Advent 1n Plain Sight

SERMON SERIES

The simplicity of Jill Duffield’s Advent in Plain Sight makes it a very relatable foundation for
your congregation’s Advent series. Using each of the objects described in your altar décor and
bulletin/screen imagery encourages congregants to carry the symbolism of these ordinary
items into their daily lives.

Key themes arise among the seven daily texts used in each week of Duffield’s Advent
devotions that provide an excellent basis for preaching on Advent in Plain Sight at your
church this season. This sermon series outline suggests Scripture texts and provides
sermon prompts for each preaching occasion, drawn from the texts used in Duffield’s
devotions.

For the four Sundays of Advent and two Sundays of Christmas, sermon starters utilizing
both Old and New Testament readings are offered to launch your thinking on the weekly
theme. For those “objects” specific to one day—Christmas Eve, Christmas Day, Epiphany,
and Baptism of the Lord—the day’s devotion in the book will be referenced, along with its
single focus text, drawn from the New Testament.

Make use of the focus Scriptures slides and devotion quotation slides, as well as blank slides
for songs and other media, to enhance your worship experience. You can find these files in the
Sermon Series Guide and Worship Images folder.
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FIRST SUNDAY OF ADVENT

Gates

Focus Scriptures
Genesis 28:1-5, 10-22 and Matthew 24:29-35

Sermon Prompt

Advent is a “liminal space,” positioned on the threshold between what is and what will be. We
look forward both to Jesus’ birth and the ultimate appearing of Christ at the apocalypse—a
scary word that really just means “revealing”—of all things. Gates are a perfect symbol of
that spiritual threshold, holding the potential for both entry and exit. We arrive at the Lord’s
gate, approaching the incarnation, but Christ is simultaneously “near, at the very gates” (Matt.
24:33), preparing to return.

In our Old Testament text for this week, we find Jacob rooted on earth, sleeping with a
rock for a pillow, but experiencing the divine presence of God and many angels—a sight so
mind-blowing, he declares it must be the “gate of heaven.” Those “thin places,” when heaven
and earth touch, are the moments that change lives and assure us of God’s presence among
us. This convergence is the glory and the paradox of Advent as we simultaneously await Jesus’
earthly and cosmic arrivals, looking expectantly for a glimpse of the divine. When you think
of a gate as a boundary, who do you picture waiting near the gate to be let in? Who is waiting
along the edge of our communities needing an invitation or voice of welcome? Who is being

shut out?
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SECOND SUNDAY OF ADVENT

Tears

Focus Scriptures
Psalm 126 and Revelation 7:13—17

Sermon Prompt

Despair doesn’t disappear with the coming of the Lord, nor does it disappear at the holidays.
On the contrary, the festive atmosphere exacerbates many people’s grief and depression. So
many psalms voice the laments and fears of those who mourn and struggle even today, offer-
ing a sound reminder that tears are not antithetical to faith, but part of the human journey we
honor throughout Advent and year-round.

While offering a hopeful word, we must be careful not to minimize painful feelings or too
quickly make the move Psalm 126 describes, turning tears to joy and weeping to shouting, but
offer the assurance that God is faithful throughout our pain. Our comfort is that God sees
our tears and mourns with us. Scripture offers us hope that, while real and valid, our tears will
not last forever, but be wiped away by the very hand of God when all is made well in God’s
kingdom.
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THIRD SUNDAY OF ADVENT

Belts

Focus Scriptures
Jeremiah 13:11 and Mark 6:8-9

Sermon Prompt

This week’s object may be the most unusual of the series. What’s so spiritual about a belt? But
examining what such an essential item of clothing signified in ancient times can reveal intrigu-
ing insights. The terms we translate as “belt” refer to a variety of garments a man would wear
around his waist, serving purposes of protection, modesty, and/or utility. These kinds of belts
can remind us to recognize and embrace our vulnerability. We are not as strong as we like to
think we are.

