6th December 2009
Preparing the way

Readings:

"See, I will send my messenger, who will prepare the way before me. Then suddenly the Lord you are seeking will come to his temple; the messenger of the covenant, whom you desire, will come," says the LORD Almighty. But who can endure the day of his coming? Who can stand when he appears? For he will be like a refiner's fire or a launderer's soap. He will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver; he will purify the Levites and refine them like gold and silver. Then the LORD will have men who will bring offerings in righteousness, and the offerings of Judah and Jerusalem will be acceptable to the LORD, as in days gone by, as in former years. 

(Malachi 3:1-4)

In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar—when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, 
Herod tetrarch of Galilee, 
his brother Philip tetrarch of Iturea and Traconitis, 
and Lysanias tetrarch of Abilene — 

during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, 
the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the desert. 
He went into all the country around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 
As is written in the book of the words of Isaiah the prophet: "A voice of one calling in the desert, "Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him. 
Every valley shall be filled in, 
every mountain and hill made low. 
The crooked roads shall become straight,
the rough ways smooth. 
And all mankind will see God's salvation.'" 

(Luke 3:1-6)

Sermon
 ‘See, I will send my messenger, who will prepare the way before me’. 

What we heard read in Malachi was said between 2 and 4 centuries before Jesus was born.

But it would have rung bells with those to whom it was spoken, back then. 
They’d have spotted an echo of Isaiah 40.
And it rings bells with us today because we’ve just heard it quoted by Luke when he was telling us more about a particular messenger. 
John the Baptist, a herald of good news.

But we all know that good news is sometimes hard to come by.  

I spent some time this week looking for it in newspapers, but good news doesn’t seem to sell newspapers. 

So I turned to the internet and found this written by a commuter after a hot, summertime return from work:

Emerging from the tube I quickly escaped to the M&S food store at Victoria station. 
I grabbed a bottle of chilled fresh lemonade and, as I rushed to pay, I noticed a wooden walking-stick perched on the edge of the counter. 
Pointing it out to the cashier she notified me that its owner had just left. 
I rushed out, trying to locate someone with green M&S carrier bags. 
And not far from me was a little old lady with her bags, 

and a slightly curving back, 

slowly sliding her feet to move across the active noisy station floor. 

I slowed-down and quietly asked if the walking-stick was hers. 

The lady gently looked over, her eyes lit-up. 

Her cheeks lifted as she smiled. "That is mine ...I forgot about that".   
After handing-over the stick, she re-adjusted with the support and looked at me again. 
"Thank you very much ... God bless you dear" she softly said.
And as she continued to walk, sliding her feet, this time her pace was faster. 
I had now missed my train but I didn’t mind.  I just felt elated by a stranger's humble blessing. 

A piece of good news. 

Shared by someone who had felt blessed and wanted others to know about it.

A messenger with good news.

A messenger with good news, that was the role ordained for John the Baptist. 
We see that in Luke in chapter 1 when John’s father, Zechariah, speaks prophetically of his infant son:

And you, my child, will be called a prophet of the Most High; 
for you will go on before the Lord to prepare the way for him, 
to give his people the knowledge of salvation through the forgiveness of their sins, 
because of the tender mercy of our God, 
by which the rising sun will come to us from heaven to shine on those living in darkness and in the shadow of death, 
to guide our feet into the path of peace." 
And, we read, the child grew and became strong in spirit; and he lived in the desert until he appeared publicly to Israel. (Luke 1:76-80)

And so it was that the word of God came to John in the desert. 
He went preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 
Calling in the desert, "Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him. 
Every valley shall be filled in, every mountain and hill made low. 
The crooked roads shall become straight, the rough ways smooth. 
And all mankind will see God's salvation.'" 

John the messenger preparing the way for Jesus, God’s salvation for all mankind.

The message of John the Baptist brought people together in their desire for the promised messiah.

He gave them the courage to look ahead, to look past what had been and to hope for what might be.

Filled with the Holy Spirit from birth, John the Baptist paved the way for Jesus to be listened to. 

And Jesus the Son was heard. 
Jesus became the way to the Father.

Jesus, himself making straight that path.
Levelling the obstructions of valleys and hills. 
Smoothing the way.
Being the way.

Giving us the direct route to salvation.

A direct route which is astoundingly simple, yet so many seem to miss it. 
Astoundingly simple: repent of your sins and believe and trust in Jesus, the son of God who loves you.

The direct route to salvation, to eternal life, for everyone who will take it.

Astoundingly simple, yet how many get it? 

We do like to complicate things, so perhaps you’re thinking, no that can’t be quite right.
Surely you’ve got to go to church, 
you’ve got to be baptised, 
you’ve got to be confirmed, 
you’ve got to do good works, 
you’ve got to make cakes for the sales,

you’ve got to make sandwiches and tea at Darby and Joan,

you’ve got to sing in the choir or play in the music group
you’ve got to polish the brasses, 
you’ve got to cut the grass, 
you’ve got to go on the PCC or the rota for flowers or cleaning or coffee or readings or sidesperson or intercessions…. 

Yes, we can be confident that God loves it when we do these things, so long as it’s not out of a sense of duty, but out of love for him.

But, other than baptism, I’m pretty sure that you won’t find Jesus saying that we’ve got to do any of them.

What he wants is the relationship from which those things flow.

That life-saving, life-transforming relationship that comes when we admit our failings to him, resolve to change and ask for his help.

That surrender of our own will to his perfect will for us, 

a perfect will that that enables us to see everything as it really is, not as the world sees it.

The truth is simple. 

Repent of your sins and believe and trust in Jesus, the son of God who loves you.

A truth so simple that a criminal hanging on a cross beside Jesus was able to grasp it and find salvation.
Jesus is the way.  John the Baptist pointed others to him.  But I wonder who points others to Jesus now?

