Sermon – ‘The Beginning and The End’ - Sunday Nov 29th
Advent is traditionally a time of preparation and waiting for something that is to come. If our magazines, shops and television adverts are anything to go by, our preparation is to work out: which celebrity chef will I follow for cooking the Christmas dinner this year (I’m thinking Nigel Slater!), and the thing that is to come is the buying of Christmas presents and perhaps sofas. So, what are we waiting for? This year, people are waiting – 

They are waiting to see what will happen with the economy

Waiting to see who will win X-Factor (but then again, perhaps that’s just me?!?)

Waiting to see if the weather holds off and spares those struggling to recover from floods

Waiting for peace

Waiting… 

As the years go by, the waiting in Advent that encompasses anything involving the coming of Jesus seems to get smaller and smaller, and in this post-Christian, increasingly secular world, managing to hold onto the celebration of the coming of Jesus, in any form feels like a real achievement! So much so that it can be tempting to stop there, to be held in that moment in the stable 2000 years ago. Yet the beauty of Advent is that we have time to reflect, in advance of Christmas, upon the bigger story, the tremendous power and implication of God’s incarnation in Jesus coming to live amongst us.

And so, as we prepare to remember Jesus’ first coming, Advent can be a time to allow God to enlarge our vision once again, to consider who and what we are really waiting for. 

In our passage from Revelation, we read the beginning of a letter to groups of believers who were focused, not on Jesus’ first coming – but on His second. This open letter, which contains individual letters within it to seven named churches, is thought to have been set down by the apostle John and delivered and read to all of those churches in turn. It was written during a time of great persecution for Christians under the rule of Emperor Domitian, who saw them as a threat to the established order. Some Christians had been killed, others imprisoned for their faith, and John himself was writing this from exile on the Island of Patmos. The early believers had lived in eager expectation of Christ’s return. But 60 yrs after His death this hope was still unrealized… So this letter was hugely timely, an encouragement in their time of waiting – 

Waiting for justice

Waiting for better times

Waiting for rescue

Waiting…

And so, this letter begins with God engaging the believers personally, and offering to enlarge their vision. 

What a great way to spend Advent, to be engaged by God personally and to allow our vision to be enlarged!

Our reading contains the opening greeting which is conveyed by John, but is clearly from God – God the Father - “Grace and peace to you from him who is, and who was, and who is to come,”…and it is thought that the reference to the seven spirits or the “seven-fold spirit” is most likely a reference to God the Holy Spirit, and the greeting is completed by God the Son, “Jesus Christ… the faithful witness”. Our three-in-one God addresses His people, and so, these first 3 weeks of Advent we are going to consider each of the three aspects of God revealed to us across the Book of Revelation. 

This week we are particularly focusing on God the Father, who says here “I am the Alpha and the Omega… who is, and who was, and who is to come, the Almighty.” 

I don’t know about you, but I have become quite familiar with the use of metaphors when describing religious or sacred things. “The Kingdom of Heaven is like treasure hidden in a field…” , we sing “God’s love is like an ocean…”, we say “our love for God is like a morning cloud”… Yet, it took me a little while to notice and remember that, in fact, God is self-revealing – God is not a metaphor… God is definite. Throughout the Old Testament, and most particularly in the Book of Exodus, God is “I Am”. This is a statement of a very present reality, of concreteness, of completeness. And ‘I Am’ loved and engaged with His people across the ages before God the Son became incarnate, God made flesh - and the character of God the Father is suddenly revealed through the character of Jesus. In John 14:9, when one of Jesus’ friends asked if God the Father might be revealed to them, Jesus answered “Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father.” And here, the revealing of God continues, He says “I Am the Alpha and the Omega” (v.8). 

I wonder why Alpha and Omega? It is an interesting choice to choose letters – not numbers… where would one start with numbers, and where would one finish? – How alienating and complicated that could have been! Instead, God chose letters - so what does this specific title mean to God’s people then and now? Alpha was the first and Omega the last of the 24 letters in the Greek alphabet, the common language of the area into which these words were spoken – this is the language of the people. ‘I Am’ is speaking our language – this is not God saying “I Am unknowable”, this is God the Father drawing near to communicate with His people, as He always has done. And, yet, there is more besides…

Alpha and Omega also denote the beginning and ending, the first and the last letters, as is made explicit in Revelation 22:13 “I am the Alpha and Omega, the First and the Last, the beginning and the end.” In Alpha, we are reminded that this is the God who ‘was’, and so we can look back and see what is revealed about God from the beginning. There we find our creator God, the creative force at one with The Word, and the Holy Spirit, the God who loves and knows all His creation, God who walks in relationship with man and woman. 

