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Sermon for the Second Sunday of Advent 2009: “Preparing the Way”

Scripture Readings:
Malachi 3:1-4

See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple. The messenger of the covenant in whom you delight — indeed, he is coming, says the LORD of hosts. But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he appears?

For he is like a refiner's fire and like fullers' soap; he will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver, and he will purify the descendants of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, until they present offerings to the LORD in righteousness.   Then the offering of Judah and Jerusalem will be pleasing to the LORD as in the days of old and as in former years. 

*Luke 3:1-6

In the fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, and Herod was ruler of Galilee…during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness. He went into all the region around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins, as it is written in the book of the words of the prophet Isaiah,

"The voice of one crying out in the wilderness:

'Prepare the way of the Lord,

make his paths straight. 

Every valley shall be filled,

and every mountain and hill shall be made low,

and the crooked shall be made straight,

and the rough ways made smooth; 

and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.'
Today’s Scripture readings confront us with those eccentric people 
who were known by the ancient world as prophets: 
Nobody wanted to have them around
--and we wouldn’t either if they lived in our present day

—and most certainly not at Christmastime! 
Nevertheless, the church insists that these guys are an important part of Advent. 
We are more familiar with the one named John the Baptist
He is that burly fellow with a scruffy beard who wears clothes 

made out of camel hair and eats honey and locusts for dinner.

The other we are less familiar with.

His name is Malachi—



and nobody knows much anything him.   

Either way, we’ve never seen a Christmas card with either of their pictures on the front. 
And as far as I know, there is no such thing as a John the Baptist or Malachi 
Christmas tree ornament. 
No child would ever want to play the part of either of these guys in a Christmas program
…because if either of these were in the stable that holy night, 
he wouldn’t be kneeled at the manger quietly adoring the Christ Child. 

Instead, he would be flailing his arms around, yelling words like “repent! 

The kingdom of heaven is at hand!”

Well, the thinking of the church is 
that if we don't include the words of the prophets in our Advent preparations, 
we won’t be prepared when Christmas day arrives…
Evidently, the words are the prophets are meant for us too.

So let’s take a closer look…
Malachi and John the Baptist,  

like all of the other prophets,

were chosen by God 
as special messengers.

They said whatever God told them to say,


pleasant or not

and did exactly what God instructed them to do.

As a rule, 
they didn’t fit into society very well.

They had been set apart for a purpose,

and they were a different breed of folk

--with the reputation of being eccentric 
--to say the least
--definitely not your ordinary citizen 

that one could stop and chat with 
on the street.

Frankly, they could be a real nuisance


--noisy in public

--always saying things people didn’t want to hear



…which is probably why they lived out in the wilderness.



--nobody wanted them in their town.
Even so, the words they spoke 

were given them by God,

so they did whatever it took 
to get peoples’ attention.

Most of them spent their time, it seems, 

 shouting words of warning, gloom and doom,

Even when the message was a one of hope,
people really didn’t want to hear it…
…because even the promise of good things to come

came with a requirement

--a requirement for change 

on the part of the people

--and nobody likes change, much, it seems.
It was the prophet’s job to do whatever it took to get God’s people to change.

Malachi, who was the last of the Old Testament prophets
—lived in the depressing times of fifth century B.C. 
He pleaded with his people to live faith-filled lives—even in hard times. 
And history tells us that these were difficult times indeed.
It was a time of economic depression, 
perhaps not so different to what we are experiencing now 
--in our own day and time.
And as we are currently observing in our own society,

financial stress often leads to decline in all areas of life.

When the prophet Malachi looked out at the people of God,

he saw three maladies that bothered him--alot: 

One was religious slackness on the part of God’s people. 

"Why go to temple?" the people asked. 

"Why pray? God doesn't care for us so why should we care about him. 

Why should we obey his laws?" 

They stopped going to the temple to worship.



And it all went downhill from there.

This led to the erosion of morals:
Neglecting to worship God led to personal crises,

which led to immorality. 
five of which,

Malachi listed in the verse that follows today’s reading.

(1) the practice of magic  
(2) adultery 
(3) lying 
(4) cheating in business

and (5) failure to help the persons among them who were in need 
 And… on top of all this,

the people had developed a very bad vice

—the habit of complaining. 

This is what Malachi was up against


--a nation of people who were going downhill fast



--and a God was counting on him 

to convince the people of God 

to turn from their evil ways. 