God desires intimacy with us, to be as close to us as a loin cloth (or whatever we wear clos-
est to our skin!) and to help us recognize our dependence on God. We must open up to God
and learn to trust as Jesus’ disciples did when he sent them out without money or other sup-
plies in their belts. Jesus came in the most vulnerable and dependent form—a human infant.
May we approach God with that same vulnerability this Advent.
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FOURTH SUNDAY OF ADVENT

Trees

Focus Scriptures
Job 14:1-17 and Matthew 13:31-32

Sermon Prompt

Are you a “real tree” family or an “artificial tree” family? There are some benefits to fake
Christmas trees, but one thing you miss out on (besides the pleasant piney smell) is the lesson
in life and death that comes from having a formerly lush plant slowly withering in your home.
Some Christmas trees seem to thrive into January, even apart from their natural nourishment,
while others dry up and lose their needles despite constant watering,

Life is precious and unpredictable. This week’s focus Scriptures emphasize abundant life
emerging in unexpected places—a coppiced stump and a tiny mustard seed. What once thrived
might thrive again despite setbacks, and what is small may hold more wonder than we can
imagine. During Advent, with its cold and short days (in the northern hemisphere, that is), we
seck the unexpectedly evergreen life that God brings. A tiny baby, born in an unexpected place
under less-than-ideal circumstances, gives life everlasting.
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CHRISTMAS EVE

Cloth

Focus Scripture
Luke 2:1-7

Sermon Prompt

Refer to the devotion on pp. 106-108
to inspire your sermon.

CHRISTMAS DAY
Light

Focus Scripture
John 1:1-9

Sermon Prompt

Refer to the devotion on pp. 109-111
to inspire your sermon.
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FIRST SUNDAY OF CHRISTMAS

Hearts

Focus Scriptures
Psalm 51:1-12 and Luke 2:8-20

Sermon Prompt

The week after Christmas is often calm, a good time for rest and reflection after the weeks of
busyness, preparation, and events. While church attendance is often low on this first Sunday
after Christmas Day, encourage those who make worship a priority this week to take time to
attend to their own hearts.

Psalm 51 honors the breathtaking reality that God sees and knows our hearts. We can let
down our guard to bravely face the things we cannot hide from God, own up to them, and
pray for cleansing and course-correction. On the other hand, Mary, in our Gospel reading, is
not purging her heart of transgression but taking in the wonder of her son’s reception into the
world, treasuring the shepherds’ words and pondering them in her heart. As we reflect on the
year behind and ahead, let us decide what we need to treasure and what needs to be cleansed.
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SECOND SUNDAY OF CHRISTMAS

Focus Scriptures
Exodus 32:1-6 and Matthew 2:1-12

Sermon Prompt

The Second Sunday of Christmas falls in the first several days of each New Year, and con-
gregations often use this date to celebrate Epiphany, since January 6 might be any day of the
week. This sermon is useful for observing both the secular new year and the visit of the magi.

New Year’s resolutions often reveal what we truly treasure and value. These articulated
vows and goals can point to an idol, such as a “beach bod” or a big raise, or they can be a gift
to use for the good of others, such as making more time for family or devoting a certain time
cach week to serving those in need. The Hebrews in the wilderness, under stress, revealed
that they valued a god they could see and touch, and so Aaron made them one out of gold.
The magi, on the other hand, gave generously of their gold and other treasures to honor an
unlikely king. Consider the tradition of “star words” to replace typical New Year’s resolutions
with a guiding value that will enrich others, not ourselves.
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EPIPHANY

Stars

Focus Scripture
Matthew 2:1-12

Sermon Prompt

Refer to the devotion on pp. 161-163
to inspire your sermon.

BAPTISM OF THE LORD

Water

Focus Scripture
Mark 1:9-11

Sermon Prompt

Refer to the devotion on pp. 164-166
to inspire your sermon.
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