text: Johannes Olearius, 1611–84; tr. Catherine Winkworth, 1827–78, alt.

Sermon




     
Isaiah 40:1-5
1 Comfort, comfort my people, says your God.
2 Speak to the heart of Jerusalem and call out to her. Her warfare really is over.
Her guilt is fully paid for. Yes, she has received from the Lord’s hand double for all her sins.
3 A voice is calling out: In the wilderness prepare the way for the Lord. In the wasteland make a level highway for our God.
4 Every valley will be raised up, and every mountain and hill will be made low. The rugged ground will become level, and the rough places will become a plain.
5 Then the glory of the Lord will be revealed, and all flesh together will see it. Yes, the mouth of the Lord has spoken.
The King of Comfort Comes
Good news today, dear Christian friends! Prophets knew and foretold that the Lord was coming. It’s not long till we celebrate the Lord’s arrival. But first, one more message from a prophet. 

Isaiah cannot be accused of ignoring sin and its consequences. He writes: “Your guilt...has separated you from your God, and your sins have hidden God’s face from you so that he does not hear. Look, your hands are polluted with blood, and your fingers drip guilt. Your lips speak lies. Your tongue mutters dishonesty,” (59:2,3). Ouch! 

Pretty accurate though, isn’t it? Maybe I haven’t been dishonest all day every day, but I have been sometimes. Maybe we haven’t “dripped guilt from our fingers” today, but haven’t we now and then stained our hands with actions that didn’t show care to others, not even a decent concern for our own families? We deserve Isaiah’s rebuke.

Yet the section before us is pure comfort. “Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. Speak tenderly to Jerusalem,” (NIV 84). Isaiah emphasized that your hard service is completed and that the glory of the Lord will be revealed. Receive him with joy.

It helps us be ready when we hear the statement: “Tell her that her hard labor really is over.” 

Who is “her”? Prophets often used the name “Israel” to signify all believers.  Likewise, the prophetic use of “Jerusalem” frequently refers to God’s church. So, when Isaiah brings his message of comfort to Jerusalem, he is not talking to the inhabitants of that city in the Mideast. “Her” is “us”! Our hard labor is over.

But it’s not that we’re getting Christmas day off. The hard labor is over! The meaning of the specific Hebrew word is actually “compulsory military service”. When a person reached a certain age or met other requirements, it was off to war with him. There was no choice about it. That person was in the army, very likely in battle.

What an apt description of our relationship to God! We are in an army, in battle against the Lord. How can we say we’re on God’s side when we turn away from his will and lie? Are we on God’s side if we try to serve both God and money? Are we obeying the Lord if we disobey parents or government? Our sinful deeds put us at war against the Lord.

And there’s no choice. St. Paul admitted, “Indeed, I know that good does not live in me, that is, in my sinful flesh. The desire to do good is present with me, but I am not able to carry it out,” (Romans 7:18). Because of our sinful nature, our service against the Lord is “compulsory”. We are the enemies of the Lord.

The devastating reality is that the final result of this battle has already been decided. Scripture speaks: “The enemies of the Lord will be like beautiful flowers in the pastures. But they will vanish. Like smoke they will vanish,” (Psalm 37:20). The way a raging forest fire destroys everything, leaving only smoke and ash, the Lord’s wrath will consume the wicked. 

Yet Isaiah proclaims that the hard labor, that compulsory army enlistment against God, has been ended. The warfare is over—and no one loses!

How often has that happened? Nations at war may speak of “peace with honor” but there is always a loser. Someone has to give up. Yet because of the Lord of comfort, no one loses this battle. God doesn’t give up his demand that we be perfect and holy; Christ supplies the perfection. We who are not perfect, are not destroyed; Christ gives his perfection to us. Both sides get what they want.

How can this be? Isaiah further explains, “Her guilt is fully paid for. Yes, she has received from the Lord’s hand double for all her sins.” Jesus paid the price of death demanded by the law. God and we get what we want (need) because Jesus stood in the breach.

When you think about it, it’s pretty amazing that this payment comes from the “hand of the Lord.” What do you expect if someone raises their hand like this (as if to spank)? Brace yourself for a good, hard blow. That hand is going to bring pain.

