December 2, 2018

Jeremiah 33:14-16 

God’s Emoji

Using the colorful symbol of “a righteous Branch,” Jeremiah challenges us to follow a new leader from God. 

AT A GLANCE: 
Emojis and emoticons are popular ways to express thoughts and feelings. They are so ubiquitous that they are beginning to be the targets of lawsuits. The practice of using emojis to convey thoughts recalls an image mentioned in Scripture. God uses an emoji, we could say, to share the good news that peace and justice are coming to the world.

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “The Anxiety Machine,” November 29, 2009, at HomileticsOnline.com. 

On a typical smartphone, you can find a little Christmas tree, a gift-wrapped box and a Santa Claus. All are symbols of the Christmas season, tiny pictures used on social media, in text messages and in emails. The name for them? Emojis.
The prophet Jeremiah says that “a righteous Branch” will spring up for Jesse’s son, King David (v. 15). This branch is a colorful symbol for the season of Advent, and we can all picture it in our imaginations. Deep black roots, sturdy brown branches, tender green shoots — very much like what the prophet Isaiah says, “A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse, and a branch shall grow out of his roots” (11:1). We sing about it at Christmas, “Lo, how a rose e’er blooming, from tender stem hath sprung, of Jesse’s lineage coming, by faithful prophets sung.”
The “righteous Branch” is nothing less than an emoji from God. So easy to see, and beautiful to sing about. But what in the world does it mean?

Icons as emojis
But emojis are really nothing new. Icons have been used in church paintings for centuries, and images such as “righteous Branch” go back thousands of years. In the Eastern tradition of the church, icons have been called “windows into heaven.”
	Today, Luke, the author of the third gospel as well as the book of Acts, is venerated in some traditions as the original iconographer of the church. He is believed to have painted the face of Mary, the mother of Jesus, as well as the images of Peter and Paul.
	Other symbols — ancient emojis, so to speak — were the fish symbol and even the cross itself — an image which emerged in many forms. 
About 600 years before the birth of Jesus, the prophet Jeremiah spoke of the restoration of Jerusalem and its leaders. “The days are surely coming,” says the Lord through the prophet, “when I will fulfill the promise I made to the house of Israel and the house of Judah. In those days and at that time I will cause a righteous Branch to spring up for David” (vv. 14-15).
There it is, God’s emoji: a righteous Branch, springing up for King David.
“He shall execute justice and righteousness in the land,” God says. “In those days Judah will be saved and Jerusalem will live in safety. And this is the name by which it will be called: ‘The LORD is our righteousness’” (vv. 15-16).

In these verses, the prophet is talking about the leadership of the future — that’s the meaning of “righteous Branch.” This branch will emerge out of the family tree of King David, the greatest of Israel’s kings, the one who was — despite his flaws — “a man after [God’s] own heart” (1 Samuel 13:14). With his focus on justice and righteousness, this leader will truly restore the fortunes of the people. Bible scholar Patrick Miller says that his focus will not be simply on “abundance, productivity and partying.” Instead, he “will rightly render the affairs of the people and will lead them in their worship of the Lord.” 
This new leader is, of course, Jesus Christ, born into the house and family of David (Luke 2:4). He is the one who teaches us righteousness, a word which is best defined as “right relationship.” Jesus wants us to show justice and righteousness in our relationships with each other and in our relationship with God.
Jesus is our righteous Branch. This is the meaning of Jesus, God’s emoji — righteousness. So, how can we apply this message of righteousness to our lives, as we follow him into the future?
For starters, we need to get clear that Christian righteousness is not self-righteousness. The Pharisees were self-righteous people, and Jesus was not a big fan of the Pharisees. Pastor Carey Nieuwhof sees a lot of Pharisees at work in the church today, and he offers a list of the things they tend to say:
1. If he knew the Bible as well as I did, his life would be better. “Yup, there it is,” says Nieuwhof. “Judgment and self-righteousness rolled up into a neat little package.” Reading the Bible is great, but we should never get smug and superior about knowing the Bible. 
2. I follow the rules. Following rules is a good thing, but it is not what gets us into the Christian faith. We get in because Christ forgives us. Then, in gratitude for Christ’s mercy, we do our best to follow the rules.
3. God listens to my prayers. “Prayer is amazing,” says Nieuwhof. “And we do trust that God listens to our prayers. But … prayer is not a button to be pushed nearly as much as it is a relationship to be pursued.”
There you have it: Self-righteousness versus Christian righteousness. When we show Christian righteousness, we read the Bible because we want to get closer to God. We try to follow the rules because we are thankful for Christ’s forgiveness. And we pray because we have a deep desire for a relationship with God.
Righteousness is all about right relationship. To be in right relationship with the people around us, we search for the image of God in each and every person — black and white, rich and poor, young and old, immigrant and native-born. We act as though Jesus is hidden inside the least of our brothers and sisters, because we remember that Jesus said that we are really serving him when we give food to the hungry, drink to the thirsty, welcome to the stranger and clothing to the naked (Matthew 25:35-36). Maybe one of the reasons that Jesus came into the world as a weak and vulnerable baby was to remind us of the importance of caring for the least of our brothers and sisters.
Right relationship is treating others as you would like to be treated. As Jesus grew up to say in the Sermon on the Mount, “In everything do to others as you would have them do to you; this is the law and the prophets” (Matthew 7:12). In this single verse, Jesus offers an emoji of what it means to execute justice and righteousness in the land. 
But righteousness also has a divine dimension. Being in right relationship with God is not just going to worship and giving offerings, which the self-righteous Pharisees were very good at doing. It means paying attention to “the weightier matters of the law,” says Jesus, “justice and mercy and faith” (Matthew 23:23). It means practicing the kind of religion that James says is “pure and undefiled before God,” a religion that challenges people “to care for orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world” (James 1:27).

