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Sermon: Second Sunday of Advent
“Let Us Prepare for the Coming of Christ”

Scripture Readings

Isaiah 40: Selected verses

A voice cries out: "In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD, make straight in the desert a highway for our God. Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made low; the uneven ground shall become level, and the rough places a plain.  Then the glory of the LORD shall be revealed, and all people shall see it together, for the mouth of the LORD has spoken." 

A voice says, "Cry out!"And I said, "What shall I cry?"All people are grass, their constancy is like the flower of the field. The grass withers, the flower fades, when the breath of the LORD blows upon it; surely the people are grass. The grass withers, the flower fades; but the word of our God will stand forever. Get you up to a high mountain, O Zion, herald of good tidings; lift up your voice with strength, O Jerusalem, herald of good tidings, lift it up, do not fear; say to the cities of Judah, "Here is your God!" See, the Lord GOD comes with might, and his arm rules for him; his reward is with him, and his recompense before him. He will feed his flock like a shepherd; he will gather the lambs in his arms, and carry them in his bosom, and gently lead the mother sheep. 

Why do you say, O Jacob, and speak, O Israel, "My way is hidden from the LORD, and my right is disregarded by my God"? Have you not known? Have you not heard? The LORD is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth. He does not faint or grow weary; his understanding is unsearchable. He gives power to the faint, and strengthens the powerless. Even youths will faint and be weary, and the young will fall exhausted; but those who wait for the LORD shall renew their strength, they shall mount up with wings like eagles, they shall run and not be weary, they shall walk and not faint. 

Matthew 3:1-13

In those days John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness of Judea, proclaiming, "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near." This is the one of whom the prophet Isaiah spoke when he said, "The voice of one crying out in the wilderness:

'Prepare the way of the Lord,

make his paths straight.'"

Now John wore clothing of camel's hair with a leather belt around his waist, and his food was locusts and wild honey. Then the people of Jerusalem and all Judea were going out to him, and all the region along the Jordan, and they were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins. 

But when he saw many Pharisees and Sadducees coming for baptism, he said to them, "You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Bear fruit worthy of repentance. Do not presume to say to yourselves, 'We have Abraham as our ancestor'; for I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children to Abraham. Even now the ax is lying at the root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. 

"I baptize you with water for repentance, but one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to carry his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and will gather his wheat into the granary; but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire." 

Introduction:

Getting ready for Christmas is not a simple task. There is so much to do. For many of us this is the busiest time of the year. It can also be nerve-wracking, particularly if you are a person who does not like being rushed.  

Here’s a typical to-do list. Some of the things on it are completed and some are not, at least not yet.

[read list, last one is REPENT!]

How did this one get in here? Who ever heard of such a thing? Repent on a Christmas to-do list?

John the Baptist has done it again! Just when we are starting to feel festive this eccentric guy  comes along again and puts a damper on our Merry Christmas! 
You will notice that I have named this sermon message “Let Us Prepare for the Coming of Christ.” 
But perhaps a more catchy title would have been “Repent Your Way to a Merry Christmas!”

This is exactly what we are called to do. Let’s take a closer look…
So, what is this item on our list? 

--REPENT 
By definition, 

it means…
a. to turn from sin and dedicate oneself to the amendment of one's life 

b. to change one's mind 
The Greek Dictionary expands the definition, saying:

Metanoia: to change for the better, to be transformed

--as in metamorphosis.  

According to the prophets, 

this is the way we prepare 
for the coming of Christ.





--by repenting.
The call began 
with the OT prophet Isaiah, who cried out: 

"A voice of one calling in the desert, 
˜Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him.'" 


His words pointed to John the Baptist , 

who, centuries later,

 
came baptizing persons for the forgiveness of sin,



to prepare them for the coming of Christ. 

He was 

the voice of one calling in the desert, 
˜Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him.'" 


The message is for us too

--we who live in the modern world

God’s Word is good for all generations

and it continues to ring out from the mouths of the prophets,




even today





--calling us to repent.

But, as we modern-day believers know,

repentance is more than 
turning away from immoral acts. 

The Bible talks about 
two categories of sin: 
Sins of commission and sins of omission 
…which would include both the doing 
of the harmful things we have done 

and  

the not doing

--of the things we should have done 

for ourselves and others.

This tells us that repentance is not only 

a turning away from something

but that it is also

a turning toward something.

