		Christ is in our midst!  He is and ever shall be!
In the Name of the Father, and of the + Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
I have fought a good fight; I have finished my course; I have kept the faith.  Henceforth there is laid up for me a crown of righteousness which the Lord, the righteous Judge, shall give me on that Day – and not to me only, but unto all those who also love His appearing.

	In the sleepy town of Bethlehem 2000+ years ago, the divine rescue mission of sinful mankind was launched, a divine plan set in motion long before God ever spoke the world into being, as Sacred Scripture tells us, that this Jesus is the Lamb “slain from the foundation of the world” (Rv. 13:8).  Yet, on that holy Day of the Nativity of our Lord God and Saviour Jesus Christ according to the flesh, there in the City of David the troops landed, so to speak, and there God secured the beachhead for His saving operations.  There in the God-Man lying in a cattle trough, Heaven and earth kissed (Ps. 84 [85]:10), one with us in every respect with one exception: the Son of God, the Son of Man was without sin (Hb. 4:15).  Indeed, 
forasmuch then as the children are partakers of flesh and blood, He also Himself likewise took part of the same, that through death He might destroy him that had the power of death – that is, the devil – and deliver those who all their lifetime were subject to bondage through fear of death.  For verily He took not on Himself the nature of angels, but He took on Him the seed of Abraham.  Therefore in all things it behooved Him to be made like unto His brethren, that He might be a merciful and faithful High Priest in things pertaining to God, to make reconciliation for the sins of the people.  For in that He Himself hath suffered, being tempted [tested], He is able to succor [aid] those who are tempted (Hb. 2:14-18).  

And should there be any question, doubt, or confusion as to the divine intent of the appearing of the Son of God and Son of Man in this world for us sinners, let us listen carefully to the words of the Evangelist and Theologian, John: “Little children,” he counsels, “let no man deceive you. . . . the devil sinneth from the beginning.  For this purpose the Son of God was manifested, that He might destroy [by His Incarnation, Death, Resurrection, Ascension, and Second Coming] the works of the devil” (1 Jn. 3:7,8). 
	Beloved, the appearing of God in the flesh of His Son, “incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Ever-Virgin Mary” (Nicene Creed), is the beginning of the end of Satan’s rule over this world and the initiation of Eternal Life in the hearts and lives of all who believe in the Son of God; who are born of Heaven by water and the Holy Spirit; and who love with all of their heart, mind, soul, body, and strength the appearing of the Son of God, not only in His first advent in the flesh of man but in His second advent “with glory to judge the living and the dead; Whose Kingdom shall have no end” (Jn. 1:12-13; 3:5, 15-18; 5:24; 16:11; 20:31; Nicene Creed).
	Make no mistake, beloved, this salvation that has been made manifest to us in the Son of God at His first appearing is one of God’s righteousness and mercy.  “But after the kindness and love of God our Saviour toward man appeared,” St. Paul writes elsewhere, “He saved us not by works of righteousness which we had done.”  No, for there was and is nothing righteous in us that can ever suffice for our salvation (Is. 64:6; Rm. 3:23)!  But, what does the Apostle say so that faith may be made sure?  “He saved us,” he says, 
“according to His mercy, by the washing of regeneration, and by the renewing of the Holy [Spirit], which He shed on us abundantly through Jesus Christ our Saviour, that, being justified by His grace, we should be made heirs according to the hope of Eternal Life” (Ts. 3:4-7).   