When Bishop Michael Curry preached at the royal wedding last spring, he could have offered a sweet and sentimental sermon. But he surprised everyone by giving a message on civil rights and social justice, “in the name of our loving, liberating and self-giving God.”
Yes, he talked about love, but also about executing justice and righteousness in the land. In front of the royal family and an international audience, he lifted up God’s emoji, “a righteous Branch.”
“When love is the way,” said Bishop Curry, “then no child will go to bed hungry in this world ever again. When love is the way, we will let justice roll down like a mighty stream and righteousness like an ever-flowing brook. When love is the way, poverty will become history. When love is the way, the earth will be a sanctuary. When love is the way, we will lay down our swords and shields, down by the riverside, to study war no more. When love is the way, there’s plenty good room — plenty good room — for all of God’s children.”
Bishop Curry was challenging us to follow Jesus, our new leader from God. With his “righteous Branch” as a central symbol for our lives, we discover what it means to be right with each other and with God. 
God’s emoji always means righteousness. The message is clear, both in Advent and throughout the year.

Henry Brinton, Eugene C. McAfee, Melanie Silva, Heidi Wiebe and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· Holding on to God’s promises
· Find our branch in David’s family tree
· Living in Righteousness City

Sources:
“Bishop Michael Curry’s royal wedding sermon: Full text of ‘The power of love.’” npr.org. May 20, 2018.
Miller, Patrick. “The book of Jeremiah.” New Interpreter’s Bible. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2001, 826.
Nieuwhof, Carey. “The top 10 things Pharisees say today.” Carey Nieuwhof Blog, careynieuwhof.com. June 2014.
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Psalm 25:1-10 
What Does the Text Say?
David expresses his trust in God and petitions God to be with him, especially when he faces enemies and wants to be kept from shame (vv. 2, 3 and 20). David asks that he might know God’s way/path and follow it. David asks God to forgive his sins, transgressions and guilt on the basis of God’s steadfast love in verses 6, 7 and 10. God shows special care and friendship for those who keep God’s covenant (see vv. 10 and 14). To “fear” God (vv. 12 and 14) is to revere and obey God. We can take refuge in God (v. 20), who delivers us from our troubles (vv. 17, 18 and 22). David asks God to teach him (using two words for teach). One word (yarah), meaning to teach or instruct, is etymologically related to torah (meaning God’s instruction or law). The other word is lamad (to train or teach). The name “Yahweh” appears 10 times in the psalm. God (Elohim) appears three times. “To wait” for God (vv. 3, 5 and 21) comes from the Hebrew qawah. Unlike the modern English word “wait,” this word has the sense of eagerly awaiting, expecting, looking for, longing for and hoping for. See Isaiah 40:31: “Those who wait for the LORD shall renew their strength.”

