
4th December 2016 

Second Sunday in Advent 

Isaiah 9.1-7; Zephaniah 3.14-20 

A Prayer of John Donne (1572-1631) 

Bring us, O Lord God, at our last awakening into the 

house and gate of heaven to enter that gate and dwell in 

that house, where there shall be no darkness nor dazzling, 

but one equal light; no noise nor silence, but one equal 

music; no fears nor hopes, but one equal possession; no 

ends nor beginnings, but one equal eternity; in the 

habitations of thy glory and dominion, world without end. 

 

At Christmas, there is always a Doctor Who special. In 

recent years, he has gone back in time to a Victorian 

Christmas. Or some other time. Whatever time he goes 

back to, or forward to, it is always snowing: because the 

movie makers always associate Christmas with the white 

stuff. We dream of a white Christmas…  

Time travel is a fantasy and who hasn’t day-dreamed 

about going back in time or going forward in time. It’s a 

party question; what event would you like to have 

witnessed? I wonder how many of us would have liked to 

have been at the first Christmas? Well it would have been 

a dangerous place if we could go back in a Tardis and be 

by the manger. An enemy occupation by the Romans 

bringing tension and hostility as well as suffering and 

violence; a despotic King Herod who is paranoid about 

others usurping his rule and ready to unleash a slaughter of 

the innocents. Choose your moment to go back in time.  

During advent, we are called to join with the collapsing of 

time. Prophecies into situations in the eight century BC 

become revived and renewed in the first century AD; 

prophecies appropriately applied into the first century are 

relevant again in the twenty first century.  

Prophecy in the Bible is a bit like one of those telescopes 

that you can adjust to get a different focus at different 

lengths. When a telescope is closed up you see a nearer 

scene, or you can open it half way and set a scene slightly 

further off, or you can extend it to its full extent and see 

far into the distance.  

In a way, biblical prophecies are like this. True in their 

own situation but also in the time of Jesus; true in Jesus 

time but also in ours. True in ours and also in the end of 

times, with the obvious proviso that they were never more 

true than in the time of Jesus.  



We have started the theme of waiting this Advent. The 

meaning is in the waiting as we explored last week. But 

the question remains: what are we waiting for? The second 

week of advent the church remembers the prophets who 

gave dreams and visions of waiting for a new world to 

come, a saviour to appear, a light to shine in the darkness. 

There are many prophecies in scripture that one could 

choose. I will just look at two of them. Isaiah and 

Zephaniah.  

This passage of Isaiah has been famously set to music by 

Handel in his oratorio, Messiah. Those who know the 

piece well may be humming to themselves ‘For unto us a 

child is born, unto us a son is given…’ Handel’s use of 

this prophecy is down to Christian tradition due to its 

content. None of the gospel writers quote this chapter.  

One of the things to notice about this passage is that it 

seems totally out of place at this point in Isaiah’s 

overwhelming message of gloom and disaster. Which is 

why I started from verse 1 and not verse 2, which is 

usually where services of lessons and carols start from.  

Chapter 8 of Isaiah speaks of how God’s people in Judah, 

are going to stumble and be destroyed, chapter 9 reminds 

them of the disaster that has already fallen on Israel (their 

neighbours in the northern kingdom). Between these 

terrible prophecies sits this section which is a beam of 

light in a gloomy territory. 

 Scholars of course have debated how this section got here.  

But whatever the reason it highlights the light and shade 

that exists at this point in Isaiah.  For obvious reasons the 

prophecies we use from Isaiah at Christmas time tend to be 

the cheery ones about light and hope and God’s salvation. 

It is easy to forget then, that prophets like Isaiah 

prophesied more about doom and gloom than about hope 

and salvation.  

A lot of people class the Christmas message in the same 

bracket as fairy stories, myths and legends. Once upon a 

time…  we all like watching and listening to these stories, 

be it Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty, Beauty and the Beast. 

Star Wars starts: a long time ago in a galaxy far away… 

All these stories have their moments of adversity but in the 

end the message is always the same: they all lived happily 

ever after.  

‘Once upon a time’ signals that this probably didn’t 

happen but it’s a beautiful story that teaches us so much.  

Christmas is seen very much in the same light. It didn’t 

happen but it’s a beautiful story that is about light and 

truth and peace on earth, wonderful sentiments to aspire 

to.   



The Christmas message is Good News, Not Good Advice. 