This is the same Holy Spirit, is it not, prophesied by the Forerunner and Baptist of our Lord God and Saviour Jesus Christ?  “’There cometh after me One mightier than I,’” the camelhair-clad, locust eating Prophet of repentance bellows on the banks of the River Jordan, “’the strap of Whose shoes I am not worthy to stoop down and unloose.  I indeed have baptized you with water, but He shall baptize you with the Holy [Spirit]’” (Mk. 1:1-8).  
This, so we’re told at the very start by St. Mark the Evangelist, is the Gospel, which, is to say, the Good News and Glad Tidings of Jesus Christ, the Son of God and His Kingdom.  He comes to redeem and to save by His Passion and Cross, by His Resurrection, to baptize us with the Holy Spirit by pouring out the Holy Spirit upon the flesh of man, a flesh assumed by the Saviour Himself and taken up into Heaven at His most glorious Ascension!  	“’He shall baptize you with the Holy Spirit,’” the Forerunner and Baptist promises.  It is the Holy Spirit, the third Person of the Holy Trinity, Who is washed over us with the waters of Baptism and with Whom we are sealed in the Mystery of Chrismation.  He is the heavenly Spirit received in the Mystery of the Body and the Blood of Christ God, the same Spirit of God Who regenerates us who are stone-cold dead in our sinfulness (Ep. 2:5) and Who renews us when we turn in repentance to be re-energized with His grace, to be made alive once again from sin’s death and to walk in the newness and vitality of Christ’s own Resurrection Life (Rm. 6:1-14)!  It is this Holy Spirit Who moved upon the primordial waters of creation, transforming the earth which was without form and void by His active and creative Presence, enlightening creation’s darkness with the Light of His own divine Glory (Gn. 1:1-4).  This is the same Holy Spirit, beloved, which Sacred Scripture tells us has been poured out upon us in abundance by our Lord God and Saviour Jesus Christ in order to dwell in our souls and bodies so that we might become His living temples to glorify Him (1 Cr. 3:16-17; 6:19-20; 2 Cr. 6:16).  This, beloved, Scripture says, is the love of God now made known to us: “that God sent His only begotten Son into the world, that we might live through Him” in the power of His Holy Spirit (Rm. 5:5; 1 Jn. 4:9).   
The Apostle reminds us this morning that God is prepared to give on the Day of Judgment a crown of righteousness to all who love the appearing of the Son of God.  We might ask who it is that has loved the appearing of the Son of God.  Of whom does the Apostle speak?  In the days of His Nativity and years of ministry, it certainly wasn’t the scribes and Pharisees nor the Sadducees who yearned for His Coming, that much is clear from the Gospels.  And, it certainly wasn’t Herod or Pontus Pilate and others like them!  
Rather, those who love and who have loved the appearing of the Son of God were, by all accounts, the multitudes – those lost and wayward souls upon whom our Lord looked with deep compassion as sheep without a shepherd (Mt. 10:35; Mk. 6:34).  It was the lepers, the blind, the lame, the deaf,  the mute, the fornicators, adulterers, and sexually promiscuous, the morally bankrupt and the ethically lapsed.  It was the beggars and widows and the bereaved, the spiritually broken and the downtrodden of society, the sinfully unclean and the ritually impure whose sin and unrighteousness and ethnicity rendered them unfit to enter the Temple to pray and to worship God.  It was the likes of a Mary Magdalene out of whom Jesus cast seven demons and it was the cohabiting woman at the well whose spiritually parched soul was assuaged by the waters of Eternal Life offered to her by Jesus.  It was and is all sinners whose sins put them beyond all hope of God’s love, except that of the Saviour Who comes to them in His mercy and kindness, and Who looks upon them in love and Who says to them, “’Come, follow Me’” (Jn. 1:43); “’Let not your heart be troubled.  Ye believe in God; believe also in Me’” (Jn. 14:1); “’Your sins are forgiven you.  Arise, take up your bed, and walk!’” (Lk. 5:20, 24); “’Neither do I condemn thee; go, and sin no more’” (Jn. 8:11); “’Come unto Me all ye that labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest’” (Mt. 11:28); “’For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish, but have Everlasting Life’” (Jn. 3:16).  
To such as these, then, who love the appearing of the Son of God: who long for the baptism of the Holy Spirit to inflame them with His purifying grace full of divine love, who humbly submit themselves to the Saviour in repentance and fight the good fight of faith each and every day, who run the race set before them in the strength of God and complete that race, who are obedient to the faith received in Baptism – to such will be given the crown of righteousness in that Day.  
“For the grace of God that bringeth salvation hath appeared to all men, teaching us that, denying ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should live soberly, righteously, and godly in this present world, looking for that blessed hope and the glorious appearing of the great God and our Saviour Jesus Christ, Who gave Himself for us, that He might redeem us from all iniquity and purify unto Himself a peculiar people, zealous for good works (Ts. 2:11-14).

By the grace and mercy of Almighty God, may we be found among those who love the appearing of our Lord God and Saviour Jesus Christ, and may we be made worthy to attain the promise through the Holy Spirit with Whom we have been baptized in Jesus Christ.       
Through the prayers of our holy Fathers, O Lord Jesus Christ our God, have mercy on us and save us.  Amen.
	Glory to Jesus Christ!  Glory forever!
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