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A Sermon for the First Sunday in Advent 
November 29th, 2020 at Saint John’s Church in Savannah 
 
put ye on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make not provision for the flesh, to fulfil the lusts 
thereof.  Romans 13:14 
 
At home I am not much a morning person – reluctant to leave the bed’s delicious warmth, 
sluggish and groggy when I do, “slower than molasses in January”, as my mother would 
say, easing myself into full consciousness with multiple mugs of coffee; but when I am 
travelling somewhere I am eager to explore, I  bounce out of bed at the crack of dawn, 
grab an early breakfast, and rush outdoors, chafing at any delay, eager to make the most 
of every precious hour of daylight.  Why linger in bed when a new world awaits?  that’s 
the idea of St. Paul’s epistle today:  do you know what time it is?  it is high time to awake 
out of sleep, for now is our salvation nearer than when we believed. The night is far 
spent, the day is at hand: let us therefore cast off the works of darkness, and let us put on 
the armour of light.  

 
The “night” of which Paul speaks is this present world, which he thus characterizes as the 
age of darkness, and spiritual slumber, when the mind is submerged in a dreamworld of 
unreality, of ignorance, fantasy and illusion; but that night is on its way out, that world of 
darkness is passing away – and already, though many don’t realize it, a whole new world 
has already begun, in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ,  a new world whose 
glory will be fully revealed on the day of salvation, when he comes again to set all 
wrongs to right. Already that new world has dawned - so why waste any more time in 
sleep?  wake up, get up, get dressed! that’s the message on this first Sunday in Advent, 
this first Sunday of a new year of grace.    

 
Today’s epistle lesson comes at the end of a long exhortation that began at Romans 12:1-
2, with this appeal, I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye 
present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your 
reasonable service. And be not conformed to this world: but be ye transformed by the 
renewing of your mind, that ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect, 
will of God. It’s a call to respond to the mercies of God in the moral choices we make. 
And that exhortation culminates in chapter 13, in the opening words of today’s epistle 
lesson:  8 Owe no man any thing, but to love one another: for he that loveth another hath 
fulfilled the law. Whatever the debt or obligation, whether it be to country, church, 
family, business, friendship, or school, be sure to pay it and discharge it; but there is one 
you can never finish paying, or fully discharge – and that is the obligation to neighbour 
love – the love that fulfills every law.   This is the ultimate obligation to which all other 
moral obligations are relative.   
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Now at the end of the 13th chapter, Paul adds a note of urgency to his appeal.  As the 12th 
century Cistercian monk William of St. Thierry remarks in his Exposition on the Epistle, 
“now he hastens the pace, pressing the matter, rebuking the idle, rousing sleepers, 
emphasizing the passage of time which is paramount in every undertaking”. It is a note 
that is echoed in Advent hymns like the 16th century Lutheran chorale Wachet Auf:   
“Wake, Awake, for night is flying:/ the watchmen on the heights are crying,/ Awake, 
Jerusalem, arise!...” The night is far spent, the day is at hand: let us therefore cast off the 
works of darkness, and let us put on the armour of light.  
 
This present world is passing away, a new world has dawned – if we are paying attention, 
our response can only be active:  waking from sleep of illusion and fantasy, rising up and 
getting dressed in the armor of light, walking honestly as in the day, in conduct not 
shameful to a Christian -   not in rioting and drunkenness, not in chambering and 
wantonness, not in strife and envying. Wild partying, substance abuse, sleeping around, 
and sexual debauchery, quarreling and jealousy – these have no place in the light of 
God’s new day. Owe no man any thing, but to love one another.   
 
Knowing what to do is one thing:  doing them is another.  It's altogether critical that Paul 
not only tells us what to do and what to avoid – is also tells us how:   put on the Lord 
Jesus Christ, and make not provision for the flesh, to fulfil the lusts thereof.  The flesh of 
our fallen nature with its demands for gratification will present its claims enough:  there 
is no need for us to be solicitous of its inordinate desires.   Instead, he says, put on, which 
is to say, clothe ourselves, in the Lord Jesus Christ.  ‘Clothes make the man’, runs the 
saying, and when we put on Christ, his identity becomes our identity, his status becomes 
our status, his relationship become our relationships, we share in his righteousness and in 
his divine Sonship.   In faith and baptism we put on Christ for our justification – and so to 
put him on now means to embrace again and again, in faith and assurance, in grateful 
loyalty and obedience, him to whom we already belong, for our sanctification, that we 
may  grow up into his likeness, claiming his character and behavior as our own, his mind 
our mind, his way as our way, dying with him that we may rise with him.   
 
