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In the Meantime

Text: Isaiah 35:1–10 

As a child my favorite time of year was the Christmas season. My parents 
would take me to a department store Santa Claus, who had arrived in a 
helicopter instead of a sleigh. I questioned my parents about that and the 
fact that someone claiming to be Santa was also downtown at the 
Heironimus department store. They would smile knowingly and inform 
me that Santa had many helpers, but they were not the actual Santa but 
elves. I would question them about the helicopter instead of the sleigh and 
they would give me an equally confusing story. Anyway, the season was 
full of beautiful lights, music and enormous amounts of food. Of course, 
most of the anticipation for me and most children was concerning 
Christmas morning. I couldn’t sleep and would get up and tiptoe into the 
living room to see if Santa had come. I hoped that he knew better than to 
come down our chimney because he'd end up in the furnace, we didn’t 
have a fireplace. I have never been one to leave well enough alone. One 
Christmas Eve night I snuck down the hall into the living room only to find 
my father eating the cookies and drinking the milk that I had left out for 
Santa. I was incredulous and insisted that he put out more cookies and 
milk, which he did. Knowing my father, he was more than happy to eat 
more cookies. Most every one of us here this morning can likely tell a 
similar story of the anticipation felt by them at Christmas as a child. At 
least most everyone. For many this is a very sad and stressful time of year. 
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While many are joining in family celebrations, others feel alone. So Advent 
should serve as a great time of anticipation of God making all things new. 

When I grew older my sense of anticipation of Christmas faded away until 
we had children and the process started all over again. As I have grown 
older and seen past the exterior of all the lights, music and celebration of 
Christmas, I find that Advent is one of my favorite times of the church 
calendar. It’s this time of year where we are able to remember what God 
has done in Jesus Christ and look forward to his finished work being 
completed. For me this time is where I can look past the exterior trappings 
of a culture that has chosen to celebrate Christmas for reasons far different 
than the true message of the incarnation of Jesus Christ. Advent helps us 
get the story straight just in time for the celebration of Christmas. 

As a Christian, the Advent season instills the same sense of anticipation 
that Christmas morning brought to me 55–60 years ago. Advent, if rightly 
celebrated anticipates the coming of Jesus Christ from three different 
perspectives.

1. Jesus, the Messiah being born in Bethlehem.

2. His coming into our hearts

3. His return as King of Kings at the end of the ages.

For Christians, the Advent take-away message is real joy. Joy that the Son 
of God willingly took on flesh and was born, not as a king, but as a baby to 
impoverished and humble parents. The amazing feeling of joy because 
Jesus lives in us through the Holy Spirit. Joy that he will come again and 
make all things new and usher in the Kingdom of God in its fullness. 
Father Ed spoke last week of this being a time of hope in the promises of 
God. Today, I want us to reflect on what the Scriptures teach us about the 



anticipation of Jesus returning to us and how it informs us how we should 
live in the meantime.

This morning’s reading from Psalm 146 is a call to put our faith, hope and 
trust in God, not in any human power. God is powerful as creator and as 
King. He is compassionate towards the weak and oppressed. The entire 
mood of the Psalm is one of praise to the Lord that made Heaven and earth 
and all that is in them. The Psalmist celebrates the truth that God will rule 
and reign forever and ends in the way it began, with the command, “Praise 
the Lord”

Our Old Testament reading from Isaiah 35:1–10 has a very similar theme of 
hope in and praise to God. This chapter is sandwiched between the Lord 
speaking through the prophet concerning God’s judgment and vengeance 
upon the nations in chapter 34 and an example of God bringing powerful 
and definitive judgment upon Sennacherib, the King of Assyria in chapter 
36. 

Between those two chapters God speaks of the joy to be experienced by 
those who worship and praise the one true and living God. It then lists all 
the blessings that will be for those whom God redeems. You will notice that 
his promise of restoration will be complete. He will not only restore and 
redeem his chosen people, but he will also redeem nature which has been 
under the curse of sin since Adam and Eve fell in the Garden of Eden. God 
promises that He will come and restore as well as deal with those who 
reject his Lordship. Verses 5–8 give a glimpse of what it will like, 

Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf 
unstopped; 6 then shall the lame man leap like a deer, and the tongue of the 
mute sing for joy. For waters break forth in the wilderness, and streams in 
the desert; 7 the burning sand shall become a pool, and the thirsty ground 
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springs of water; in the haunt of jackals, where they lie down, the grass 
shall become reeds and rushes.8 And a highway shall be there, and it shall 
be called the Way of Holiness; the unclean shall not pass over it. It shall 
belong to those who walk on the way; even if they are fools, they shall not 
go astray.

The point that I want us to see is that from the beginning God has 
promised to be our savior and redeemer, even though men and women 
have turned away and spurned His law and rejected His love. Everyone 
throughout history has wanted God’s blessings, but they wanted it on their 
own terms. God to many is the cosmic Santa Claus and should be there for 
them to fulfill their wishes but certainly should not be judgmental if he is a 
loving servant to man. I often hear people speak or read what they have 
written, and they have sought to create a god after their own imaginations, 
based on human characteristics. It’s called being anthropomorphic—
attributing man's qualities to God. They have no sense of God’s perfect 
holiness, and the fact that he is not like us, but transcends us in every way 
and yet he still loves and pursues us. Why? Because he delights in those 
who bear his image.

