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Well, I want to start this morning with words that are often associated with this time of year 
and with Advent. This is from the Prophet Isaiah Chapter 9. This was written about 800 years 
before the birth of Jesus. If you want to use that Bible there in front of you, I think it's page 729. 
This is Isaiah 9 starting with verse 2. 
               

"The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who dwelt in a 
land of deep darkness, on them light has shone. You have multiplied the nation; you 
have increased its joy; they rejoice before you as with joy at the harvest, as they are 
glad, they are joyful when they divide the spoil."  

             
Four times in that verse this word “joy.”  
              
Verse 4, "For the yoke of his burden, and the staff for his shoulder, the rod of his oppressor, you 
have broken as on the day of Midian."  
               
What's that all about? What's the day of Midian? We're going to come back to that. 
  
Verse 5, "For every boot of the tramping warrior in battle tumult and every garment rolled in 
blood will be burned as fuel for the fire. For to us a child is born, to us a son is given; and the 
government will be on his shoulder, and his name shall be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty 
God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace."  
               
We're starting today the series called “Always Winter; Never Christmas.” As Katie mentioned, 
it's inspired by C.S. Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia and we'll be drawing from these truths. There 
was a movie that came out a few years ago based on this movie. There was a series of movies. 
Just to be clear, this is not Lord of the Rings. There are no hobbits in Narnia. That will be a 
different series that Charlie Dunn will lead us through. 
  
C.S. Lewis is probably the most well-known Christian writer of the 20th Century. What you may 
not know is that Lewis died on the same day that John F. Kennedy was assassinated 55 years 
ago, last week. The most beloved of all of C.S. Lewis' children's books, and if you read them, you 
know that they're not just for children, is the great work “The Lion, the Witch and the 
Wardrobe.” It's about four children in London during World War II who are sent off to a country 
home where they find this magic wardrobe that leads to a magical land called “Narnia.” We just 



started reading this for the first time with our kids. It's been amazing. What Lucy and her 
siblings discover as they walk through this wardrobe is this world in which it's always winter but 
never Christmas. It's bleak and cold and dark and hopeless. The people of this land, as they find 
out, are oppressed by an evil ruler and this powerful army. For 100 years, there has been no 
Christmas in Narnia. It's always winter but never Christmas. 
  
Growing up, for much of my childhood, we lived in Houston, and my mom was one of those 
Christmas junkies. You may have one of these in your family. Decorations were always over the 
top. Manheim Steamroller's Christmas album was playing long before Thanksgiving. We made 
ugly Christmas sweaters in our family look good before ugly Christmas sweaters were a thing. I 
had to wear them as a kid. The weird part was, because we were in Houston, it didn't always 
feel like the Christmas season. There's just something wrong when you wake up on Christmas 
Day and it's 80 degrees outside and humid. There's something wrong with that. Sometimes, in 
our family, we would joke that it was always Christmas but never winter. 
  
Think of a world where it never gets warm, you never see the sun, there's no Christmas, there's 
no Spring, no growth, no end to the long, dark days of winter. Now, imagine that it's not just 
about the weather. It's this picture of the condition of your world and of your life and mine. I 
bet for some of you, you've been in that place. You're maybe walking in that place. You know 
what it's like, in the words of Isaiah, to walk in darkness. It's a world that's just overshadowed 
by suffering, sin and injustice when innocent people are harmed or when hate gives way to 
violence or when fires wipe out entire communities. My wife's family, many of them are in 
Southern California. All around their homes, everything is gone. Sometimes, it's a little closer to 
home. It's the darkness of a crumbling marriage or a battle with addiction or a bought with 
cancer. Maybe for you, this is certainly true for me, it's just these everyday little reminders of 
the darkness that exists inside me. 
  
A while back, I was on this flight to Seattle. It was like a first thing in the morning flight. We're 
boarding the plane. Nobody's really in a good mood to get on a plane in the morning. I sit down 
in my middle seat and right after I sit down, a guy sits down in the aisle seat right next to me. 
The first thing he does is he jams his elbow out over the armrest because there's always this 
question. Who owns the armrest? Well, he established this early and often. This was his 
armrest. Here I am for four hours next to an “armrest hogger.” I'm not in a good mood about 
this. Then, as we're leaving the gate, this same guy, he reaches into his backpack, and he pulls 
out one of those white styrofoam restaurant to-go boxes. There's this little moment. I'm like, 
"God, please don't let it be something smelly." I don't know if it's okay to pray that, but that's 
where I went in that moment. 
  