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Most Embarrassing God Moment. In this psalm, the writer gets right to it. He begins in verse 1 with the equivalent of “Hey, God! It’s me.” Then he starts in. And what is his number one concern? Oh, sure, later on in the song, the language gets all flowery about how good God is. But his concern right off the top is that God not humiliate him before his enemies. “Do not let me be put to shame.” No one likes to be embarrassed. Think of your most embarrassing moment. Think of when your parents embarrassed you. That person who publicly embarrasses or ridicules another person is not a good person. Has God embarrassed you? Has God let you down? We can be honest and say, “Well, frankly, there have been times when I’ve looked pretty foolish because I trusted in God.” Tell that to Job. He was humiliated in front of his friends, but would not waver. Here’s a twist on this topic: Do you suppose we’ve ever embarrassed God by our behavior? Have we been so awful that God’s like, “Ummm, I don’t know who that child is — certainly doesn’t belong to me. Nope. Have no idea. Can’t be a child of mine”?
*Homiletics has treated this text three times. Go to HomileticsOnline.com. Select Psalm in the Scripture Search drop down menu and click GO.

1 Thessalonians 3:9-13
What Does the Text Say?
Unlike most of Paul’s letters, in which the apostle is either clearing up controversy within a community or rebuking his audience, 1 Thessalonians is wall-to-wall encouragement. Today’s reading concludes a section (2:1−3:13) in which Paul reviews his previous mission among the Thessalonians and urges them to remain steadfast, even when persecuted. Paul is not shy about reminding them of the great measure of beneficence with which he and his ministry team worked to establish the church in Thessalonica (2:5-12). But he is equally robust in his thanks that the Thessalonians have confidently accepted and responded to the gospel (2:13-14, 19). Accordingly, Paul wants to make sure they receive as much support as possible (vv. 1-5), and he is gladdened when he hears through Timothy that the Thessalonians are thriving in their new faith (vv. 6-8). Our text bolsters the Thessalonians in a twofold fashion. First, there is the human approbation that Paul expresses both in giving thanks for the Thessalonians being a source of joy and in hoping to be reunited with them. Then, Paul points to heavenly resources by offering a threefold benediction in which he expresses the hope that he and his colleagues be divinely directed back to Thessalonica, that the Lord make the Thessalonians increase and abound in love and that the Lord strengthen the Thessalonians’ hearts in holiness. Of particular significance in the third part of this prayer is Paul’s exhortation “that you may be blameless before our God and Father at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints” (v. 13).

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Memories of Joy. This sermon could be tied to the psalm text by starting first with embarrassing moments, and then flipping to this text where the apostle Paul says that the Thessalonian Christians have given him so much joy. The entire passage exudes happiness, joy and the love that the apostle has for these children in the faith. We, too, have experienced joy because of our relationships with others, especially children. What parent has not been chagrined by something their child did? But overall, as parents, we have been proud, very proud! So it is with us as we walk with God. We want to behave in a way that fills the heart of God with joy.
*Homiletics has treated this text five times. Go to HomileticsOnline.com. Select 1 Thessalonians in the Scripture Search drop down menu and click GO.

Luke 21:25-36
What Does the Text Say?
As Luke describes the events associated with the temple’s catastrophic destruction, he makes use of familiar prophetic imagery to alert his community about this tragic moment in history. In contrast to the time period before the temple’s destruction when Jesus cautioned his disciples not to misread customary disputes among states and natural processes on the earth, on this occasion, the signs will point to an event that would utterly disrupt their world, verse 26. In other words, people will find it nearly impossible to believe that they’re actually seeing the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple. To those who encounter these dreadful experiences, it will feel as though the world is coming to an end. Given that reality, the more critical issue for Luke centers on the conduct of Jesus’ disciples. They are to “be on guard so that [their] hearts are not weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness and the worries of this life.” Although the terms “dissipation” and “drunkenness” could literally refer to the effects one might experience after imbibing too much alcohol, it seems preferable to view them as metaphors, just as the fig tree was a metaphor for the approach of summer. If so, Luke’s point is that followers of Jesus are not to become discouraged, even when they see and experience disturbing events, that is, “signs” that might otherwise traumatize them, leading them to believe that God has abandoned them. Because Jesus taught his disciples about these events before they took place, there would be no justifiable reason to give in to despair. 

