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Midweek Advent 2 ~ Series C ~ December 9, 2009

Christ Is Coming in Weakness but with a Powerful Key


The text for today is 1 Peter 3:18-22: “For Christ also suffered once for sins… being put to death in the flesh but made alive in the spirit… who has gone into heaven and is at the right hand of God, with angels, authorities, and powers having been subjected to Him.”  Here ends the text.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

Lord Acton of England once said that power corrupts, but absolute power corrupts absolutely.  Isn’t that true about power as we see it?  Those who don’t have it want it; and those who have it abuse it.  The powerful may have started out with good intentions, but sooner or later, that same power corrupts them.  

But it’s not just a problem for others.  The corrupting influence of power is not confined to Washington, D.C. or Wall Street.  We all want control and power, don’t we?  We all want the power to tell our boss the project we’re working on won’t work.  We want the power to make it rain on our crops.  We want the power to keep the kids from fighting!  We may even want the power to take care of the disadvantaged and promote global peace.  But when we do get that power, how do we use it?  The road to hell is paved with good intentions for the use of our power. 

Tonight we look at two more of Advent’s “O Antiphons.”  This time it’s stanzas 4 and 5 of our hymn “Oh, Come, Oh, Come, Emmanuel.”  The first antiphon describes Christ as the Rod of Jesse.  The second says He’s the Key of David.  Both of these antiphons speak of Christ’s authority and power.  But they also show how God’s understanding of “power” is not the same as ours.  In fact, God’s power looks for all the world like total weakness.  But tonight we’ll see that . . . “Christ Is Coming in Weakness but with a Powerful Key.”

We Americans are a people who appreciate power.  We’re proud of the fact that we have best trained and equipped armed forces in the world.  We’re proud of the fact that they can be deployed anywhere at a moment’s notice.  We’re also proud of our financial power—not just our individual buying power, but even in the Church.  We can also be overly impressed with power in the Church.  “My church’s budget is bigger than yours, so we must be a better church.  We must be doing more for the Lord.  We’re proud of our numeric power, too, as a synod.  We’ve got 6,100 congregations!  We’ve got 2.5 million members!  Look at our power—you better listen to what we have to say. 

We are all impressed by worldly power and authority.  Consider the U.S.  economy—the largest and most productive of any in the history of the world.  Just a few years ago the Dow Jones Industrial Average was over 14,000.  The real estate industry was booming.  The price of homes was increasing so quickly that almost everyone was able to secure a mortgage with little or no equity.  It seemed like there was nothing but prosperity on the economic horizon for years to come.  How’s that for power! 

King David, back nine hundred years before Christ, ended up being quite a powerful king.  He was surrounded by growing empires, especially the empire of Egypt.  But he ruled over a growing and prosperous nation that was respected by the other nations around him.  In fact, if there’s one king of Israel that the average Christian knows by name, even if they haven’t been in church in years, it’s King David.  We tend to remember him for his power.  

But David was not chosen for his leadership abilities.  He wasn’t an obvious choice for king by any stretch of the imagination.  In fact, he was the young, “artsy,” least promising son of the Israelite, Jesse.  The Lord directed the prophet Samuel to look for a king in Jesse’s household.  And Jesse didn’t even think to bring David out for a look!  

When it was left up to Israel to pick a king, they picked Saul.  They judged by his appearance.  He was tall and good looking.  He had an air of authority about him.  But that had been a disaster.  So God would select His own man, “a man after His own heart.”  He elected a king that no one would have thought of: David.  David became the first ruler from “Jesse’s stem.”

Christ is called the Rod of Jesse.  That’s a reminder that Jesus of Nazareth was not the world’s obvious choice for Messiah.  He wasn’t born in a palace, but to a poor family from Nazareth.  He wasn’t born into power, but into weakness.  He didn’t rise to the throne, but ended His life nailed to a cross that stood between two thieves.  Christ’s power didn’t mean He commanded troops and counselors and a court, giving orders all day long.  Christ’s power was revealed in His suffering and death.  He did not inherit in some earthly way the throne of David.  But like David, He was elected by God’s special choice.  In that way, He’s not a branch of David, but a rod from David’s obscure father, Jesse.  

One of the church’s earliest pastors, just a few decades after Christ’s resurrection, put it this way: “The scepter of the majesty of God, the Lord Jesus Christ, appeared not with pomp of pride or arrogance, though well He might, but in humility” (Clement of Rome, 16.2).  That’s how God’s power works.  Not the way we think of power, with armies and money and prestige, but in weakness.  God’s power did something our power could never do—defeat our ultimate enemy.  God’s power in Christ defeated the armies of death. 

You see… our worldly power doesn’t get us very far.  Every earthly kingdom falls—from without or within.  Every military power is eventually defeated.  Financial security is fleeting.  You don’t have to look any further for evidence of that than your own 401K that is worth half of what it was once.  Billions of dollars that our federal government doesn’t have has been printed to bail out financial institutions that were deemed too big to fail.  

China holds IOUs that they could call in any day.  The housing bubble burst.  Millions of people defaulted on mortgages they should have never taken out in the first place.  And when’s the last time you saw an infomercial where some smart man or woman tells you that they can teach you how to make gobs of money flipping houses using borrowed money?        

What did all that financial power gain?  Nothing of any good, that’s what.  Unemployment.  Disillusionment.  Despair.  Depression.  Insecurity.  Hopelessness.  That’s the way worldly power works.  It hardly ever makes things better.  It usually ends up making things worse. 

King David found out the same thing.  Once he became well-established as king, his power went to his head.  Even David, who the Lord said was a “man after His own heart” (1 Samuel 13:14), ends up sleeping with another man’s wife and having the man killed to cover up the sin to boot.  Talk about an abuse of power!

Yes, David used his power to accomplish a lot of good.  Yes, he tried to worship the Lord faithfully.  But in sinful human hands, any authority and strength end up being abused.  The more power—even godly, divine power—the more our sinful nature twists it for its own ends.  So who could ever wield the tremendous power it would take to undo sin and death and not be completely corrupted?

Only God Himself could do it.  Only God could wield all the power David was meant to have for good.  Only God would use it selflessly, instead of selfishly.  That’s why the sinless Son of God, Jesus Christ, is the true Key of David.  If we had had Christ’s power, what would we have done with it?  Probably struck down our enemies, first of all.  If you and I had Christ’s power, would we have let the Jewish leaders hand us over to death?  Would we have let Pilate waffle and give in to their demands?  Would we have let our enemies have their way?  I doubt it!  We would have called down the legions of angels.  “Wipe them out.  All of them.”

But Christ did no such thing.  He used God’s power perfectly, in peace, in kindness, out of love.  So the same Christ who suffered and died, has now “gone into heaven and is at the right hand of God.”  That’s how Peter puts it in his first Epistle (3:22).  Peter goes on to write that “angels, authorities, and powers [have] been subjected to Him.”  That means that heaven is now open to Him.  That means that heaven is now open to us.  Every one of us.  Only Christ could be the perfect Key of David, who could without corruption use all of God’s power and undo the power of death once and for all.  

Praise be to God through Christ Jesus our Lord!  Glory be to Christ, the Rod of Jesse, the Key of David.  Honor be to Him for having incorruptibly, out of love for us, used God’s power to end death and open wide heaven’s door.  Thanks be to Christ forever, for He sits at the right hand of God and awaits the time when we will all join Him in the new world to come.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 
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