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 Being a native of Texas, people here in Connecticut sometimes ask me what I miss about 
the Lone Star State.  My reply is always the same:  I miss really good Mexican food; I miss big-
time college football; and, of course, I miss my immediate Thomason family – my mother 
Beverly and my brother Paul.  For the last twelve and a half years, I’ve been separated from 
these loved ones by nearly 2000 miles.  But you have no reason to feel sorry for me, because my 
mom and brother are hardly strangers to me.  We have an active relationship that spans the past, 
the future, and the present.  For example, I have great memories of a vacation week spent with 
my brother last July in California.  I’m looking forward to his coming up here two weekends 
from now, when we will attend together the Army-Navy game in Philadelphia.  And, in between 
these visits, we communicate regularly by phone calls or text messages. 
 

 Has it ever occurred to you that our relationship with Jesus Christ also spans the past, the 
future, and the present?  The word “Advent” comes from a Latin word, advenire, which means 
“coming.”  The Advent season begins with the stark confession that human beings can easily 
become separated from God.  At times we desire a close relationship with the divine, but we feel 
like we’re living at a great distance from God; and so, we’re waiting and longing for God to 
come to us.  Well, Advent declares that this cry of longing has been answered:  God has come, 
will come, and is continually coming to us in Jesus Christ.  During the Advent season, we 
remember the birth of Christ 2000 years ago; we anticipate the return of Christ at the end of 
history; and, in between these two great events, we experience Christ’s daily entrance into our 
lives.  The events we celebrate during Advent occur in three tenses – past, future, and present.  
This sounds to me like a made-to-order sermon series, so here goes! 
 

 Today, we remember the first Advent, the coming of Jesus Christ to earth two millennia 
ago.  Needless to say, the story of Jesus’ birth is the best-known birth account in human history.  
Countless words have been spoken and written about it.  The Roman Catholic scholar Raymond 
Brown authored the classic study of the nativity, which he entitled The Birth of the Messiah – 
and he took 570 pages to tell the story!  Every year, Christmas pageants and manger scenes 
depict Jesus’ birth with authentic costumes and real animals.  Even people with no religious 
background know that Christmas is Jesus’ birthday and can recite at least some of the details of 
it.  As committed Christians, you and I have been to the manger in Bethlehem so many times that 
we have straw and manure stuck to the soles of our shoes! 
 

And so, if the Christmas story is so familiar and predictable, especially for church people 
like us, how can we hear it again in a way that is fresh and surprising, that grabs our attention 
and makes a difference in our lives? 

 

 As a frame of reference, I’d like to share with you another birth story.  Forty-three years 
ago, I was a young married man living in east central Illinois.  My former wife and I were 
expecting our first child.  The obstetrician gave us a due date of early to mid-October.  As the 



days of September slowly passed, the whole thing still seemed unimaginable to us.  We were 
excited, but felt no great sense of immediacy or urgency.  We were dragging our feet about 
setting up a nursery and hadn’t prepared a suitcase to take to the hospital.  Then, very early in the 
morning of September 20, while we were still sound asleep, my wife’s water broke.  We were so 
naïve that we called our obstetrician to ask what was going on.  He replied, “You’re going to 
have a baby.  I’ll see you at the hospital in a couple of hours.”  And so, around 9 o’clock that 
morning, Kate Marian Stokes Thomason entered the world.  She was three weeks early and 
weighed only six pounds, smaller than many newborns.  Her mouth was so tiny that she had 
difficulty breast-feeding, and we quickly had to switch her to bottle feeding so she could get the 
nutrition she needed. 
 

 Looking back on the birth of my first daughter, three features stand out.  First, Kate was 
expected.  She was not an accident; she was hoped for and planned for; she was a wanted child.  
Second, some aspects of her birth were unexpected, which we perceived at the time to be not 
only surprising but challenging.  And third, although Kate defied our expectations in some ways, 
she also exceeded our expectations in every way!  This pint-sized human being was more 
beautiful and precious than we could ever have imagined or hoped for.  She was feisty and 
delightful from day one.  What her mother and I received was much more than we expected. 
 