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Guard Duty. The text is the three words that open verse 34: “Be on guard.” Think of things that need guarding or are under guard. Prisoners are guarded lest they escape into the general population and cause harm. Banks are guarded to keep out thieves and robbers. Homes are guarded. Usually the protection comes in the form of electronic security systems. But the wealthy can afford to hire uniformed sentries to keep people away. Here, we are told to stand guard. Okay, what are we guarding? We’re guarding our hearts. And against whom or what are we guarding our hearts? We are guarding them against “dissipation, drunkenness and the worries of this life.” Why should this be a concern? Because if dissipation, drunkenness and the worries of this life break through our defenses and capture our hearts, the “day” will “catch” us “unexpectedly, like a trap” (vv. 34-35).
*Homiletics has treated this text five times. Go to HomileticsOnline.com. Select Luke in the Scripture Search drop down menu and click GO.

Animating Illustrations
Marguerite Higgins was a correspondent during the Korean conflict. One bitter winter’s day, she began interviewing a muddy Marine who had just returned from a grueling battle. 
	As he opened a tin can of C-rations and began eating, Higgins said to the young man, “If I could give you anything in the world you wanted, what would you ask for?”
	The Marine thought for a moment and then said, “Give me tomorrow.”
	It’s what the prophets promise us during Advent.

##

Lawyers across the country are currently trying to figure out the meaning of a variety of emojis. At the Atlanta office of a big law firm, a group recently gathered to debate a puzzling legal question: What does the emoji known as the “unamused face” really mean?
If you haven’t seen this one, it is a face with raised eyebrows and a frown.
Perfect, when you want to send the message that you are … unamused.
But here’s the problem: The lawyers couldn’t even agree that the emoji looked unamused. “Everyone said something different,” said Morgan Clemons to The Wall Street Journal (January 29, 2018). She is a regulatory compliance lawyer who organized the Atlanta gathering which was called “Emoji Law 101.” The failure to understand the meaning of emojis is no laughing matter for the legal profession, because these little symbols are becoming issues in lawsuits that range from business disputes to defamation cases.
Here’s an example: In Washington, D.C., an employment lawyer was working on a harassment case. She says she was stumped by text messages that included emojis of horses and one that looked like a muffin. Her client said that the writer was trying to send the message “stud muffin” — an emoji extension of his unwelcome advances. But was he? Maybe he was; maybe he wasn’t. 
That same lawyer got a text message from her teenage son. “He sent me a picture of a mouse — not sure why,” she said. “I think he wants me to call him.”
Huh?
On top of this, you have emojis with multiple meanings. Consider the “crying smiling face.” Is it saying that you are laughing so hard that you are crying, or is it saying something else? Is it communicating that you are really happy or really sad?
Last year, emojis or emoticons were mentioned in at least 33 court opinions. While that might not seem like a lot, it’s up from 25 in 2016 and 14 in 2015. These little symbols are only going to become a bigger and bigger factor in the ways that people communicate.
—For more, see Mike Cherney, “Lawyers faced with emojis and emoticons are all ¯\_(ツ)_/¯,” The Wall Street Journal, January 29, 2018, wsj.com.

##

The [Deakin Law School] study discussed a case in Israel that involved a couple looking for an apartment. They texted a landlord a series of emojis, including a smiley face, a comet, a champagne bottle, dancing yellow Playboy bunnies and a chipmunk. The landlord believed, based in part on the emojis, that the couple had agreed to rent the apartment. He took down the listing, then sued them when they stopped responding to his messages.
A judge found in favor of the landlord, reasoning the couple had negotiated in bad faith, and fined them a month’s rent as damages, according to the Deakin study.
—Mike Cherney, “Lawyers faced with emojis and emoticons are all ¯\_(ツ)_/¯.” The Wall Street Journal, January 29, 2018, wsj.com.