I would like us to briefly consider the three examples of men who got this 
and how their example teaches us how we should think and live in the 
time between the ascension and the return of Jesus.

In our Gospel reading from John 3:25–36, we find the disciples of John the 
Baptist complaining to him, that instead of coming to him for baptism 
people are going to Jesus the one “who was with you across the Jorden, to 
whom you bore witness.” 

Earlier in John 1:29–34 the Baptist saw Jesus walking towards him, and 
said, 
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“Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world! 30 This is 
he of whom I said, ‘After me comes a man who ranks before me, because he 
was before me.’ 31 I myself did not know him, but for this purpose I came 
baptizing with water, that he might be revealed to Israel.” 32 And John 
bore witness: “I saw the Spirit descend from heaven like a dove, and it 
remained on him. 33 I myself did not know him, but he who sent me to 
baptize with water said to me, ‘He on whom you see the Spirit descend and 
remain, this is he who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.’ 34 And I have seen 
and have borne witness that this is the Son of God.”

The Holy Spirit reveals to John the identity of Jesus and it changes how he 
views his own life in light of that revelation. If you will remember in Luke’s 
account of Mary, who was with child by the Holy Spirit, visiting her cousin 
Elizabeth, who was also with child (John the Baptist). Elizabeth tells Mary 
in Luke 1:43–45, 

“And why is this granted to me that the mother of my Lord should come to 
me? 44 For behold, when the sound of your greeting came to my ears, the 
baby in my womb leaped for joy. 45 And blessed is she who believed that 
there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her from the Lord.” 

I saw a poster this past week showing a pregnant woman and it, “The first 
person to recognize Jesus was a baby in the womb. Abortion is murder”.

That baby, now John the Baptist the prophetic voice spoken of in Isaiah 40, 
of one crying out in the wilderness, “prepare the way for the Lord”, Again, 
he is the one who by the Holy Spirit recognizes Jesus for who he is and is 
able to remind his followers that he admitted to them previously that he 
was not the Messiah but a herald announcing his coming. In light of that he 
assures them that what is happening is good and right because, “He (Jesus) 
must increase I must decrease.”
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To encounter Jesus Christ and see him for who he really is, must by 
necessity change everything.

Finally, let's consider Stephen in Acts 7:54–8:3. I assume that most of you 
know this story very well but just by way of reminder, let me set the stage. 
The early church in Jerusalem was growing very fast, so it seemed good to 
the Apostles to set apart seven men “who are known to be full of the Holy 
Spirit and wisdom” (Acts 6: 3). These were the first deacons of which 
Stephen was one. Acts 6: 8–10, 

And Stephen, full of grace and power, was doing great wonders and signs 
among the people. 9 Then some of those who belonged to the synagogue of 
the Freedmen (as it was called), and of the Cyrenians, and of the 
Alexandrians, and of those from Cilicia and Asia, rose up and disputed 
with Stephen. 10 But they could not withstand the wisdom and the Spirit 
with which he was speaking.

When they couldn’t defeat him verbally, they found men who were willing 
to make false charges of blasphemy against Stephen, just like they had with 
Jesus and like Jesus have him brought before the Sanhedrin to be 
prosecuted for those charges. Chapter 7:1–53 is the account of Stephen's 
powerful and anointed defense and charges against the Jewish teachers 
and leaders for having Jesus crucified upon a cross and how they were just 
like their fathers who had always killed the prophets. He charged them 
with having stiff necks and hardness of their hearts. Essentially he was 
telling them that their lives demonstrated that they were spiritually dead 
and unregenerate. It’s the next part that I want us to pay close attention to. 
Let me read again Acts 7:54–56 from The Message, 

At that point they went wild, a rioting mob of catcalls and whistles and 
invective. But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, hardly noticed—he only had 
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eyes for God, whom he saw in all his glory with Jesus standing at his side. 
He said, “Oh! I see heaven wide open and the Son of Man standing at 
God’s side!”

This Sanhedrin was likely the very one that Jesus stood before earlier. In 
Matthew 26:63–66 the Jewish authorities seeking to find a way to put Jesus 
to death, 

But Jesus remained silent. And the high priest said to him, “I adjure you 
by the living God, tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of God.” 64 Jesus 
said to him, “You have said so. But I tell you, from now on you will see the 
Son of Man seated at the right hand of Power and coming on the clouds of 
heaven.” 65 Then the high priest tore his robes and said, “He has uttered 
blasphemy. What further witnesses do we need? You have now heard his 
blasphemy. 66 What is your judgment?” They answered, “He deserves 
death.”

Now Stephen is making the claim that what Jesus said had come to pass. 