And Scripture also teaches us that repentance we turn toward God 
when we turn toward others. 

We learned this from the story Jesus told about the king, who said to the people:

I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me,  I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.'  

And when the people said, Lord, when did we do these things to you?

And this is when the king answered, 

'Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.' 

This tells us that:

When we reach out to help others

--be it family, friends, neighbors

and particularly those we don’t even know

we are ministering to Jesus himself.



Truly, opportunities for ministering to Jesus abound.

They are all around us!

So, the question we should ask ourselves now, is this:

“What am I doing 

(or failing to do) 

that keeps me from fulfilling my God-given potential?”  

Addressing this question 
is the fist step 
of the process called repentance.
Scripture shows us that there are 3 steps to the process.

1. Examine our hearts closely and deeply [expound].

2. Next we make the decision to change. 
Experience teaches us that we are able to make this decision when we are hurting so badly that the fear of staying the same outweighs the fear of changing.
But, it is better not to wait.

3. And then, once we make the decision to change, 
we ask God to help us.
and the way we do this 

is by inviting Jesus to live in our hearts.
A woman named Jeannie clung fiercely to her last shreds of sanity and dignity amidst the chaotic mass of holiday shoppers milling about. Christmas was fast approaching, but the joys of the season were alien to her that year. Her parents' impending divorce, after 36 years of marriage, mocked all her childhood memories of holiday celebrations made rich with family togetherness and traditions. She was in no mood to confront the greedy grasping and empty materialism of the department stores, but her children needed gifts, too. 

As Jeannie wandered the aisles of one store, she came upon a nativity set, its little characters strewn across the floor. As she stooped to pick it up, she heard a mother in the next aisle scolding her daughter. Evidently, the child had picked something up off the floor and popped it in her mouth. The little girl protested that she hadn't put the object in her mouth; instead, she was kissing it. "It" turned out to be a little figurine of the baby Jesus, probably the same figurine that went with the scattered nativity set Jeannie held in her hands. 

Jeannie crept around the aisle to take a look. The little girl and her mother were obviously poor, but the little girl's face shone as she held the Christ child figurine up to her mother. She implored her mother to buy it, but there was obviously no money for this kind of thing. After being told no, there was silence. Then, suddenly, the child's eyes lit up as she said, "Mommy, I don't need the baby Jesus doll, really. My teacher from Sunday School says that I've got Jesus living in my heart!" 


“HAS CHRIST BEEN BORN IN YOUR HEART?

HAVE YOU EVER INTENTIONALLY ASKED HIM TO COME AND BE BORN IN YOUR HEART? 

This would require your actually praying the words, 

"Come into my heart, Lord Jesus, be born in me today?" 

We will have opportunity to do exactly this 
--in a unity prayer

at our Christmas Eve Candlelight Service
--11:00p.m. here in Sanctuary.


I hope you can all come.
[describe candles, etc]

For… this is the real purpose of celebrating Christmas
each and every year:

To give us the opportunity once again 

to invite Jesus to be born in our hearts anew: 

This is the greatest gift of Christmas! 

But, as we know, Christmas is still weeks away,

We still have lots to do to get ready.

According to Scripture,

we need to do some cleaning first

--to clean that “manger within” 

so that it will be ready to receive the baby, 

come Christmas morn. 

[just as expectant couples get a nursery ready before bringing a newborn baby home from the hospital—like getting the carpets shampooed,  pre-washing the sheets, etc. ]

This is how one prepares to receive an infant on a physical level.

Preparing to receive the infant Jesus is much the same.

Spiritual preparation was something 
the “people of old” 
were quite familiar with. 
Tradition tells us that the Jews took a bath before entering the Temple. 
It was called a mikvah 
--done for the purpose of becoming 
ritually pure for worship. 
What John was calling them to do 
was therefore 
not entirely new to them.

What was new 

was the long lasting aspect 
--that the cleansing they received 
through repentance and baptism 

would lead them to a whole new way
of living life.


The baptism that John was making available to them 

would continue to wash them clean 
for the remainder of their lives.

Their part was to obey
--to start moving forward  
and to keep moving forward.
This is actually the definition of spiritual growth
—like riding a bicycle:

You have to keep pedaling,



because if you stop,





you’ll fall over!
The process of spiritual growth is the same for us.

We are baptized either as infants, children, or adults.
And then, 

if we intend to grow into mature Christians, 
we have to start moving toward God 

and keep moving forward 

throughout our lives.