Sure enough, he opens up this to-go box. He opens up the lid and there is a huge plate of 
something that looks like orange chicken. It is just emanating throughout the cabin. It's not 
even 9:00 in the morning. I was so looking forward to a peaceful flight, maybe a nap, maybe a 
chance to work on my sermon on loving people well. Now, I'm just annoyed. I'm stewing 
because my little world got interrupted. There should be a rule. No eating orange chicken until 
the plane is safely flying at 10,000 feet or higher and I'm already fast asleep. There's this little 



reminder that I don't just live and walk in the darkness. The darkness, it lives inside me. It's 
judgmentalism. It's resentment that I wish I could let go of but just festers. It's when somebody 
wrongs me or just does something that annoys me. It's how I keep score even with people that I 
care about. Its anger, lust and envy. 
  
It is into this darkness, into this brokenness which we cannot heal or save ourselves from that 
Isaiah says a light has come and a child is born. A child who brings light, joy, justice and peace. 
Then, there's this odd line. It's sort of a throwaway line. I've probably read this a hundred times, 
and I've read over it most of my life, but in verse 4 when he says "as in the day of Midian," and 
I've never really thought about what that means. I want to talk for just a few minutes this 
morning because it's such a powerful story to lead us into Advent. It takes us back to the Book 
of Judges. This is a time in Israel's history, these are God's people, when they're getting pushed 
around. They're being oppressed by an enemy nation called the Midianites. It's a time of 
darkness for God's people. They're sort of wondering. They're asking, "Will God ever show up? 
Is it always going to be winter for us?" 
  
Here's what happens in Judges Chapter 6 verse 11. It says,  
               
"The angel of the Lord came and sat down under the oak in Ophrah."  
Just to clarify, that's not a typo. This is not supposed to be Oprah. This is not a proof text for 
watching Oprah. "The angel of the Lord came and sat down under the oak in Oprhah that 
belonged to Joash the Abiezrite, where his son Gideon was threshing wheat in a winepress to 
keep it from the Midianites."  
 
We're told that a guy named Gideon was threshing wheat in a winepress. Say that five times 
really fast. What's important here is that normally you would thresh wheat out in the open 
where the wind, the breeze can kind of separate the wheat from the shaft. A winepress was 
kind of like a little hole, a little pit in the ground. It's a terrible place to thresh wheat. 
  
The point is Gideon is so scared, so nervous that his enemies, the Midianites are going to see 
him. He doesn't want them to know what he's doing. He's hiding as he's threshing the wheat. 
It's this picture of fear, caution and timidity. Gideon is afraid. This is not like an Old Testament 
heroic picture of David going up against Goliath or Samson with his magic mullet. In fact, I was 
thinking about this, if Gideon were to be cast by some big actor in our day and they were to 
make a big movie, this would not be Josh Brolin. It would be more like Ben Stiller, just nervous, 
anxious, always getting picked on, always finding himself in the wrong situation. This is Ben 
Stiller from “Meet the Parents.” I'm not going to say the character's name because even his 
name is awkward. They did not get that in the 8:45 service. Apparently, you didn't either. 
   
Here's what happens to nervous Gideon. He's threshing wheat in secret so that nobody will see 
him, scared of all this darkness, all the threats that are around him. Then, verse 12, here's what 
we read.  
 



"When the angel of the Lord appeared to Gideon, he said, 'The Lord is with you, mighty 
warrior.'" 
  
God comes to Ben Stiller, and he just breathes courage into him. He says,  
 
"Stand up, for you are a mighty warrior." Gideon responds to God, verse 13, "'Pardon me, my 
Lord,' Gideon replied, 'but if the Lord is with us, why has all this happened to us?'"  
Then, again in verse 15, 
  
"'Pardon me, my Lord,' Gideon answered, 'but how can I save Israel? My clan is the weakest in 
Manasseh, and I am the least in my family.'" 
  
He says basically, "Here's Israel, here's my clan, and here's me all the way back down in the 
bottom." If you were grading Gideon on a self-confidence scale in this moment, one to ten, 
what would he be? He's like a .5. Even the way he addresses God, he's like, "Pardon me, Mr. 
God, but I think you have the wrong guy. I'm no superhero. I'm just plain ole Gideon." 
  
Verse 16, "The Lord answered, 'I will be with you, and I will strike down all the Midianites.'"  
               
God doesn't just ask Gideon to stop being a coward. He says, "No, I'm going to bring freedom to 
all my people, and I'm going to do it through you, Gideon. It's you and me against the 
Midianites, and the Midianites are going down." As the story unfolds with Gideon, and I'm 
grateful to John Ortberg and some of his writing here, but Gideon, it's like he takes one little 
step through the nerves, the caution, the fear. One after another, he just has to push through 
his reluctance and nervous about failing. God continues to say, "Gideon, you are my man. You 
are a mighty warrior, and I am going to do this through you. I will be with you, and I will rescue 
my people through you." 
  