In chapter nine, Isaiah describes how the Lord strikes down the wicked in fire, war and plague, yet continues, “Yet for all this, his anger is not turned away, and his hand is still stretched out, ready to strike,” (v 12). Seeing God’s upraised hand ought to bring us fear. 

But don’t forget, our text today is a message of comfort. Here, the Lord’s hand isn’t raised for punishment, his nail-marked hands are sharing payment. For our sins we should receive double blows. What we get is double payment. Isn’t that amazing?

We receive “double for all (our) sins”; twice as much as we need to cover our offenses! St. Paul assures us in Romans, that “where sin increased, grace increased all the more,” (5:20 NIV 84). Too many times, I suppose, I have fallen into the simple phrasing “You can’t out-sin God’s grace”—but it’s true! Our hard labor is really over; our sins have been more than paid for.

How were they paid? We know the whole story, of course, but a small inkling is shared in the text, “Then the glory of the Lord will be revealed.” Want glory? “An angel of the Lord appeared to (the shepherds), and the glory of the Lord shone around them,” and more glory is revealed in the message: “Today in the town of David, a Savior was born for you,” (Luke 2:9,11). God’s glory is revealed in Jesus Christ.

Then, there was Christ’s perfect life of obedience, love and service to all. Don’t know his physical features, but his moral character was incredible! Finally, there was his death. 

His death is glorious? I thought “goriest”.

Once, when Christ spoke in advance of his death, he prayed, “‘Father, glorify your name!’ A voice came from heaven: ‘I have glorified my name, and I will glorify it again’,” (John 12:28). Jesus went on to explain that by his death he would “draw all people” to himself (v 32). The Lord’s glory is revealed in Jesus Christ, who on Calvary paid double for all the peoples’ sins.

“And all flesh together will see it.” Not all shepherds experienced the angels singing above the fields—just some around Bethlehem. Not all people witnessed the exemplary life of Jesus’ commitment to Commandments—just a relative few. Not all saw the payment on the cross—even the disciples were not all there, some hiding in fear. Comparing the total population of the earth with the few witnesses of the real Jesus, the glory may seem limited. But before the end of time, promised Jesus, “This gospel of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the whole world,” (Matthew 24:14). In words we repeat nearly every Sunday, St John announces to the many who never saw Jesus, “these (words) are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name,” (John 20:31). All flesh will see the glory of God in the gospel of Jesus Christ.

How can this be in such a crass and unbelieving world as this? A fellow pastor reminded me of the value of the Christmas season, for nearly every store, and a lot of radio stations, are playing Christmas carols. There might be too many versions of “Jingle Bell Rock” going on, but the same in-store music might have a rendition of “O Holy Night.” Many people who wouldn’t enter a church, are hearing God’s message of comfort in Christ. “Then the glory of the Lord will be revealed, …(for) the mouth of the Lord has spoken.” God said his glory would be seen, and he’s making sure it is.

If we have “seen his glory, the glory he has as the only-begotten from the Father, full of grace and truth,” (John 1:14), we have a task. Prepare the way for the Lord. In their own way, every prophet rejoiced to prepare us for the coming Lord. Here, Isaiah switches the task from the prophets to us.

There’s a good reason for that. The prophets could merely proclaim the message. They couldn’t change the people. (Plenty of evidence of that in Israel’s history!) Any preparations in the hearts of the people must come from within those people themselves.

To illustrate: I could ask you to hop up and down on one leg, but I can’t make you do it, nor can I do it for you. The desire to jump up and down must come from within you. And if the desire isn’t there, jumping isn’t gonna happen! Likewise, the prophets could all say, “Prepare the way for the Lord,” but only you can do that. I’m not taking the Holy Spirit out of the equation; our faith and our faithful actions are created and strengthened by him, but my point is that the prophets couldn’t prepare, only encourage. 

Advent is our special time of preparation. It’s the time to get ready for Christmas. Yes, time is spent baking and cleaning, buying and wrapping, decorating and visiting. But those are the trappings of Christmas, not what Christmas is. Christmas is the coming of the Lord of comfort. The Lord wants a pathway prepared into our hearts.