##

Researchers point out that, face to face, a smile may be a sign of warmth, but in the context of an e-mail people may find it insincere and feel less likely to share as much information.
“Our findings provide first-time evidence that, contrary to actual smiles, [smiley emojis] only marginally increased perceptions of warmth and actually decrease perceptions of competence,” said Ella Glikson … a post-doctorate fellow at the BGU Department of Management, in a press release. “In formal business emails, a smiley is not a smile.”
Overall, the study authors suggest that, “In initial interactions, it is better to avoid using smileys, regardless of age or gender.”  
—Lauren Rearick, “Think twice before adding a smiley face emoji to your next e-mail,” Reader’s Digest, rd.com.

##

	The awesome and even presumptuous message of divinization is found in the Judeo-Christian story of Creation: we are “created in the image and likeness of God” (Genesis 1:27 and 5:2). Many tomes of theology have been written to clarify this claim, and this is theologians’ primary consensus: “Image” is our objective DNA that marks us as creatures of God from the very beginning. “Likeness” is our personal appropriation and gradual realization of this utterly free gift of the image of God. It’s all too easy to recognize our daily unlikeness to God in ourselves and others, so we have a hard time believing this could be true in ourselves or others. But some form of contemplative practice will allow us to rest in and trust this deeper and truest self. ...
	You cannot know God the way you know anything else; you only know God or the soul of anything subject to subject, center to center, by a process of “mirroring” where like knows like and love knows love — “deep calling unto deep” (Psalm 42:7). The Divine Spirit planted deep inside each of us yearns for and responds to God — and vice versa (see James 4:5). The contemplative is deeply attuned and surrendered to this process.
	We are not so much human beings trying to become spiritual. We’re already inherently spiritual beings and our job is learning how to be good humans! I believe that’s why Jesus came as a human being: not to teach us how to go to heaven, but to teach us how to be a fully alive human being here on this earth.
—Richard Rohr, “The lost tradition of contemplation,” Richard Rohr’s Daily Meditation for January 9, 2018.
cac.org. Retrieved June 13, 2018.
 
##

	Do you know the legend of the angels and the Divine image? A group of angels heard that God intended to create human beings in God’s own likeness, and they thought human beings unworthy. So they plotted to hide the Image. 
	One proposed a mountaintop, but another angel pointed out that human beings climb, and would discover it. 
	Another suggested at the bottom of the ocean, but here too there was a flaw in the plan — human beings are naturally curious about the world, and would descend and find the Image even at the ocean’s floor.
	Finally the shrewdest angel proposed that the Image be hidden within human beings themselves, because it is the last place they would be likely to look. And so it was.           
	[We must] foil the angelic plan. We must look for the Divine Image within ourselves and within others. There are mysteries on the mountaintop and secrets in the ocean, but the greatest treasure is found inside the human heart.
—Rabbi David Wolpe, “The hidden image,” Off the Pulpit for May 12, 2017. sinaitemple.org. Retrieved June 13, 2018.

##

	What I remember most clearly, of course, is the Pope himself, Pius XII as he was then. In all that Renaissance of splendor with the Swiss Guard in their scarlet and gold, the Pope himself was vested in plainest white with only a white skullcap on the back of his head. I can still see his face as he was carried by me on his throne — that lean, ascetic face, gray-skinned, with the high-bridged beak of a nose, his glasses glittering in the candlelight. And as he passed by me he was leaning slightly forward and peering into the crowd with extraordinary intensity.
	Through the thick lenses of his glasses his eyes were larger than life, and he peered into my face and into all the faces around me and behind me with a look so keen and so charged that I could not escape the feeling that he must be looking for someone in particular. ... 
	He was a man whose face seemed gray with waiting, whose eyes seemed huge and exhausted with searching, for someone, someone, who he thought might be there that night or any night, anywhere, but whom he had never found, and yet he kept looking. Face after face he searched for the face that he knew he would know — was it this one? was it this one? or this one? — and then he passed on out of my sight. 
	It was a powerful moment for me, a moment that many other things have crystallized about since, and I felt that I knew whom he was looking for. I felt that anyone else who was really watching must also have known.
	And the cry of Isaiah, “O that thou wouldst rend the heavens and come down, that the mountains would quake at thy presence ... that the nations might tremble at thy presence! … There is no one that calls upon thy name, that bestirs himself to take hold of thee, for thou hast hid thy face from us, and hast delivered us into the hands of our iniquities.”
	In one sense, of course, the face was not hidden, and as the old Pope surely knew, the one he was looking for so hard was at that very moment crouched in some doorway against the night or leading home some raging Roman drunk or waiting for the mass to be over so he could come in with his pail and his mop to start cleaning up that holy mess.
—Frederick Buechner, “The hungering dark,” in The Hungering Dark (Seabury, 1981), 115.

