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Galatians 4:1-7

“Think of it this way. If a father dies and leaves an inheritance for his young children, those children are not much better off than slaves until they grow up, even though they actually own 

everything their father had. They have to obey their guardians until they reach whatever age their father set. And that’s the way it was with us before Christ came. We were like children; we were slaves to the basic spiritual principles of this world.

But when the right time came, God sent his Son, born of a woman, subject to the law. God sent him to buy freedom for us who were slaves to the law, so that he could adopt us as his very own children. And because we are his 

children, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, prompting us to call out, “Abba, Father.” Now you are no longer a slave but God’s own child. And since you are his child, God has made you his heir.” 

Advent: What does it mean to you? For some it’s a hectic time of buying gifts, getting Christmas cards in the mail, planning special parties and a big Christmas Day dinner. For others, it is a solemn time – a time of reflection on the year past and the year about to start. For some, it’s a time of joy and celebration; for others, it’s a time of sadness and loneliness. 

 I read about one family that was  preparing to light their advent wreath at home. As they gathered around the wreath and were discussing the meaning of advent, the mother asked their children if they remembered what the four outer candles represented. Their seven year old son almost immediately volunteered: “Love, joy peace, and, .. And...” At which point their five-year old daughter chimed in, “I know, Peace and quiet.”  Many of us may be wishing for a little peace and quiet by the time Christmas gets here.

But, Advent is an extremely important time for us to think about what the birth of Jesus really means to us. 

Many of you were here four weeks ago, when Randy Osborne spoke to us about the 400 years of silence between the Old and New Testaments. Maybe you remember the hand motions he took us through to help us remember some of those details. Randy spoke about verse four from Galatians and explained how God’s timing is so perfect. 

Did you remember it when I read it a moment ago?  “When the right time came....” As I reflect on his comments and touch on some Old Testament hints about the coming Messiah, perhaps you will think of something that touched you in a special way as you have been reading through the Bible this year. If you think of something, we would love for you to write it down and share it with us. Use that page that is in your bulletin, or email it to Mary Lee Irwin.

Advent is a time of preparation – a time of preparing our hearts and minds to celebrate what God has done for us in Jesus Christ. The Jews had a few thousand years of preparation. Throughout that time, God gave hints and clues about the Messiah who was to come. Throughout that time, God was preparing the world for that amazing moment. And yet, when the time came, it was in such a different way from what the Jews expected. Many of them refused to believe or simply missed the event. 

Some of the hints and clues God provided His people came through the prophets, who spoke God’s word in the centuries prior to those 400 years of silence. Isaiah, for instance, stated some 700 years before the fact that, “The virgin will conceive a child! She will give birth to a son and will call him Immanuel (which means ‘God is with us’).” (7:14) Micah, a contemporary of Isaiah, said this: “But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of Judah, out of you will come for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are from of old, from ancient times.” (5:2)  We find clues such as these in all parts of the Old Testament, referring to the birth, life and death of Jesus. 

You see, for centuries the Jewish people looked forward to this Messiah who was to come and save His people. Generation after generation prepared their hearts and had the great hope that the Messiah would come and set them free. As a matter of fact, just a couple of weeks ago, I read a piece in an Australian newspaper about an American-born Jew who spends most of every day preparing for the arrival of the Messiah in Jerusalem. Since he became the executive director of the Temple Institute, Mr. Glick’s main task has been to supervise the manufacture of the utensils the high priests will need when the day arrives. Crowns and other instruments made of solid gold fill glass cases in the Temple Institute Museum in Jerusalem’s Old City. Other artifacts include an array of copper urns, trumpets made of silver and garments to be worn by the High Priest, woven from golden thread. Musical instruments, including hand-made harps and lyres, lie ready to be brought to life upon the Messiah’s appearance. 

But they have missed Him. And, when He comes again, they won’t need those things.

Randy Osborne reminded us how God prepared the way for Jesus during those 400 years of silence between the Old Testament and the New Testament. There were three factors he pointed out. The first was this hope of Israel that the Anointed One, the Messiah, would come soon. The second was the fact that for over 300 of those silent years, Greek had become a universal language. Everyone in the known world knew at least some Greek. As a result, when Jesus began His ministry and sent his disciples forth to tell others about Him, they could go anywhere and be understood. The third factor was the Roman rule of the known world. 