Are you ready? Have you made the straight highway for the Lord? Take note of the one who fulfilled Isaiah’s foretelling of the voice of one “calling out: In the wilderness prepare the way for the Lord.” John the Baptist’s voice shouted, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near,” (Matthew 3:1).

Repent. Repent means change. Isaiah described the change as cutting down the mountains and lifting up the valleys. The Lord wants us to cut down the mountains of pride. Pride blinds our eyes to the ones who need to hear the comforting Christmas message. Pride prevents our hearts from opening to the poor and needy—in all seasons of the year. Worst of all, if there’s a mountain of pride in our hearts, there may not be room for the Lord.

Valleys of sin and immorality need to be filled in. Why would the Lord want a path into a heart steeped in sinful actions? Christians need to continue to pray: “Ah, dearest Jesus, holy Child, prepare a bed, soft, undefiled within my heart, made clean and new, a quiet chamber kept for you.” 

The Lord does want to enter our hearts and lives—in spite of their sin. For he comes to cleanse us with double the payment for what we are and what we have done. Would he have revealed his glory, if he didn’t want us to see it? If he had not wanted us on his side, would he have ended our warfare?

The Lord is coming to bring you peace and comfort. How shall I receive him? Welcome him with joy. AMEN.

Prayers 
M:  Oh, come, oh, come, Emmanuel, and ransom captive Israel that mourns in lonely exile here until the Son of God appear.
C:  Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come to you, O Israel!
M:  Oh, come, our Wisdom from on high, who ordered all things mightily; to us the path of knowledge show, and teach us in her ways to go.
C:  Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come to you, O Israel!
M:  Oh, come, oh, come, our Lord of might, who to your tribes on Sinai’s height in ancient times gave holy law, in cloud and majesty and awe.
C:  Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come to you, O Israel!
M:  Oh, come, O Rod of Jesse’s stem, from every foe deliver them that trust your mighty pow’r to save: Bring them victory through the grave.
C:  Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come to you, O Israel!
M:  Oh, come, O Key of David, come, and open wide our heav’nly home. Make safe the way that leads on high, and close the path to misery.
C:  Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come to you, O Israel!
M:  Oh, come, O Dayspring from on high, and cheer us by your drawing nigh; Disperse the gloomy clouds of night, and death’s dark shadows put to flight.
C:  Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come to you, O Israel!
M:  Oh, come, Desire of nations, bind in one the hearts of all mankind; Oh, bid our sad divisions cease, and be yourself the King of Peace.
C:  Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come to you, O Israel! Alleluia and Amen!
Closing Hymn - CW 21 v. 1-3

♫  Hosanna to the coming Lord!
Hosanna to the-incarnate Word!
To Christ, Creator, Savior, King
Let earth, let heav’n hosanna sing!
♫  O Savior, with protecting care
Abide in this your house of prayer,
Where we your parting promise claim,
Assembled in your sacred name.
♫  O Advent King, our sins forgive;
Come in our lives and hearts to live,
And let our humble souls become
A temple worthy of your name.
Text: Reginald Heber, 1783–1826, abr., alt.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Another service added for Christmas Eve!

Worship at 4:00 or 6:30 PM.

An extra usher is needed! 
Talk with Bob Gresens or Marie to volunteer for either service.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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Christ’s Love, Our Calling.




Christmas Week Worship:

Christmas Eve at 4:00 and 6:30 pm
Christmas Day at 9:00 am
Sunday, December 27, at 8 & 10:30 am
New Year’s Eve (with Holy Communion) at 6:30 pm
Our Savior’s School students have recorded a Christmas Eve message, which will be posted on our website (oursaviorswausau.org) and on our Facebook page (Our Savior’s Lutheran Church and School).
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Journey to Bethlehem is a walk through the nativity story.  As we cannot host a traditional Christmas concert this year, join us for this outdoor event this Sunday, December 20, 3:00-6:00 pm.  3 family units (members living in the same house) may participate at a time.  Social distancing will be observed.  There are only a few spots left! Sign up at https://www.signupgenius.com/go/20f044aa5a922a7fb6-journey2 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Please pick up your 2021 offering envelopes today!

Permission to reprint hymns in this service obtained from ONE LICENSE 

with license #A-716671. All rights reserved.
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