Murray spoke last week about something that the church can sometimes seem shy of mentioning. 
A time when there will be no going back, no deferring of options, no deciding later. 
A time foretold by Jesus, the time when he will return in judgement.

A time when some will be taken and others will be left. 
That sudden coming of the Lord that Murray reminded us of prompts the question in Malachi ‘But who can endure the day of his coming?’
God, speaking through Malachi, compares it to the fire used to refine silver.  

We don’t know for sure how that would have been understood at the time.

But, I’m told that refining silver was a delicate operation because oxygen expelled during the process could become absorbed again the metal would lose its sheen and purity.   
Just the right amount of carbon had to be added to get the chemical balance required. 
I’m sure the refiner would have aimed at achieving perfection first time, 
but sometimes the metal would have to be heated and treated time and again before it was made pure.

I’ve read that the refiner would judge that the silver was wholly pure only when he could see his image reflected in it.
Perhaps that is what God wants us to understand.
Our creator is refining us until he can look and see his own image fully reflected in us once again.
Perhaps our faith is a bit like partly refined silver.

Maybe, we’ve cooled down and lost our sheen and purity.
Or perhaps we’re holding tight to our impurities, 
those things that we do or think in secret, 
those unpleasant things that we say or do to each other. 
Those things which make us feel better for a moment, but which lessen us every time.
Perhaps we’ve cooled down, absorbed impurities again and need to be exposed to the refiner’s fire once more?
But that’s not something to fear. 

That refiner’s fire is not the fire of destruction.  

It’s more like that fire which Moses saw on a bush. 

A fire that does not consume.

It’s the fire which the people saw descend on the apostles gathered at Pentecost.

The fire that is God at work through the Holy Spirit.

The fire which is given to all who repent and believe and trust in Jesus.

A refining fire, it raises our spiritual temperature and releases us from our impurities, 
replacing and keeping them out with the thoughts and ways of Christ.

A process that restores us to a former glory.

A refining that increasingly brings us to reflect the image of our creator back to him and also into this world.

Reflected back to him, but also into this world.

Doing our bit as messenger.

Doing our bit as messenger.

Many have told tell me that they are confident that the way they behave, 
the way they live their lives, 
shows their faith to others.
In effect, they are saying that they are reflecting God’s image to others.

To be honest, I’ve not always been so sure that their confidence is well founded. 

Too often, it’s not the image of our creator that gets noticed first; it is our impurities.

Personally, I hope that at times something of God’s image is visible in me. 
But I don’t con myself that I’m any more than a rather fly-blown fairground distorting mirror when it comes to reflecting his perfection. 

And that’s why I disagree with some who tell me there’s no need for them to talk to others about our faith because it’s already conveyed through their actions.   

You see, I don’t think that the world can understand Christianity just by looking, 
any more than I could understand how to use a computer just by looking at it.

Someone had to introduce me to the computer. 

And someone had to introduce me to Jesus.  

And I don’t think that the world understands that a Christian is no more than a flawed but much loved work in progress who is constantly being reheated and refined.

I don’t think that the world sees much more than it picks up from the newspapers – 

tedious church politics and the occasional downright un-Christian behaviour of some churchgoers.

We know that good news doesn’t sell newspapers. 
So why do we con ourselves that the way we live is enough to sell Christianity? 

After all there are plenty of non-Christians who appear to be leading their lives just as well, if not better. 
Leading our lives in a way pleasing to God is one part of who we are called to be. 

Of course it is. 

It’s is a result of our faith and the Holy Spirit’s refining work in us. 
But the world doesn’t understand about Jesus and every one of us has a part to play in telling others about him.
Your part may be that of the railway M&S cashier who, remembering who doesn’t have what they need, gets someone else to deliver it.

More likely though, it may be you who is called to walk beside someone for a moment and take that piece of good news to them.
Not everyone feels greatly gifted in this, but we can all say something, however inadequate. 
God can do the rest.

As Zechariah said, ‘The rising sun will come to us from heaven to shine on those living in darkness and in the shadow of death’.

There is a dark world out there full of people who need to hear the astoundingly simple truth spoken personally to them. 
The rest, baptism, discipleship, spiritual growth, a place on the rotas or even the PCC, can all follow.

But a people hungry for hope need you to show them the path.

John the Baptist was a messenger preparing the way to Jesus. 

That work has been handed to the church.

The whole church, not just those in accredited ministry.

It is your words added to your actions that will make straight the path between the lost and the one who will save them.

Talk to me or Robin afterwards if you’re not sure how to go about it. 

Go and ask for prayer about in the South Porch during Communion or after the service

Talk about it over coffee.

Go home and pray for the opportunity and the words.

Think about your own story and how you might share that.

Discuss it in your home group.

The world is hungry for good news so let’s not keep its light hidden under a basket. 
Somebody started you on the way once, you wouldn’t be listening to me today if they hadn’t.

As Murray reminded us, there will be a day when it will be too late for those who haven’t turned to Christ. 

So please don’t waste the opportunities that will be sent your way this Christmas season.

Reflect God’s image in your words as well as your deeds.

Throw someone a lifeline.

Make straight their path.

They’ve been trying to get across the railway station of life without their walking stick 

Bring them the support of Jesus and he’ll walk alongside them for ever.
This Christmas is a time to introduce others to the baby in the manger.

Let them see you live your life as peacefully as that infant.
But do show them the man on the cross as well. 
Do show them the empty tomb.

The baby is meaningless without them.

Give them a gift of the astoundingly simple truth. 
Tell them all about Jesus.

It will be the best Christmas present they’ll ever receive.

Bless them, and maybe you too will hear someone say ‘God bless you my dear’. Amen
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