
Get Ready 

Read: Luke 3:1-6; Philippians 1:3-11 

 If it hasn’t happened already, sometime in the very near future someone is 

going to ask you, “Are you all ready for Christmas?”  I just ducked out this 

morning (Wednesday) to get a haircut and my barber asked me the question, to 

which I promptly said, “No way!”  Jean is such an extravagant decorator.  We have 

three Mack truck loads of ornaments and garlands and wreaths and candles and 

lights, all stashed in our attic.  To get there, Jean ascends our rickety pull-down 

ladder, even with bursitis in her hip, at least nine million times, passing down box 

after box to her beast of burden (yours truly), then descends to put it all up.  

Ready for Christmas?  Please. 

 As if that were not enough, this year I’m trying to have a theologically 

correct Advent, focusing on getting ready for the return of Jesus Christ in power 

and great glory.  The two foci, Jesus’ birth and his promised return, are stacked 

one on top of another for me this year.  It’s enough to make a cranky old 

preacher’s knees buckle.   

The topic for today, on this second Sunday in Advent, is peace.  Far be it 

from me to say, “Peace, peace, when there is no peace.”  I’m busy trying to stifle a 

hearty, Scrooge-like, “Bah!  Humbug!” in the back of my throat and am strongly 

tempted to throw up my hands and walk away from the whole thing.  But of 

course, that’s not going to happen.   

This morning, laying Christmas cheer aside for a moment, I want to 

proclaim an Advent message, one about what it takes to be ready for the return 

of Christ. I want to think with you about what it might take for us to experience 

some level of peace in the meantime, while we wait and live in an as yet 

unfulfilled expectation.  

 The usual focal point of this second Sunday in Advent comes to us in the 

Gospel text from Luke this morning and considers the intense call issued by John 

the Baptist.  Just to get his congregation’s attention, John thundered, “Who 

warned you to flee from the wrath to come you brood of vipers, you pack of 



religious snakes?  Repent!”  There’s nothing wrong with that.  In fact, the way 

prepared for Christ’s return is indeed paved by repentance.  Make sure, urged 

John, that your hearts, your minds, and your wills are genuinely turned in God’s 

direction; it’s the only way to be ready.  Living as we do on this side of Easter we 

might say: “Make peace with God through Jesus Christ our Lord.”  You can’t go 

wrong there. It’s the Gospel in a nutshell. 

For this Sunday in this year of 2018, I find myself being drawn instead to the 

epistle lesson found in Philippians 1.  It’s later in that letter, in chapter 4 verses 4-

7, that Paul tells us, 

 “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice.  Let your gentleness be 

known to everyone.  The Lord is near.  Do not worry about anything, but in 

everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made 

known to God.  And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will 

guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 

Did you hear it?  Evidently it is possible to experience incredible peace, 

even now, before all of our faith-filled dreams come true, even before all the 

promises of God arrive in complete and perfect manifestation, “the Lord is near.”  

That’s no small thing. 

Returning to our text in chapter 1, verse 2 pronounces an opening blessing 

which reads, “Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 

Christ.”  Grace and peace are linked together from the outset.  Without grace, 

there can be no peace.  Grace originates in the heart of God and flows generously 

in our direction.  There is a peace that comes directly from the awareness that we 

live inside the favor of God.  Grace is the ultimate mark of God’s favor.   

The reformers who led the Protestant Reformation thought and wrote 

extensively about the doctrine of election.  To say we are elected by God, ticketed 

for a salvation that none of us can ever be good enough to deserve is a way to 

explain that we live by the favor of God.  We are alive and have peace with God 

because, and only because God wills it to be so and has sent his one and only Son 



to deliver to us the peace that is well beyond our capacity to measure or explain 

it.  It surpasses our understanding.  

 If you happen to be among the ones for whom life has become harried, 

among the ones whose personal resources have become thin and threadbare, you 

may find yourself yearning for peace.  This day in Advent invites us all to raise the 

cry, “O Lord, give us peace!” 

If there was ever a Christian for whom peace should have seemed elusive it 

would have been Paul.  He started out as a persecutor of the Church, wreaking 

havoc upon any he could reach who accepted Jesus as the Jewish Messiah.  

Through great grace, God converted him, washed away his sins, and gave him a 

clear conscience.  A man forgiven much, Paul became a man who loved much.  He 

loved God intensely and got more than a full measure of persecution for his 

changed life.   

In this love saturated letter to the church at Philippi, he is writing from a 

Roman prison telling the congregation there how thankful he is for their support 

and their constancy in sharing the ministry of the Gospel.  You’ve stuck with me 

from the first day until now.  It meant the world to Paul. 