##

	Wouldn’t a God who let himself be proven — more exactly, a God who can’t help being proven — be too submissive, too passive and beholden to human ingenuity, a helpless and contingent God, in short? I also see a problem with his facticity, as it would be demonstrated to us. We all know as teachers, what happens to facts: they get ignored, forgotten. Facts are boring.  Facts are inert, impersonal. A God who is a mere fact will just sit there on the table with all the other facts: we can take them or leave them. The way it is, we are always in motion toward the God who flees, the Deus absconditus; He by His apparent absence, is always with us.                                                                
—John Updike, Roger’s Version, in James E. Huchingson, ed., Religion and the Natural Sciences: The Range of Engagement (Wipf and Stock, 2005), 223-24.

##

	Advent does not lead to nervous tension stemming from expectation of something spectacular about to happen. On the contrary, it leads to a growing inner stillness and joy allowing me to realize that he for whom I am waiting has already arrived and speaks to me in the silence of my heart. 
	Just as a mother feels the child grow in her and is not surprised on the day of the birth, but joyfully receives the one she learned to know during her waiting, so Jesus can be born in my life slowly and steadily and be received as the one I learned to know while waiting.
—Henri J.M. Nouwen, The Genesee Diary: Report from a Trappist Monastery (Crown, 2013).

##

May the sounds of Advent stir a longing in your people, O God. Come again to set us free from the dullness of routine and the poverty of our imaginations. Break the patterns which bind us to small commitments and to the stale answers we have given to questions of no importance. Let the Advent trumpet blow, let the walls of our defenses crumble, and make a place in our lives for the freshness of your love, well-lived in the Spirit, and still given to all who know their need and dare receive it. Amen.
—Howard Thurman, The Mood of Christmas & Other Celebrations (Friends United Press, 1985).