It is a story that happened, that took place, concretely 

rooted in history and affecting the whole of history.  Those 

of us who recently went on pilgrimage to the Holy Land 

were inspired by the historicity of our faith, visiting the 

locations where the gospels describe the events that took 

place there, learning the archaeological evidence and the 

historical evidence realising again that our faith is rooted 

in the past and speaks to the present.  

Isaiah’s prophecies were given at a specific time to a 

specific nation undergoing a specific crisis. These aren’t 

fairy stories.  

Of course, fairy stories and fantasies are criticised by 

knowing modern people as regressive. They say we should 

realise that things are not black and white but shades of 

grey, that happy endings are cruel because life is not like 

that. They are not factually true.  

And yet they seem to fulfil a set of longings in the human 

heart that realistic fiction can never touch. That is because 

in the human heart there are these desires to experience the 

supernatural, to escape death, to know love that we can 

never lose, to not age but live long enough to realise our 

creative dreams, to fly, to communicate with non-humans 

to triumph over evil. If the fantasy stories are well told, we 

find them incredibly moving and satisfying.  Why? 

Because we long for these things and a well told story 

momentarily satisfies these desires, scratching the terrible 

itch.  

Tolkien and CS Lewis knew this and saw their story 

telling as linking into the great Christian themes as a 

metaphor or parable to convey Christian truth and hope. 

But the Christian story happened. It is grounded in history 

not ‘once upon a time’. This is no fairy tale. Jesus Christ is 

not one more lovely story pointing to these underlying 

realities. Jesus is the underlying reality to which all the 

stories point.  

In Isaiah’s time, there was widespread hope of God’s 

intervention in the world -  a ‘day of the Lord’ – in which 

God would drive out the enemies of Israel and Judah and 

all would be peaceful once more. The message of many of 

the prophets such as Amos was that this day of the Lord 

was going to be the opposite of what they expected: 

suffering and punishment and bloodshed rather than 

reward, joy and hope.  

Both in this country and in the United States, people voted 

to change the future in elections this year. Prophecies of 

doom are forecast about our exit from the EU. Trump 



predicts he will make America great again.  The reality 

maybe a mixture of positives and negatives.  

In Isaiah, we find a mx of the two: disaster with the odd 

fragment of peace; gloom with a gleam of light, despair 

with a glimmer of hope.  In Isaiah, they seem to go hand in 

hand.  It is hard to tell whether Isaiah sees the coming 

catastrophe as laced with hope or whether he sees hope 

after the catastrophe.  ‘The people walking in darkness 

have seen a great light; on those living in the land of deep 

darkness a light has dawned.’  The world is a world of 

light and darkness. Jesus came not to drive away the old 

and the dark but to come as a light to shine in the world as 

it was.  

This world is a world of light and darkness.  Not just light 

or shade.  Isaiah knew that the disaster awaiting Judah -  a 

disaster largely of their own making – had to be faced in 

the knowledge that woven into it and beyond were signs of 

hope; so also, Jesus calls us to face the grim realities of the 

world in which we live – grim realities again often of our 

own making – but again in the knowledge that woven into 

this world is the light of Jesus. Jesus does bring the peace, 

established with justice and upheld with righteousness that 

Isaiah preside, but it was and is a peace during conflict. It 

is primarily a peace with God, the central and most 

important relationship of any one’s life. A peace which 

can affect your peace with the rest of humanity and the 

planet.  

He comes as a wonderful counsellor, as mighty God in 

power; he cares eternally just like a parent (everlasting 

father) and is the source of all wellbeing for God’s people 

(prince of peace). It is his light shining in the darkness for 

which we wait and the season of advent calls us to readjust 

our eyes in that darkness so that we can see glimmers of 

the light of the world glowing and pointing us forward to 

that ultimate time in the future when everything will be 

fulfilled in the words of John Donne’s prayer, Bring us O 

Lord at our Lasts awakening, there will be no darkness or 

dazzling but one equal light.  

Zephaniah is set in the seventh century BC a hundred 

years after Isaiah, during the reign of Josiah. this prophecy 

is a rare note of hope in a prophecy of doom, when 

Zephaniah promises a future when all will be well. His 

society had been destroyed and suffered great hardship by 

enemy forces ransacking the country and destroying their 

civilisation.  Times were hard.  

Monty Python had that famous sketch about four 

Yorkshire men sharing a glass of champagne and vying for 

the dubious position of being recognised as having the 

worst childhood:  



 

‘we were poor. My old Dad used to say to me, "Money 

doesn't buy you happiness." 

EI: 'E was right. I was happier then and I had NOTHIN'. 

We used to live in this tiny old house, with greaaaaat big 

holes in the roof. 