I want you to notice an important sequence that unfolds in this account.  

Paul begins with thanksgiving in a place you would think would be more of a 

seedbed for complaining and self-pity.  And the more he gives thanks, the more 

his hardships are eclipsed by the awareness of his blessings.  And the more 

conscious he becomes of his many blessings, the more an exuberant joy begins to 

bubble up in his soul and overflow, in this case being directed to one of his 

beloved churches that he had planted sometime ago.  What I take from this is 

that if you want to know peace, begin with thanksgiving, with gratitude.  Let your 

gratitude uncover your blessings.  Then expect joy to follow as your focus shifts to 

the magnificence of grace and the love of God. 

Now don’t misstep here.  Don’t become all puffed up in how great you are 

at persevering under the pressures of life.  You may be good at it.  You may have 

what is called “a lot of stick-to-it-iveness.”  You may go far in life from sheer 



stubbornness, but it’s not enough.  To be faithful to the end, you are going to 

need much more than just your natural strength and your determined 

commitment.  You are going to need God’s help, God’s provision. You are going to 

need to be sourced by God with the energy, intelligence, imagination, and love 

that will get you to arrive at the Day of the Lord, pure and blameless.   

The pivotal point in our passage comes in verse 6: “There has never been 

the slightest doubt in my mind that the God who started this great work in you 

would keep at it and bring it to a flourishing finish on the very day Christ Jesus 

appears.” From The Message 

Let me underline that point by reading it from the NRSV: “I am confident of 

this, that the one who began a good work among you will bring it to completion 

by the day of Jesus Christ.” 

The only way to have peace with God is to walk with God.  The only way to 

walk with God is to first have peace with God.  And what Paul says is that the only 

reason we are walking with God is because God is the one who began the whole 

thing.  We are the beneficiaries of Divine Election.  Their perseverance and ours 

only continues because it has begun as an outworking of God’s grace, of God’s 

favor.  God began it and God always finishes what God starts.  You will never hear 

God say, “Oops!  My bad!  I’ve failed in your case.”  You will never hear God speak 

like this.  What God starts is destined to be consummated with a “flourishing 

finish.” 

Too many of us have heard a lot about grace but deep in the hidden 

recesses of our hearts we have not adequately believed God’s extravagant 

declaration that in Christ we have died to sin and have been raised to a new life.  

We harbor, hidden from others’ view, or so we hope, little untapped reservoirs of 

guilt and shame.  So we are very receptive to preaching like John’s where we are 

called a brood of vipers, hypocrites, and just a bunch of religious posers without a 

genuinely new heart.  We think peace with God and the peace of God are still 

rendered partially impotent by our behavior, our failings, and our sins.  We think 

obsessing about our spiritual poverty is a mark of true humility, but I don’t find 



that in Paul’s letter at all.  Instead, I find great thanksgiving, manifold blessings, 

and the joy of the Lord which is my strength. 

Peace with God not only convinces our hearts that whom the Son sets free 

is free indeed.  Living at peace with God begins to generate the best thing in the 

world: love.  So Paul prays about it. 

The NRSV says it this way: “And this is my prayer, that your love may 

overflow more and more with knowledge and full insight…” 

The Message puts it this way: “So this is my prayer: that your love will 

flourish and that you will not only love much but well.  Learn to love appropriately.  

You need to use your head and test your feelings so that your love is sincere and 

intelligent, not sentimental gush.  Live a lover’s life, circumspect and exemplary, a 

life Jesus will be proud of: bountiful in fruits from the soul, making Jesus Christ 

attractive to all, getting everyone involved in the glory and praise of God.” 

Now the last thing I want you to notice this morning is this: notice that the 

peace that passes understanding, the peace that Advent has us crying out to God 

to deliver, is not just a private, individualized affair.  It’s not about being able to 

read your book or watch the Eagle’s game without interference from your kids, 

your grandkids, your spouse, or the yapping of the neighbor’s dog.  The peace of 

God is designed to have you spread out with the purpose of exhibiting the power 

and glory of the Gospel.  The peace of God within you is designed to be 

contagious.  It is designed to infect other people with the desire to also be 

reconciled to God.   

The peace of God will direct you to the prisoners, and not just great 

apostles like Paul, but to common, ordinary people who are bound up with all 

kinds of chains, both visible and invisible.  The work will never be done until Christ 

returns, but we are to keep at it, just as the Christians at Philippi modeled the life 

for us, persevering “from the beginning until now.”  Since God never gives up and 

never gives in, we are to live the same way: never give up and never give in.  Our 

tenacity is a mark of the Holy Spirit living in us and making God’s appeal through 

us: be reconciled to God.  God loves you more than you can ask or imagine. 



 

 