 Now notice:  when Jesus Christ is born 2000 years ago, he is an expected child – 
expected not only to Mary and Joseph, but to all of God’s chosen people.  Israel is a down-and-
out nation that has long since lost her freedom and former glory.  The people are yearning for 
God to send an “anointed one” – in Hebrew, a “Messiah” – one who will be a liberator like 
Moses and a ruler like David.  And sure enough, in the ninth chapter of Isaiah, the prophet 
announces:  “A child is born to us!  A son is given to us!  And he will be our ruler.  He will be 
called ‘Wonderful Counselor,’ ‘Mighty God,’ ‘Eternal Father,’ ‘Prince of Peace’” (Isaiah 9:6a).  
Of course, in hindsight Christians have interpreted these words to be a reference to the birth of 
Jesus Christ several hundred years later; but in the original context Isaiah is either predicting or 
announcing the birth of a monarch in his own time who “will rule as King David’s successor” (v. 
7b).  This king will surely fit the image of royalty to a T:  he will be born in a royal palace, be 
pampered by a court of servants, and wield power over bureaucrats and common citizens alike.  
But what will make him not just any old king, but a great king – God’s anointed Messiah – is 
that he will “base his power on right and justice” (v. 7); and, in most people’s fantasies, he will 
lead a mighty army to victory over the hated Romans.  This is the profile of the Messiah who is 
expected at the time Jesus is born. 
 

 By contrast, the story of the birth of Jesus in the 2nd chapter of Luke is full of elements 
that are totally unexpected.  He is mysteriously conceived out of wedlock; he is born to peasant 
parents who are far away from home and family support; his birthing room is a stable and his bed 
is a manger.  In Luke’s version his birth is revealed only to lowly shepherds, who are the only 
persons to visit him in his makeshift nursery.  In sum, the circumstances surrounding Jesus’ birth 
are hardly those fit for a king.   
 

What’s more, the profile of the adult Jesus that emerges in Luke’s Gospel also has 
unexpected features.  He may be a holy and royal figure of Jewish descent, but he is drawn to 
common people, eats with sinners, and relates freely to Samaritans and Gentiles as well as his 
fellow Jews.  He comes not to be served but to serve.  He embodies the power of love rather than 
the love of power.  He never takes sword in hand, and he challenges those who do so.  His 



crowning moment is when he wears a crown of thorns on a Roman cross.  Jesus defies the 
expectations of a Jewish Messiah; so most people don’t recognize him as such, or if they do 
recognize him, they flat-out reject him. 
 

 So there you have it:  the 1st Century Jews are expecting a Messiah, and Jesus is an 
unexpected kind of Messiah.  But here’s the most amazing feature of the story:  for those who 
believe in him and choose to follow him, Jesus exceeds all expectations.  The people are longing 
for a prophet who will come to announce a new era of peace, justice, and righteousness.  They 
are longing for a king who will come to embody these ideals in his own person and usher in a 
new messianic age.  Well, the followers of Jesus recognize him as both a prophet and a king, but 
they see him as one with far greater authority than others who have occupied these roles.  The 
angel announces to the shepherds that the one born in Bethlehem is their “Savior” (Luke 2:11), 
which is not a title given to any ordinary prophet or king.  Through his life, death, and 
resurrection, Jesus will deliver all people from the power of sin and death.  His mission is not 
just to restore the fortunes of one nation, but to restore all humanity to a right relationship with 
God.   
 

As if this weren’t surprising enough, the New Testament writers carry their claims one 
step further.  In retrospect, the followers of Jesus realize that he speaks and acts not only for 
God, but as God.  Jesus is not just God’s human emissary sent on a rescue mission; he is God’s 
very Self who comes to Earth in human flesh.  You talk about exceeding all expectations!  To 
this day, most people think of God as being “up there,” enthroned in the heavens, remote, silent, 
uninvolved in ordinary human affairs.  But the Christmas story dares to say that God is far more 
down to earth than we expect, that God gets all tangled up in the complexities of history, that the 
invisible God has a human face. 

 

But all of this is so easy to miss, as things that are unexpected usually are.  In the first 
Advent, God comes to us, but it’s almost as if God comes in disguise, in subtle, humble, 
unostentatious ways – in a cooing, crying baby born in a Podunk town in first century Palestine; 
in a grown man who washes others’ feet, chooses simple bread and wine for his signature meal, 
turns the other cheek to his tormentors, and is executed as a criminal by pagan authorities.   

 

The first Advent is the answer to people’s expectations of a Messiah, a Savior; but the 
answer they receive in Jesus is quite unexpected.  Friends, if you and I want to have a 
transformative Christmas, we need to see that Jesus not only defies our expectations, but exceeds 
them, that he is far more and better than any Savior we could imagine or wish for.  And the place 
to start seeing the real Jesus is here at this Table.  This is not a banquet fit for a king; this is a 
simple meal provided for ordinary people by a God whose ways of coming to us continue to 
surprise. 