Commentary
Jeremiah 33:14-16 
God made abundant promises to his people which he fulfilled most completely in the coming of Jesus the Messiah/Christ. The most foundational of these messianic promises is in 2 Samuel 7, which expresses a royal theology (found in books such as Samuel, Kings, some psalms and some prophets): God chose David and his descendants to rule righteously in Zion/Jerusalem over God’s people. In 2 Samuel 7, the Lord promised to build a dynasty for David, whose line would last “forever” (vv. 13, 16). The concept of covenant runs through 2 Samuel 7, even though the word itself doesn’t appear. Verse 24 says: “And you [O LORD God] established your people Israel for yourself to be your people forever; and you, O LORD, became their God.” In Scripture, when God says, “I am/will be your God, and you are/will be my people,” this is covenant-language. 
Covenant (Hebrew: berit) can mean a treaty, agreement or arrangement. Theologically, the word expresses a mutual relationship, initiated and given by God. The Lord made a gracious unconditional and eternal covenant with David, his line and God’s people. In 2 Samuel 7:14-15, the Lord declared that he would not remove his hesed (covenant-loyalty/steadfast love) from David, no matter what. “Give thanks to the LORD of hosts, for the LORD is good, for his steadfast love [hesed] endures forever!” (Jeremiah 33:11). See also 2 Samuel 23:5; Psalm 89 (all); 1 Kings 11:36; 15:4-5; 2 Kings 8:18-19; Isaiah 9:6-7; 55:3-4; and our passage — Jeremiah 33. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Prophets consecrated kings by anointing them with oil, which activated God’s presence/power to carry out their God-given tasks. “To anoint” is mashach. God’s “anointed one” is mashiach (pronounced mah-SHE-ach — a hard “h” sound, as in the German surname Bach or Scottish word loch). Mashiach later became a technical term for God’s expected “Messiah” (= “Christ,” from χριστος, the equivalent Greek word for “anointed one”). The NT finds the greatest fulfillment of this royal theology to be in Jesus of Nazareth, who was in the legal line of David. See Matthew 1:1-18a; Luke 1:30-33; 2:1-14; Acts 2:29-36; Romans 1:1-4; 2 Timothy 2:8; and Revelation 22:16. 
In verses 14-15 of today’s text, the Lord affirms that he will fulfill the promise which he made to his people (both the northern kingdom of Israel and the southern kingdom of Judah). “Fulfill” comes from the Hebrew verb qum (pronounced “koom”), which in the hiphil stem means here “[to] cause to happen what has been promised, or threatened” (Koehler-Baumgartner Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the OT). The NRSV translates the Lord’s words as “the promise I made.” It is more richly and fully understood in the Hebrew behind the translation: It is “the good word (or thing) [a noun from the root dabar — pronounced dahVAHR] which I spoke [a verb from the same root dabar].” The Hebrew word for good is tob [pronounced tove], which here means just right or fitting, pleasant, beautiful or of excellent practical value. God “dabar-ed” a just right dabar to his people about what he would do for them. 
At just the right time, God will cause “a righteous Branch to spring up for David”; this branch would “do what is just and right in the land” (several translations). This “branch” or “sprout” (v. 15; 23:5) is a promising shoot, a fresh growth from the stump of a seemingly dead tree. In verse 15, the Lord says more literally that he will cause a sprout to sprout/spring up. See also Zechariah 3:8; 6:12; Isaiah 4:2; 11:1-5. Isaiah 11:1 says with a different Hebrew word: “A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse [David’s father], and a branch shall grow out of his roots.” In context, the branch in all of these passages is an extraordinary descendant of King David. In the closely parallel 23:4-8, this godly ruler “shall reign as king and deal wisely, and shall execute justice and righteousness in the land,” fostering conditions under which God’s people will live in safety and security. Further, this coming king will be given the appellation, “The LORD is our righteousness.” However, in verse 16, the title seems to be applied not to the promised king, but to a newly joyful Jerusalem (after God will have forgiven them and cleansed them — vv. 6-13). Luke 1:78 uses the Greek word ανατολη (pronounced ah-nah-taw-LAY), often translated dawn or sunrise, but which is also the Greek LXX/Septuagint translation for “branch” or “sprout” in 23:5 and 33:15. Hebrews 7:14 uses a cognate verb which means to cause to spring up. 
There may well be a Hebrew play on words between the title “The LORD is our righteousness” (Jeremiah 23:6; 33:16) and the name “Zedekiah” (the last king of Judah before it fell to the Babylonians in 587 B.C.), whose name means the same thing. Note that Jeremiah had been “jailed” by Zedekiah for his prophesying what Zedekiah didn’t want to hear (see 32:2-3; 33:1; 37:21; 38:28). Scholars debate how much Jeremiah was specifically condemning Zedekiah alone. Likely, Jeremiah 23 was asserting that the Lord God would contrastingly replace the lousy bad-shepherd “Zedekiahs” with a ruler who would live up to God’s standards for leadership, after the Deuteronomistically idealized kings David, Hezekiah and Josiah. (Jeremiah is very much in the same stream of tradition, with many parallels to the theologies of Deuteronomy and of the books of Joshua through Kings.) God’s Davidic king will be their good shepherd (Ezekiel 34:23-24; 37:24; Micah 5:2-5a; John 10; Revelation 7:17). 
Verses 17-26 continue the message of verses 14-16: the Lord declares anew that he will never break his covenant with David; this covenant is as sound as God’s covenant with the day and the night, which go on with regularity forever. God will restore God’s people (v. 26). In 23:7-8 God explicitly promises that he will return his exiled peoples to the land and Jerusalem. Jeremiah envisions the permanently restored Davidic kingship to be accompanied by a reintroduced Levitical temple priesthood. The reinstatement of throne and temple represent God’s renewed leadership and presence. (Jesus is seen as both king and priest by NT writers, e.g., Luke 1:32-33; Hebrews 7 and 8.) God promises that after the time of judgment is over, his people can, with joy and hope, anticipate that life will get back to a wonderful normality (33:6-13). God-given hope will triumph over judgment and loss. Jeremiah 30-33 is sometimes called “The Little Book of Consolation [or Comfort].” 
Other messianic prophetic passages which we use during Advent and Christmas include Isaiah 7:14 (cf. Matthew 1:23 — Immanuel/Emmanuel); Isaiah 9:2, 6-7 (cf. Matthew 4:16 — light over darkness); Micah 5:2-5a (cf. Matthew 2:5-6 — Bethlehem). See also Jeremiah 31:31-34 (cf. Hebrews 8:8-13 — new covenant); Malachi 3:1 ff. (cf. gospel references to John the Baptizer). 
God has abundantly fulfilled his promises in Jesus the Messiah/Christ. “Jesus, Lord at thy birth” (in “Silent Night”), is not only “King of the Jews,” but also “King of kings and Lord of lords” (greatest king and highest lord), the ultimate deliverer and bringer of peace for all of God’s world. (See 1 Timothy 6:15; Revelation 17:14; 19:16.) We remember during Advent that, through Jesus, God promises us saving forgiveness, restoration and eternal hope. We trustingly follow Jesus, living justly and righteously. 
*Additional commentary on this text can be found at HomileticsOnline.com (Scripture Search).