I love this part of the story, not because of Stephen’s faithfulness and 
courage (as amazing as that is), but I am deeply moved by Jesus’ response. 
The Apostle Paul wrote in Ephesians 1:20 that Jesus is now seated with the 
Father on the throne of grace. In our passage from Acts 7: 54, Stephen sees 
Jesus standing at the right hand of God. I once heard a pastor suggest that 
at the moment where Stephen is about to be brutally stoned to death that 
Jesus stood up and turned the Father saying, “Let him see me.” I can only 
imagine what that moment was like for Stephen as he beholds Jesus 
standing up at the right hand of God the Father. I guarantee you that 
nothing else mattered, there was Jesus focused down on him and the 
connection that Stephen had experienced in part through the Holy Spirit, 
now came to him in fulness. At that very moment the kingdom of darkness 
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raged in fury because they were once again denied the victory because of 
Jesus. 

In their fury and hardness of heart, the mob dragged Stephen out of the 
city where they would have thrown him down a hill and they would stand 
above throwing down large stones to crush and maim him to death. I 
wonder if Stephen even considered the stones as they reigned down upon 
him. I think that he stayed focused on Jesus, nothing else mattered. I love 
the song “I’ve Just Seen Jesus” by Sandi Patti and Parnell Harris. It’s a song 
about Mary Magdalene seeing the resurrected Jesus in the garden. One of 
the lines is, “I’ve just seen Jesus and I’ll never be the same again.” Why 
would Stephen take such a risk in speaking the truth to the Sanhedrin? 
Because he had encountered Jesus in word and Spirit through the witness 
of the disciples, but as he confronted the mob, he encountered the risen 
Savior in His glory and the stoning didn’t matter.

To further frustrate the king of darkness Stephen in his final words spoke 
the heart of his savior, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them, and when 
he had said this, he fell asleep.” The very words and sentiment of Jesus as 
he hung on a cross.

It’s interesting to note that this incident brought on great persecution 
against the church in Jerusalem. They were scattered throughout Judea and 
Samaria, which was the very thing that Jesus had commanded them to do 
in the Great Commission. They were enjoying a sweet time of teaching, 
fellowship, prayer and the Lord’s Supper together in Jerusalem, but it was 
to move out in the power of the Holy Spirit that now indwelled them. The 
gospel needed to move out to the world and so God busted up their “Holy 
huddle” to send them out. 



Saul, a Pharisee watched the stoning of Stephen with approval. He hated 
“the Way” as they were called then and sought to arrest and even kill those 
who followed Christ, who to him had been a traitor to Jewish law and a 
rebel. It’s in the pursuit of Christians that Saul, later called Paul, himself 
encountered the risen savior on the way to Damascus. This dramatic 
encounter in Acts 9 set the stage for Paul to be the one to take the gospel to 
the Gentile nations, the very ones who were to him as a Jew considered 
unclean. For over 30 years Paul labored to teach and preach the Good 
News of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. He did in the midst of 
beatings, stoning, betrayal, hunger, imprisonment and deprivation. Why 
would he do such a thing? Because he encountered Jesus Christ and would 
ever be the same again. 

To me this is the primary focus of Advent. We know beyond a doubt that 
Jesus Christ was born in Bethlehem and died upon a cross as a criminal but 
resurrected on the third day. Through God’s word we can understand that 
He was God’s final word and the fulfillment of the promise first made to 
Adam and Eve long before. We know that he came as promised and we 
have every reason to believe that he will return as promised. Right now, we 
live between those two events and we have been given the same command 
to take the good news of the Gospel to the whole earth. Why would we 
want to do that? Because as Christians we have encountered Jesus as savior 
and Lord, and this is what he asks of us. If we have indeed encountered 
Jesus then our greatest motivation to holiness is out of love for him and our 
desire to bring him glory. 

I want to close with a quote from the book Rediscovering Holiness by J.I. 
Packer.

The secular world never understands Christian motivation. Faced 
with the question of what makes Christians tick, unbelievers 
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maintain that Christianity is practiced out of self-serving purposes. 
They see Christians as fearing the consequences of not being a 
Christian (religion as fire insurance), or feeling the need of help and 
support to achieve their goals (religion as a crutch), or wishing to 
sustain a social identity (religion as a badge of respectability). No 
doubt all these motivations can be found among the membership of 
churches; it would be futile to dispute that. But just as a horse 
brought into a house is not thereby made human, so a self-seeking 
motivation brought into the church is not thereby made Christian, 
nor will holiness ever be the right name for religious routines thus 
motivated. From the plan of salvation, I learn that the true driving 
force in authentic Christianity is and ever must be, not the hope of 
gain, but a heart of gratitude.

This Advent season, as we intentionally focus on the blessed birth and 
return of our Savior Jesus Christ, I encourage you to join with me in fervent 
prayer that God will accomplish all that he desires in us for the glory of the 
Triune God, no matter the cost. Blessings!

 1 J.I Packer “Rediscovering Holiness”; Servant Publications, Grand Rapids; 
1992, p. 75
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