Finally, Gideon, he sends out word, and he summons the Israelite army. We're told that 32,000 
Israelite soldiers show up. Here they are standing on one side of the valley, and they look out 
and on the other side of the valley is this vast impressive army of Midian. Gideon looks out on 
his enemy. We're told that in Judges 7, he sees 135,000 soldiers looking back at him. He says 
that they were as thick of locusts covering the whole valley. By the way, there's a similar scene 
in the “Chronicles of Narnia” where these four children find themselves leading an army to save 
all of Narnia. Just these ordinary kids being called into a battle against the forces of evil. Gideon 
sees this enemy army and he says to God, he says, "We're in trouble. We're outnumbered 4 to 
1. We've got a numbers problem, God." God says, "You're right. You do have a numbers 
problem." 
  
Judges 7 verse 2, "The Lord said to Gideon, 'You have too many men.'"  
Isn't that great? Gideon's like, "Huh? I don't think you heard me, God. We're outnumbered 
here. They have more camels than we have men."  



God says, "No, I cannot deliver Midian into your hands or Israel would boast against me, 'My 
own strength has saved me.'" God says to Gideon, "I want you to send home every man who's 
afraid. Just let them go home."  
Gideon starts walking home. Then, he realizes he's the leader. He's in charge. He can't leave at 
this point. We're told that 22,000 men in this moment walked away. Here, Gideon is left with 
an army of 10,000 soldiers looking across. He is now outnumbered 13 to 1. God comes to 
Gideon again, verse 4, "But the Lord said to Gideon, 'There are still too many men. Take them 
down to the water and I will thin them out for you there.'" Here's what happens, verse 5.  
It says, "So Gideon took the men down to the water, and there the Lord told him, 'Separate 
those who lap the water with their tongues as a dog laps from those who kneel down to drink 
the water.'" 
 
Now, I recognize this is one of those Bible stories that kind of leaves us scratching our heads 
like, "What's going on here?" Scholars have written about this and tried to figure out what's the 
deal with the drinking like dogs. Bottom line, to be associated with dogs in that day was not a 
good thing. This was not a compliment. If you've ever watched closely, if you've ever just 
studied the way that a dog drinks water when they're really thirsty, I mean, it's not a very 
respectable thing. We have a Brittany spaniel named “Kylie.” She's eight years old. Some of you 
have met Kylie because she escapes our house all the time. Thank you for those of you who 
have brought our dog home. When she gets really thirsty, when it's hot outside in the summer, 
she will go to her water bowl, and she will literally submerge her entire face into the water 
bowl. She will try to lap up as much water as she possibly can. Then, before actually swallowing 
said water, she will get up and leave the water bowl and walk into another room in the house 
where the water doesn't actually end up being swallowed. It ends up all over the floor. Does 
anyone else have a dog that does this? It's like they transport mid water consumption. It's a 
mess. I've been telling Alie for years, "Our dog has a drinking problem. We've got to get this 
figured out." 
  
We're told that 300 of Gideon's men drank water like dogs. 
               
“And God says to Gideon, "These are my guys. I want you to send everyone else home." 
              
The point is this is not a group of elite Army Rangers. These are men who drink like Kylie. These 
are kind of the nobodies that just don't do things right. It is an army of 300 left outs. They're 
going to go up against 135,000 trained soldiers. Gideon is like, "You have got to be kidding me, 
God," but he's already in too deep. He's already gone so far beyond his comfort zone. He's all 
in. Everyone's looking to him to be the leader. Here's what he's about to find out. What is 
impossible on my own becomes unstoppable with God. Gideon moves forward in faith. He's still 
afraid. He's still nervous but he leads his 300 men into the heart of the Midianite army in the 
middle of the night in total darkness. It's an incredible story. We don't have time to play it out, 
but God does what he had always promised to do in and through Gideon. The Midianite 
soldiers, they flee in fear from these 300 men. Now, God's people are free. 
  



How about you? What is your impossible? What are you up against where maybe you're 
outnumbered, outmatched, overwhelmed, under-resourced? When you look at that problem 
or that challenge or that crisis, there is no possible way that you can control the outcome. I've 
been there. My family has been through that. I've walked with some of you through that 
darkness. I'm walking with some of you right now. God says, I am with you. You do not have to 
live in fear. You were not destined for darkness. You are not defined by your inadequacy or 
your weakness or your nervousness or your failures. With God at your side, you are a mighty 
warrior. What's impossible on your own, it becomes unstoppable when God shows up. 
  