Conversation with the Children:	Jeremiah 33:14-16
Hold up a small branch from a tree, and ask the children if they have ever heard of a “family tree.” Explain that people sometimes use a tree to describe how members of a family are related to each other. Point to the base of the branch, and say that the base represents the mother and father of a family. Tell them that the shoots that come off of the branch represent the children. Say that if the shoots grow into branches and send off shoots themselves, these new shoots represent grandchildren. Let them know that the Bible talks about family trees as well, such as when God says through the prophet Jeremiah, “I will cause a righteous Branch to spring up for David; and he shall execute justice and righteousness in the land” (v. 15). Point to the base of your branch, and say that King David is a father in this family. Have them guess where the “righteous Branch” might be located. Explain that Jesus is the branch that appeared many years after King David, but he was part of David’s family, and he acted with “justice and righteousness,” which means that he treated everyone fairly and did the right thing at all times. Let the children know that we are part of the same family tree as King David and Jesus, and this means that we are connected to Jesus and are helped by Jesus whenever we try to act fairly and do the right thing.
													
Worship Resources

Calls to Worship — Advent
Leader: We lift up our souls to you, Holy God.
People: We trust the Lord with our past, present and future.
Leader: Teach us, Lord, that we may know your ways.
People: Guide our every move, Holy One, that we may walk in your paths of love and mercy.
Leader: Let us worship the One who leads us in what is right.
People: Together, let us worship God!
—Based on Psalm 25, and Amy Loving, The Worship Closet: The Place for Creative Worship Ideas. worshipcloset.com. 

Prayers — Advent
Leader: The coming of our Lord is near, and we wait in joyful expectation.
People: Draw close, Lord Jesus Christ, shed your light on all that is filled with darkness.
Leader: The coming of our Lord is near, and we wait with hope-filled hearts.
People: Draw close, God’s beloved Son, teach us the wonder of your all-embracing love.
Leader: The coming of our Lord is near, and we wait for God’s redeeming presence.
People: Draw close, Savior of all creation, our hearts ache for justice, our minds long for holiness, our spirits seek for unity.
Leader: The coming of our Lord is near, and we wait for the fulfillment of God’s promises.
People: Draw close, Reconciler and Transformer of all things. Renew our world, restore your peace, display your righteousness.
Leader: The coming of our Lord is near, and we wait for God’s light to shine over all the earth.
People: Draw close, Pain Bearer, Life Giver, Love Sharer. Shine through us, in us and around us. Shine for the world to see.
Leader: The coming of our Lord is near, and we wait attentive to the signs of his coming.
People: Draw close, Lord Jesus Christ, God beyond imagining, fully God yet truly human, draw close. 
Amen.
—Christine Sine, Godspace. godspace.wordpress.com 

Hymns
Come Now, O Prince of Peace 
O Come, O Come, Emanuel
Glorious Things of Thee Are Spoken 

Praise 
I Want to Walk as a Child of the Light
He Has Made Me Glad
Shalom Chaverim
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The Praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
First Sunday of Advent, Cycle C
Jeremiah 33:14-16
Psalm 25:1-10*
1 Thessalonians 3:9-13*
Luke 21:25-36*
*Additional sermonic treatments of these texts are available online at HomileticsOnline.com.






