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ADORNED WITH GOD’S GRACE

Based on Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11
Preached on December 11, 2011

Advent 3

By Pastor Nathan Fuehrer

JESUS IS OUR RIGHTEOUSNESS

I.  Heaven has a dress code

II. None of us can adorn ourselves

III. Our righteous garment is given by Jesus
Text for today….

Has anyone ever told you that you look lovely, dashing, stunning or handsome?  Maybe one of you can tell me what it's like, because I would like to know.  Now don't get me wrong, people have said such things to me before, but they are not talking about me really.  Sure, they say, "you look nice today, Nathan," but what they mean is "you clean up nice," or “your clothes look nice.”  
I've never been a tall, strong, or particularly handsome man.  Most of my life, I've been placed in the category of such unimpressive celebrities as Ron Howard (that is, "Opie", or else "Richie Cunningham" to the TV literate) and Carrot Top (It's the red hair).  What would it be like to simply be of naturally stunning appearance, an appearance that was also more than appearance.  What would it be like to look the same on the outside as you do on the inside, and to be entirely beautiful?  

Friends, the scriptures seem to put a premium on external beauty, don't they?  In our text today, Isaiah the prophet preaches to us the word of God, and it speaks of being decked out with righteousness.  Isaiah writes, "I will greatly rejoice in the Lord; my soul shall exult in my God, for he has clothed me with the garments of salvation; he has covered me with the robe of righteousness, as a bridegroom decks himself like a priest with a beautiful headdress, and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels."  Now, I'm not sure you or I can appreciate how drop-dead gorgeous a priest looks like when he wears his beautiful headdress; but maybe you can resonate with me to the beautification that happens when a bride wears her jewels.  

On my wedding day, our pastor was giving out instructions for the smooth running of the ceremony.  Now we all know that God's blessing is the most important part of the ceremony and indeed the center of all that happens that day.  The moment that God brings man and wife together as one flesh, that’s a beautiful thing.  But our pastor, being a somewhat practical man, reminded the ushers, the groomsmen and me that the ceremony will not begin until the bride signals that she is ready to proceed.  It doesn't matter if all the guests are present and restless and it's ten minutes past starting time.  The wedding day is the bride's day.  She is queen for a day and with jewels and finery she is adorned like one.

So too, you the church, are the bride of Christ; and He adorns you with beautiful jewels of righteousness.  Every divine service, Jesus renews his wedding vows with us by letting us share in His inheritance of eternal life.  When you receive the sacrament, you are in effect saying, I do take Jesus to be my husband as long as you both shall live, which is forever.  In baptism, he clothed you with a wedding garment that gives you the mark of his righteousness.  He adorns his bride with sacramental jewels.  And by sharing His body and blood you are made righteous within, for you inwardly digest the forgiveness of sins.  There is a heavenly dress code, and by God’s grace you are beautifully adorned.

We are adorned with God’s Grace and that’s where our beauty comes from.  Not from us, but from Him.  Jesus Christ came to make us children of God, and as His children, we are to model His holiness.  What happens when we aren’t model christians?  What happens when we do not appear worthy of the jewels and the headdress and the wedding garment?  Well, I can tell you how the world thinks.  What would you do if your clothes don't fit, or if they're "just not YOU"?  The world would tell you it's time for a change.  You need a new look and a better fit. 

Sometimes we are uncomfortable wearing God’s grace.  Sometimes we feel out of place following Christ, because we can never live up to him…and it makes us feel fake…it makes our own sin even more apparent to us.  For instance…have you ever seen a large person in too small of clothes?  Or have you ever seen a fifty year old person dress like they are twenty?  They must think that by wearing such clothes, they will appear younger or thinner than they really are, but the opposite is the case.  The “big guy in a little coat” actually looks bigger because of the coat.  And someone who dresses younger than they really are actually exposes their age. 
I think the same thing goes for people who are reluctant to adorn themselves with the righteousness of Christ.  People can’t accept heavenly jewels, because they know it will draw more attention to the reality of their sinfulness, the same way small clothes show love handles.  How many of you think righteousness just doesn't fit your real condition?

The number one complaint I hear about Christianity, from both confessed Christians and non-Christians alike is hypocrisy.  What's it been, a decade now or more since the Roman Catholic Church has had to face the charges of molestation and known perversion by an unfortunate portion of her clergy?  How many have used this scandal as evidence against the holiness of God?  How many people leave the church because they find out it’s filled with imperfect pastors and imperfect people?  How many of you lose faith in Jesus Christ because he works through sinful people and in a sinful world?  How many of you cannot reconcile the beauty of the Gospel with the ugliness we see in the world and in ourselves?  

"Comfort, Comfort my people," says your God.  "For as the earth brings forth its sprouts, and as a garden causes what is sown in it to sprout up, so the Lord God will cause righteousness and praise to sprout up before all the nations."  Rejoice, for God will cause righteousness to spring up before the world, to grow out of something planted here.  That righteousness is not an institution, or a ritual, or a group of "holier than thou" people.  All of these things are weighed in the balance and found wanting.  St. Paul says, "For consider your calling, brothers: not many of you were wise according to worldly standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth.  But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the world, even things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, so that no human being might boast in the presence of God.
Rejoice.  Rejoice because you are righteous in and through Jesus Christ.  You are adorned with his righteousness.  That righteousness is not an institution or a program for purposeful living.  It is not just holy living or holy lives.  That righteousness is a person named Jesus.  "He is the source of your life in Christ Jesus, whom God made our wisdom and our righteousness and sanctification and redemption."  

So let me just say to you all, you look beautiful.  Because when I look out among you, I don't see your failures your flaws and your sin.  I look at you all and I see the body of Christ, who is your holiness and your righteousness.  Jesus Christ came to give you what you cannot find in the world, he came to give you his righteousness.  You are Christian because, like a bride with her jewels, you were adorned with His baptism.  By grace, your God has given you a new look that will endure until the end of the age.  You have put on Christ.  That is who you are, and that is why you are beautiful through and through.  

May you, as you witness the fads and fashions of this world pass you by always remember that you are adorned with the grace of God which forgives your sins and makes you righteous, through Jesus Christ our Lord.