You may recall the impact of these lines on Augustine, caught in an agonizing division of 
the will.  In his anguish he hears a child’s voice from a neighbouring garden, Tolle Lege, 
Tolle lege, take up and read, take up and read.  Augustine picked up the scroll of Paul’s 
epistles he had thrown down some time earlier; and turned to this very passage:  put ye on 
the Lord Jesus Christ, and make not provision for the flesh, to fulfil the lusts thereof.  In 
those words of Scripture, he heard as it were a voice from heaven, and in that hearing, the 
division in his will was overcome; his conversion had begun.  That’s what these words 
still speak to each one of us.   
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Today is the first Sunday in Advent, the beginning of the Church’s year of grace, and if 
you grasp anything from this Sunday grasp this:  the time is now, this present opportunity 
will never come again, to awake from sleep, to rise to life, to put on Christ.  Let me leave 
you with some lines of John Keble, composed for this Sunday, in The Christian Year.  
  

But what are Heaven’s alarms to hearts that cower 
In wilful slumber, deepening every hour, 
 That draw the curtains closer round, 
 The nearer swells the trumpets’ sound? 
Lord, ere our trembling lamps sink down and die, 
Touch us with chastening hand, and make us feel Thee nigh.  
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Romans 13:8 
 
[Added in 1549:] 8 Owe no man any thing, but to love one another: for he that loveth another hath 
fulfilled the law. 9 For this, Thou shalt not commit adultery, Thou shalt not kill, Thou shalt not steal, 
Thou shalt not bear false witness, Thou shalt not covet; and if there be any other commandment, it is 
briefly comprehended in this saying, namely, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself. 10 Love worketh 
no ill to his neighbour: therefore love is the fulfilling of the law. 
 
 [Original text] 11 And that, knowing the time, that now it is high time to awake out of sleep: for now is 
our salvation nearer than when we believed. 12 The night is far spent, the day is at hand: let us therefore 
cast off the works of darkness, and let us put on the armour of light. 13 Let us walk honestly, as in the 
day; not in rioting and drunkenness, not in chambering and wantonness, not in strife and envying.14 But 
put ye on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make not provision for the flesh, to fulfil the lusts thereof. 
 
Matthew 21   
 
21 And when they drew nigh unto Jerusalem, and were come to Bethphage, unto the mount of Olives, 
then sent Jesus two disciples, 2 Saying unto them, Go into the village over against you, and straightway 
ye shall find an ass tied, and a colt with her: loose them, and bring them unto me. 3 And if any man say 
ought unto you, ye shall say, The Lord hath need of them; and straightway he will send them. 4 All this 
was done, that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the prophet, saying, 5 Tell ye the daughter of 
Sion, Behold, thy King cometh unto thee, meek, and sitting upon an ass, and a colt the foal of an ass. 
6 And the disciples went, and did as Jesus commanded them, 7 And brought the ass, and the colt, and 
put on them their clothes, and they set him thereon. 8 And a very great multitude spread their garments 
in the way; others cut down branches from the trees, and strawed them in the way. 9 And the multitudes 
that went before, and that followed, cried, saying, Hosanna to the son of David: Blessed is he that 
cometh in the name of the Lord; Hosanna in the highest.  
 
10 And when he was come into Jerusalem, all the city was moved, saying, Who is this? 11 And the 
multitude said, This is Jesus the prophet of Nazareth of Galilee. 12 And Jesus went into the temple of 
God, and cast out all them that sold and bought in the temple, and overthrew the tables of the money-
changers, and the seats of them that sold doves, 13 And said unto them, It is written, My house shall be 
called the house of prayer; but ye have made it a den of thieves. 
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