GC: House? You were lucky to have a HOUSE! We used 

to live in one room, all hundred and twenty-six of us, no 

furniture.  

TG: You were lucky to have a ROOM! *We* used to have 

to live in a corridor! 

MP: Ohhhh we used to DREAM of livin' in a corridor! 

Woulda' been a palace to us. We used to live in an old 

water tank on a rubbish tip. We got woken up every 

morning by having a load of rotting fish dumped all over 

us! House!? Hmph. 

MP: You were lucky. We lived for three months in a 

brown paper bag in a septic tank.  

Luxury… 

There is something quintessentially British about 

competing with each other who was more poor. more 

deprived  and had the worst childhood.  And this is what 

the sketch tapped into.  

My daughter went to see Billy Elliot at the theatre the 

other week and she came back and said ‘Dad you were 

around in the 1980s. Was it really as bad as all that? You 

lived up north. Did you live in a terrace house and didn’t 

have any money?’ 

‘Aye times were hard lass… you don’t know you’re 

born…’ 

Even today when standards of living are much higher, very 

few people feel ‘rich’. An apocryphal story asks in a 

survey how much money would be enough for people, to 

which the response is ‘a little bit more’. 

This attitude skews our response to passage such as this 

one and others used around Advent time. God’s promise to 

the poor and lame for refuge, freedom and healing is 

announced, and it is easy to interpret these passages solely 

in terms of ourselves and the ways in which we are poor 

and oppressed.  

Of course, these prophecies, in their original context were 

meant generally. 

In this context, the saving of the poor and lame and the 

gathering of the outcast would have had general reference 



because having suffered such devastation so many would 

have been lame and cast out., Zephaniah’s message of 

hope speaks to a society in need of comfort.  

Jesus application of this prophecy however seems to shift 

its focus. One of the great challenges of Jesus prophecies 

like this was and is the call to recognize that prophecies 

like this are not about us, or at least not entirely about us.  

Jesus stands in a synagogue in Capernaum at the start of 

his ministry in Luke 4 and declares that he has come with 

good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted 

and proclaim liberty to the captives. Those who lived 

during Jesus time had genuine grounds to believe that this 

included them as all were under the oppression of Roman 

domination., Jesus however interprets this not just in terms 

of the whole people of God but in terms of those who were 

pushed to the very edge of the society of his day.  

Jesus went out of his way to reach out to tax collectors and 

prostitutes. Both of them had relationships with the hated 

Roman occupying force: the tax collectors because their 

role was to collect the Roman taxes on behalf of the 

emperor and the prostitutes because that was where their 

major revenue came from. They were widely hated 

because they were perceived to have made choices that put 

them in this relationship with the Romans and thereby 

rendered themselves permanently on the outskirts of 

society.   

Jesus chose to interpret this message of salvation in terms 

of those who, whether by circumstance or choice, were 

outcasts in society. Why interpret this prophecy in this 

way? Surely there were more many more acceptable 

‘outcast’ that he could have ministered to should as 

disposed farmers? 

Jesus challenge remains as hard today as it was then. We 

are of course right to recognize that the God who saves the 

lame and gathers in the outcast will do the same for us; all 

the ways in which we are lame and outcast are and will be 

redeemed in Christ Jesus; but this does not mean that we 

have the monopoly on ‘lame-ness’ and ‘outcastness’. Jesus 

still seek those who are on the edge of society, those who 

we despise and vilify … and most challenging calls us to 

do the same.  

Our Christian Aid Appeal draws attention to the fact there 

are 65 million people in the world seeking refuge from 

violence. But often they are vilified and despised, when all 

these wretched people ant is a place of safety and refuge. 

The campaign is trying to change the story about how we 

see refugees. These are the lame and cast out of today who 

have a special place in God’s salvation. 



 

Advent invites us to inhabit a swirl of time that stretches 

back to ancient prophecies that forward to the future whilst 

anchoring us in the present. It is by living in this 

collapsing, swirling time that God reminds us of what is 

important about our lives now and what is important for 

God.  

What are we waiting for? The answer is straightforward: 

though not simple: we are waiting for God’s kingdom, for 

glimmers of light that mark Jesus presence in our midst, 

for fragments of end times ‘peace breaking upon us’. In 

our waiting, we are called to pray for the coming of God’ 

kingdom, to announce Jesus presence in our midst and to 

seek to bring more and more of end times peace in our 

world now. We wait, but not passively. We wait for your 

kingdom o come your will to be done on earth as it is in 

heaven.  
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