He knew that he couldn’t do it for them.

Someone else would come along and help them.
“And when he comes, he will be like a refiner's fire and like fullers' soap.” 

 “The one who is coming will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver, 

and he will purify the descendants of Levi 

and refine them like gold and silver,

until they present offerings to the LORD in righteousness.”

So this was the prophecy given by Malachi.
The next prophet to come along was John the Baptist, almost 600 years later.
He came crying out in the wilderness, saying:

'Prepare the way of the Lord,

make his paths straight. 

Every valley shall be filled,

and every mountain and hill shall be made low,

and the crooked shall be made straight,

and the rough ways made smooth; 

It was another way of saying, “Repent!”

And this is the challenge we have before us


in this season we know as Advent 
--to prepare for the coming of Christ by 

taking a serious look at our own spiritual condition and the way we are living our lives.

For some of us, this will require correcting religious slackness on our part.


The question to ask ourselves is this:

“Am I putting God first in my life?” 

Jesus has instructed us to seek the kingdom of God first in our lives.

“If we are not, 
what steps do we need to take in order to restore my relationship with Him?”

Another question to ask ourselves this Advent season has to do with morality.

Clearly, the world’s standards are not the same as God’s.


Malachi’s list of sins sounds strangely familiar:

We are seeing, in our own present day, 

an increasing number of persons 

turning to palm readers and soothsayers for advice. 

Adultery is on the rise—It is the #1 destroyer of our social structure.

Daily we hear on the news, marriages and families being threatened.
Just this past week we heard of one in particular
which shows us that none of us—not even our nation’s heroes are immune to it.

In a country that was based on integrity, lying seems to have taken the place of honest. 

These days, cheating in business seems to be the most popular way to get ahead.

The rule in today’s world seems to be “just don’t get caught!”

And have you noticed that the world seems to be filled with persons who are self-centered?
[expound—driving, standing in lines, etc.]

This has led to a lot of complaining—which is poison to everyone’s ears
--and to the complainer’s hearts.
It is obvious that our world and our lives need some “cleaning up.” 
I say that is time to call in the Holy Spirit. 
So does Malachi! 

As we have heard in today’s Old Testament reading, he says let’s bring in the fire and the soap!
This concept puzzled some women in a Bible study and they wondered what this statement meant about the character and nature of God. One of the women offered to find out the process of refining silver and get back to the group at their next Bible Study. 

That week, the woman called a silversmith and made an appointment to watch him at work. She didn't mention anything about the reason for her interest beyond her curiosity about the process of refining silver. 

As she watched the silversmith, he held a piece of silver over the fire and let it heat up. He explained that in refining silver, one needed to hold the silver in the middle of the fire where the flames were hottest as to burn away all the impurities. The woman thought about God holding us in such a hot spot then she thought again about the verse that says: "He sits as a refiner and purifier of silver." 

She asked the silversmith if it was true that he had to sit there in front of the fire the whole time the silver was being refined. The silversmith answered that yes, he not only had to sit there holding the silver, but he had to keep his eyes on the silver the entire time it was in the fire. If the silver was left a moment too long in the flames, it would be destroyed! 

The woman was silent for a moment. Then she asked the silversmith, "How do you know when the silver is fully refined?" He smiled at her and answered, "Oh, that's easy - when I see my image in it."

This is the way God purifies us [expound]. 

And this is really the only proper way to properly prepare for the coming of the Lord. 
The refiner’s fire does not destroy us: 
It  makes us stronger.
It will make us pure and holy 

as Christ is pure and holy.
I’m sure that we have all been through the refiner’s fire at some time in our life.
But no matter what our own personal trials have been,

the important thing is how we come out in the end.

We will either be stronger and wiser than before


--or we will be weak to the point of giving up.

The choice is ours.

For the Christian, the goal is to look more and more like Christ.

This is the mark of a mature person.

Throughout our lives, 

Christ, our refiner, is watching over us and holding us in His loving hand.

He knows exactly when His purification work in us is done: 
It is complete when He can look at us 
and plainly see His own image reflected back. 
This is the GOOD NEWS!

…and this is why we observe Advent.

So that we may all be reflections of Jesus Christ, 
who is “the reason for the season,” 
the true spirit of Christmas 

this year and always.

 [have congregation sing the song “Purify My Heart”]