About 60 years before the birth of Christ, Rome came to power. Their rule brought a period of calm and peace throughout the land. To maintain their power, they needed to be able to transport military equipment readily. So, they built lots of roads. The good roads and the universal language facilitated the spread of the Gospel.

So, you see, God was putting things in place in preparation for the birth of His Son. There were two things that Paul mentions in our text today that are very important for us to understand. The first is that “when the right time came, God sent his Son, born of a woman.” 

I mentioned a moment ago that this was the fulfillment of a prophecy from Isaiah. But there is more to it than just prophetic fulfillment. It was necessary for the Messiah to be born of a woman. We believe that through this miracle, Jesus was not only fully divine, but He was also fully human. He was born just like you and I. He was subject to all the problems of growing up, dealing with parents and all of those kinds of things. But more than that, it meant He was “subject to the Law,” as Paul says. What Paul was talking about was the Law of Moses, the Torah. Jesus was a Jew. So, He was subject to the Ten Commandments and all of the laws that had been developed to explain and define those commandments. But, being fully God, He was able to fulfill those things. You read a few weeks ago, and Jim preached about, the temptations by Satan when the Spirit led Jesus into the wilderness. But Jesus did not give in. 

I suspect, had I been offered something like those things, I might have jumped at the chance – you might have, too. 

There is another thing to understand in this phrase, “Born of a woman.” There is the hint that Jesus also, somehow existed before this earthly birth. That is something that you have seen throughout the Bible as you have read through it this year. That is something that we affirm when we speak of the Trinity: Father, Son and Holy Spirit, three persons, one nature. It is something that Jesus affirmed at the end of Matthew’s Gospel, when He told His disciples to “Go and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.”  

So, you see, from the beginning of time, God was preparing the people of Israel – and the rest of the world – for the coming of the Messiah. 

I read about a grandfather who found his grandson jumping up and down in his playpen, crying at the top of his voice. When Johnny saw his  grandfather, he reached up his little chubby hands and said, “Out, Gramps, out.” It was only natural for the grandfather to reach down to lift him out of his predicament, but as he did, the boy’s mother stepped up and said, “No, Johnny, you are being punished—so you must stay in.” The grandfather was at a loss to know what to do. The child’s tears and chubby hands reached deep into his heart. Yet, the mother’s firmness in correcting her son could not be taken lightly. But love found a way. The grandfather could not take his grandson out of the playpen, so he climbed in with him. 

Friends, that is what our Lord Jesus Christ did for us at Christmas. In leaving heaven for earth, He climbed in with us. The Bible says, “The Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us.” (John 1:14)
In Paul’s day the culture was very different from what we know today in our western culture. In those days, slavery was common and women were second-class citizens. Actually women were more like property – not much better off than a slave. And, boys were the pride of the family – especially the first son. Until they reached a certain age, boys were not much better off than anyone else. 

Each of the three cultures of that period had a different age at which they considered a boy had reached manhood.  If a father died before the eldest son reached that age, he became a very wealthy boy, because he inherited most of his father’s estate. But even though he technically owned it, he had no control over it. Until he reached that predetermined age, the age of manhood, or, sometimes, the age the father set, someone else served as a guardian of that estate.

When Jesus “climbed in” to earth with us, there was another thing that happened that is very important. Paul speaks of it in our text today. He stated that there was, “No longer Jew or Gentile, slave or free, male and female. For you are all one in Christ Jesus.”  Then he said that we are all heirs of Christ. Friends, that was revolutionary! To the people of that day, to make such a claim was unheard of. Being adopted among many brothers is something that we have now. The minute you become a Christian, you have intimacy of relationship. You have an unconditional relationship. You become wealthy, because everything that Jesus Christ has accomplished is transferred to you. You become beautiful and spiritually rich in him.