In Omega, we are reminded that this is the God who ‘will be’ – our eternal God. Revelation itself tells us that God will be there at the end, and will be united with His bride, His people, and that His Kingdom will be complete, a renewed heaven and earth. Because of this we, with the early believers, are encouraged to have hope about the future as we wait. I came across a beautiful hymn this week from Turvey Abbey, which speaks of this unquenchable hope in the eternal God and how He will bring people home to His city, free from sadness and pain. It is good to be reminded of this hope, however, whilst we are encouraged to wait in anticipation for God’s Kingdom to be complete, we do so with an eye to the present, because our God is not just the God ‘who was’ and ‘who is to come’, ours is not a divine watchmaker who winds the world up, but then walks away and leaves it to its own devices. We have not been abandoned. Rather, in-between the alpha and omega are found 22 other letters rather like a Christmas garland that concertinas from being very compact into a long chain, to focus on the ends misses out the vast presence in between, for ours is the God who ‘is’ – ‘I Am’ – God with us, active now… 

Advent doesn’t only signify waiting for the reminder of Christ’s first coming, or even for His second, but it is also a reminder to us that God reveals Himself to us afresh today in all His glory, He was there at the beginning and will be there at the end. He reminds us that He is all-encompassing and truly that in Him “all things are possible”, and wonderfully, that He remains with us in our present, in order that the breaking in of God’s Kingdom through the birth of Jesus, God the Son, doesn’t remain a story that once was, or that is to come again, but instead becomes the story of the present. 

This Advent we can prepare once again to be part of that story – to ask God to reveal himself afresh to us – for here is the wonder in all this – He knows us, and wants us to know Him. He loves us and wants us to be in relationship with Him. And this is part of that story, that we might share that love with others, both in our words and in our deeds, being part of God’s Kingdom coming amongst us in this community. Perhaps the challenge for each of us is to see if in the midst of the busyness of this season, we can take some time to consider God, in all His fullness. God, the beginning and the end, God the Almighty. To ask the question, how big is our God? Has He become somewhat diminished in our waiting? Or is He, as the song puts it ‘a great big God’? 

There are a few things that might help us reflect across Advent – feel free to ignore them if they don’t seem to fit with your personality (or the weather!). 

Maybe go for a walk with God and ask Him to reveal something more to you, to enlarge your vision of Him and His love and care for you and your neighbours.

You might think about keeping up with the Anglican Advent calendar online –which starts today at: www.whyarewewaiting.com
Meet intentionally with a friend in order to spend some time reflecting together where you are in your relationship with God at the moment.

Maybe write a journal for this season. 

Or you might want to buy an Advent study guide, if so it might help to talk to Steve Wood about what he might recommend from the bookshop to help you.

Whatever we do, however, let’s commit to one another to take some time to allow God to reveal Himself further to us, so that we might know Him better. 

Let’s pray…

Questions for house groups:

As Christmas approaches:

 - Which bit of Christmas preparation do you enjoy the most?

 - Which bit of Christmas preparation do you find hardest? 

Over the next three weeks we will be looking at each of the three members of the Trinity. How do you relate to our three-in-one God? Is there one member more than the others that you find easiest to relate to? If so, please elaborate!

How does God self-identifying Himself as ‘I Am’ help in relating more directly to him? (See Exodus 3:14-15)

Why do YOU think God chose to use the letters Alpha and Omega? Would another device (e.g. numbers) have worked as well? Can you think of any examples?

How easily do you relate to God the Father and how helpful is it for you to think of Him…

 - as God ‘who was’, God there at the beginning (See Gen 1 and John 1)

 - as God ‘who will be’, God there in Revelation… (See Rev 21)

 - as God ‘who is’ now (See Deut 31:6; Joshua 1:5)

Where is it hardest in your life to imagine that God is present and Almighty? 

What are some ways in which you can spend time reflecting on God this Advent? Are any of the suggested ways helpful or suitable for your situation? Can you think of others that might work?