So, with this definition of repentance in mind,



we should now ask ourselves a very important question:

ARE THERE SOME CHANGES I NEED TO MAKE IN MY LIFE? 
This requires that we get honest with ourselves. 
[after all, we can’t fool God]

Here are some more specific questions 
that each of us should ask ourselves
right now:

Is there a resentment I need to let go of? 
An unhealthy relationship I need to re-examine? 
A harmful habit I need to break?

God calls us to look deep within, 
to search our hearts 
and to make these changes 
in our lives.
And, the best part is:

We don’t have to do it alone.

for God has promised to help us:
For the LORD is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth. He does not faint or grow weary; his understanding is unsearchable. He gives power to the faint, and strengthens the powerless. Even youths will faint and be weary, and the young will fall exhausted; but those who wait for the LORD shall renew their strength, they shall mount up with wings like eagles, they shall run and not be weary, they shall walk and not faint. 

The time to become aware and repent is now.

Unchecked,


sin can destroy us



--body, mind and soul.
 
[use frog in the kettle illustration] 

This is how sin works in our lives. 
It creeps up on us.

Anger, 
resentment, 
self-destructive habits: 
All must be dealt with
lest they destroy us. 
And this is why John the Baptist comes to us again this year, saying, "Repent." 
Though we may be looking forward to Christmas,


wishing it would get here soon.
Advent is here,

now,

giving us the perfect opportunity to look within 
to examine our hearts and lives, 
and to make changes 

that will better our lives.
We can be sure that there are people in this church and in this community 
that need to be reached out to.

The season gives us the ideal opportunity to do so

--through the giving of gifts. 
And,  let us remember that gifts do not always have to be material in nature. 
The acts of kindness we do for one another 
are often 
the most appreciated gifts of all! 


[caroling last night]

There is an old Christmas story by Pearl S. Buck about a young man's first experience of giving a gift from the heart: 

Rob was fifteen years old that Christmas, a “strapping” young man who was a great help on his family's farm. Farm work started early in the morning, with Rob and his father out in the barn milking the cows every morning at 5 a.m. Rob liked working alongside his father, although he wasn't too fond of getting up so early. One morning, he overheard his parents talking outside his bedroom. His father was hesitant to wake Rob for the morning's chores. He wanted his son to get some sleep. He wished aloud that he could do all the milking himself, so as not to work Rob so much. 

As Rob lay there listening to his parent's conversation, he was struck with the realization that his father loved him. His parents had always expressed their love in simple, everyday ways, but they weren't prone to verbalize their feelings. But this conversation was confirmation enough for Rob. His father loved him. Suddenly, Rob wanted more than anything to show his father that he loved him, too. 

Christmas was only a few days away, so Rob had a little time to think. He couldn't afford to buy his parents a fancy present. But he did have an idea of something that would make his father happy: Rob would go out early and milk the cows all by himself, before his father even woke up. So that Christmas morning, Rob woke before 4 a.m. He slipped out to the barn and milked all the cows, then made it back to bed before his father could suspect anything. Rob's heart had been so full of love and joy that it hadn't even felt like work to him. 

Soon, his father came into his room and woke him for the morning milking. Then he went on ahead while Rob got ready. In a few minutes, Rob's father returned. He was alternately laughing and crying, so touched by his son's gift that he didn't know what to say. And as he wrapped his arms around his son, Rob's father promised that he would remember this gift every Christmas for as long as he lived. 

And now, fifty years after that day, Rob still awoke on Christmas morning and remembered the gift that had made his father so happy, a gift that had come straight from his heart. This was a gift of thoughtfulness that had not cost Rob a penny, but it was priceless to his father. 
So, who is that someone you need to reach out to this Christmas? 
Is it someone in your own family?  Someone at school or at work? 
--someone here at church? 
If each of us is willing to look within and examine our lives, 
open our hearts to the indwelling Christ, 
and reach out with Christ's love to others, 

we will be well prepared for Christmas! 


The truth is:

Repent 
should be 
on every one of our to-do lists
…for,

whether we like it or not, 

John the Baptist continues to cry out to us 

again this year, saying:
"Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near." 

The mouth of the LORD has spoken:

The glory of the LORD shall be revealed, and all people shall see it together.

Come, Lord Jesus, come.

Hymnal p. 207: all sing  
“Prepare the way of the Lord.”