Tim Keller, Pastor of Redeemer Presbyterian Church in New York City, wrote: “Some people are put off by Paul’s language of adoption because it’s gender insensitive. They argue, ‘Wouldn’t it be better to say that we become sons and daughters of God?’ It would, he says, but that misses the whole point. He continued, some time ago, a woman helped me understand this. She was raised in a non-Western family from a very traditional culture. There was only one son in the family, and it was understood in her culture that he would receive most of the family’s provisions and honor. In essence, they said, ‘He’s the son; you’re just a girl.’ That’s just the way it was.

One day she was studying a passage on adoption in Paul’s writings. She suddenly realized that the apostle was making a revolutionary claim. Paul lived in a traditional culture just like she did. He was living in a place where daughters were second-class citizens. When Paul said—out of his own traditional culture—that we are all sons in Christ, he was saying that there are no second-class citizens in God’s family. When you give your life to Christ and become a Christian, you receive all the benefits a son enjoys in a traditional culture. Keller concludes: As a white male, I’ve never been excluded like that. As a result, I didn’t see the sweetness of this welcome. I didn’t recognize all the beauty of God’s subversive and revolutionary promise that raises us to the highest honor by adopting us as his sons.

Our adoption means we are loved like Christ is loved. We are honored like he is honored—every one of us—no matter what. Your circumstances cannot hinder or threaten that promise. In fact, your bad circumstances will only help you understand and even claim the beauty of that promise. The more you live out who you are in Christ, the more you become like him in actuality. Paul is not promising you better life circumstances; he is promising you a far better life. He’s promising you a life of greatness. He is promising you a life of joy. He’s promising you a life of humility. He’s promising you a life of nobility. He’s promising you a life that goes on forever.”

Anne Graham Lotz, Billy Graham’s daughter, has written a book called, “Heaven: My Father’s House”. In it she tells about people who want to visit her father’s home in western North Carolina. They drive up the long drive and come to the gate. They knock on the gate and say: “Billy Graham, let us in. We’ve read your books; we’ve watched you on TV; we’ve written to you; and we want to come to your house.” And her father says: “Depart from me, I don’t know you. You’re not a member of my family, and you’ve not made any arrangements to come.” 

But when Anne drives up that same driveway and knocks on the gate, and says, “Daddy, this is Anne, and I’ve come home.” The gate is thrown right open, and she goes inside, because she is her father’s child.

When we welcome Christ into our heart and into our life, we become heirs. We become sons and daughters of God. We can call Him Abba, Father and we are welcome in His presence. Paul told the Philippians, “My God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus.” (4:19) 

Jim shared last week about three things God supplies us, as Paul mentioned in First Corinthians: 

Unlimited resources, He will keep us strong, and we have unlimited access to Him. 

As you have read through the Bible over this year and if you kept a list of the promises, I’m sure you would have a very long list by now. As I mentioned at the beginning, we would love for you to share an experience you’ve had in your reading and journey through the Bible.

One Sunday on their way home from church, a little girl turned to her mother and said, “Mommy, the preacher’s sermon this morning confused me.” The mother said, “Oh? Why is that?” The little girl replied, “Well, he said that God is bigger than we are. Is that true?” The mother replied, “Yes, that’s true, honey.” “And he also said that God lives in us? Is that true Mommy?” Again the mother replied, “Yes.” “Well,” said the little girl, “if God is bigger than us and he lives in us, wouldn’t He show through?”

Throughout this Advent Season, as you prepare to celebrate the birth of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, let Him “show through” to others. Remember that God’s timing is perfect and when the opportunity to tell someone about your faith or to invite someone to church arises, make the most of God’s timing. Remember, too, that you are an heir of Christ and as such, you have 

access to all the riches that He can provide. Make the most of them to live your life for Him– not just during Advent, but throughout the year.

Prayer:

Gracious God, Abba, Father, we ask that You help us look past the secular of this season and seek the Holy. Help us look into Your word and find the strength we need to truly prepare our hearts for this most sacred time of the year. May we always be ready as Your sons and daughters to welcome others into the family of faith. Strengthen us to await Your timing in all the matters of life and to know that we belong to You in this life and in the life to come. Through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