Turns out, Gideon isn't the only Ben Stiller character in the Scriptures who struggles with fear 
and anxiety. Abraham, Moses, Sarah, even King David at times, Peter, the disciples, and then, if 
you think about it, the mother of Jesus. Think about Mary, this unmarried teenage girl who 
finds out she's pregnant in a world where being unmarried and pregnant means you're going to 
be marked by shame that will follow you for the rest of your life. Then, as if it couldn't get any 
worse, Mary is forced to travel in her third trimester, which, if you've been there before, it 
takes a while. Joseph has to stop every hour for five days. This is not a Hallmark greeting card 
kind of scene that we often associate with Christmas. Everywhere you turn in the Christmas 
story it's loaded with fear. What are the two words that you hear most of all in the Advent 
stories? Fear not. "Mary, do not be afraid, for I am with you. What seems impossible on your 
own is unstoppable with me." That's the promise. That's the hope that we hold on to and we 
wait for this time of year. 
  
I know for some of you this truly is a time of waiting. You're waiting for a light to break through 
to your darkness, for your winter to come to an end. Maybe you've been waiting for a child for 
years now. After years of doctor's appointments and hormone shots and the emotional beat 
down of like one failed IVF after another, you're wondering, "Will it always be winter, God?" 
Maybe you're wondering if someone that you love, who you care for so much, if someone 
who's drowning in addiction is ever finally going to say, "I need help." Or you've been battling 
disease, battling cancer, and you're just tired of the fight, tired of all the treatments. Advent is 
this time of waiting and watching for God's light to break through our darkness. 
  
As a way of wrapping this up, I want to close with three things that Gideon teaches us about 
Advent waiting. Three things. The first is this. If your back is against the wall, maybe God is just 
thinning out the lines.  
               
Judges 7 verse 4, "But the Lord said to Gideon, 'There is still too many men. Take them down to 
the water, and I will thin them out for you there.'" 
   
Sometimes we think that God is stripping away what we need, what we depend on for 
protection and for security and safety. Could it be that God is just thinning out the army so that 
when he shows up, when he rescues, we will know that it is by his strength? Maybe you're 
waiting for God to show up, and you've been praying or you're in that place of panic, and you're 
asking, "How am I going to get out of this?" Maybe God is thinning out the line so that when he 



delivers, you will know that it was his strength and not your own that led you through it. Maybe 
God is thinning out the lines. 
  
Then, second, Gideon shows us that there is no better time than Advent to tear down idols. It's 
interesting. In the story of Gideon, the first thing he does when he is summoned into this battle 
is not to go straight to the battlefield. No. The first thing he does is go and he destroys the idol 
worshiping altars of his town. Waiting on God does not mean you just sit down on your hands 
kind of wondering what you're supposed to do until he shows up. It's not about being helpless 
and passive. It's a struggle. Advent waiting is a chance to look at our lives, to look inward. To 
examine our hearts and to lay down these false gods of materialism, success and pleasure, even 
making an idol of the perfect family. There is no better time than Advent to tear down these 
false gods so that we can be ready for the one true king that can take up residence in our 
hearts. 
  
Advent is a time when God may be thinning out the lines. It's a time to let go of idols. Then, the 
last thing is this. Advent is a time to wrestle in prayer. What I love about Gideon's back and 
forth with God is just this stubbornness with which he keeps wanting to cower away. He wants 
to retreat from God and to retreat from the call that God has placed on his life. Yet, he 
continues in honesty to wrestle before his God. What if even in your fear, even in your 
weakness, even in your lack of faith, what if you were to just keep asking God to show you what 
he's up to? God, I'm really curious at this point. What are you going to do with this? Because I 
don't see a way out, but I will wait, and I will look for you to rescue me from this hopeless 
situation. I will not stop seeking you in prayer. Advent is a time to wrestle and to persevere in 
prayer. 
  
If you're not sure where to start with that kind of prayer, I'd encourage you to grab one of 
those Advent guides or to access it online. Every day are these prayers that will lead you into 
the Advent story, into the promise of Christ breaking into the darkness of our lives. If that's 
something that almost seems like too much for you, maybe you just take a little bit of time at 
the beginning or the end of your day for the next week to pray, "Come, Lord Jesus. Just come 
and show up and show me how you're going to work through this mess of what I'm facing, this 
mess of what I've made of my life. Come into the midst of my struggle." Maybe prayer is not 
really something you're comfortable with, you're intimidated by. Maybe this could be the first 
time in your life where you can just come unfiltered before God. 
  
I'm going to close us with prayer. Maybe you can just make these words your words just 
between you and God as we pray.  
              
Father, some of us, we are waiting for you to show up. We're at the end of our rope. God, 
would you make it so clear that we are not alone, that you are with us and that you are bigger 
than our fear? Would you give us courage to trust in you, to give up false idols that keep us 
from knowing your freedom and your peace and that keep promising what only you can 
provide? Free us from those things. Then God, help us to prepare to be ready to receive the gift 
of Christmas of your son Jesus. Lord, for those of us who are living in this in between, between 



light and darkness, would you surprise us with your joy even as we wait on you? We pray all 
this in the name of your son Jesus. And everybody said. Amen. 
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