2nd SUNDAY IN ADVENT
December 6, 2009

Malachi 3:1–7b
“Behold, I send my messenger and he will prepare the way before me. And the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple; and the messenger of the covenant in whom you delight, behold, 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 sons of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, and they will bring offerings in righteousness to the Lord.  Then the offering of Judah and Jerusalem will be pleasing to the Lord as in the days of old and as in former years. “Then I will draw near to you for judgment. I will be a swift witness against the sorcerers, against the adulterers, against those who swear falsely, against those who oppress the hired worker in his wages, the widow and the fatherless, against those who thrust aside the sojourner, and do not fear me, says the Lord of hosts. “For I the Lord do not change; therefore you, O children of Jacob, are not consumed.  From the days of your fathers you have turned aside from my statutes and have not kept them. Return to me, and I will return to you, says the Lord of hosts. 

Philippians 1:2–11 
Luke 3:1–20
In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate being governor of Judea, and Herod being tetrarch of Galilee, and his brother Philip tetrarch of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias tetrarch of Abilene, during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John the son of Zechariah in the wilderness.  And 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 Isaiah the prophet,

“The voice of one crying 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 become straight, and the rough places shall become level ways, 

and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.”
He said therefore to the crowds that came out to be baptized by him, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?  Bear fruits in keeping with repentance. And do not begin to say to yourselves, 'We have Abraham as our father.' For I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children for Abraham.  Even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees. Every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.” And the crowds asked him, “What then shall we do?”  And he answered them, “Whoever has two tunics is to share with him who has none, and whoever has food is to do likewise.”  Tax collectors also came to be baptized and said to him, “Teacher, what shall we do?”  And he said to them, “Collect no more than you are authorized to do.”  Soldiers also asked him, “And we, what shall we do?” And he said to them, “Do not extort money from anyone by threats or by false accusation, and be content with your wages.” 

[As the people were in expectation, and all were questioning in their hearts concerning John, whether he might be the Christ,  John answered them all, saying, “I baptize you with water, but he who is mightier than I is coming, the strap of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.  His winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.” So with many other exhortations he preached good news to the people.  But Herod the tetrarch, who had been reproved by him for Herodias, his brother's wife, and for all the evil things that Herod had done,  added this to them all, that he locked up John in prison.]

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
You don’t walk your family out into the wilderness for no reason.   

Out in the wilderness is the Prophet, John the Baptist.  Back in the city, in Jerusalem, everyone has heard about him, his sermons are the daily topic around the water-cooler.  Matthew’s account tells us that to hear John the Baptist, people were going out from Jerusalem, from all Judea, and from the whole region.  (Matt. 3:5)  And Luke tells us there were crowds coming out to hear what John was saying.

You don’t walk your family out into the wilderness for no reason.  Depending on exactly where John was out in the Jordan area, it would’ve been about 30 miles from Jerusalem—that’s a long walk, a two or three day journey from your home, to go out an hear this man John.

You don’t go on a walk like that unless you’re going to get something out of it.  

What would make it worthwhile, to invest your family into a trip like this?

It is worthwhile because John’s out in the desert promising release, promising to cut you free from what constrains you, promising to relieve you of that which binds you and holds you back.

It’s about repentance says John out in the wilderness.

Luke 3:3:

[John] went into all the region around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  

To repent is to be done with all the old stuff, to be cut loose from the stuff holding you down, released from the weight, to be freed from all the stifling stuff.

And these people going out to John knew what it was to be bound and weighed down and stifled in life.  They had been brought up under the teachings of the Pharisees and the teachers of the Law.  They had been beat down with systems and programs of how to live a pious life, they had been set into a hierarchy of who are the really good church people, who are the merely good church people, and who are the barely hanging on church people.  

Where are you in the hierarchy of piety, where are you in the progression of your Christian life—a good teacher of the Law can tell you, and then you’ll know what program you’ll need to do, what pledges you’ll need to make to make yourself more pious, like the teachers of the Law themselves.

The people of Jerusalem and all Judea knew that.  There is never any shortage of the Law, it’s written on the heart of every person, it is used to accuse and to make excuses, to place one person over another, it is preached as a way of making yourself worthy, pious, so that tentacles of the Law surround and control the person, like a thousand little ropes holding Gulliver down tight on the beach.

John, this strange man out in the wilderness, says, Be done with that.  What’s holding you down, what’s your weight:  Cut it off, be released, walk the other way, “Repent,” says John, as he was proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the release of all sins.


The people had never heard this from the Pharisees and Scribes and teachers of the Law.  They used their preaching to make you clean up your life, to control you with the Law, to coerce you with guilt, to push you down with shame.  When they got through with you, there was no “you” left, only a destroyed person conformed to the Law.

The people had never heard anything like John before.  He proclaimed good news, the Gospel, he told you how to be done with the show, the pretense, the outward attempt to clean-up a life, he told you . . .  It’s over.  Walk away.  

Walk away, out into the wilderness, away from the fine clothes and the pretense—walk out to the man with no fine clothes, no pretense, standing there in a camel’s hair robe, eating bugs, and he’ll speak to you in such a way that you’ll be freed from everything you’re now hiding behind.

Don’t hide behind Abraham as your father, for the Lord can raise up children of Abraham from these stones.

Don’t hide behind pretense and how you design your life to look right; for if you have two coats, says John, you may now give one away.  

Are you caught in a trap of hiding behind money and the things it can buy?  Be done with that, says John, “Collect no more than you are authorized, and be content with your wages.”


John preaches a release, a walking-away, a freedom—there is nothing to put up for safety, nothing to hide behind, you’re in the wilderness, standing before God naked, at best, in nothing but clothes made of camel’s hair.

To stand before God with no pretense, no way to make yourself pious, having walked away from everything you’ve constructed to hide behind, is to be ready to hear the good news, the Gospel.  Luke 3:3:

And [John] came into all the district around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.

What the Law could not do—cleanse the sinner, release guilt, turn the sinner to look to God is the One who forgives and builds-up and comforts—what the Law and the teachers of the Law back in Jerusalem could not do, the prophet out in the wilderness now does:  Repentance granted; it is a gift; it is not the work or accomplishment of the sinner, for that would never be a true turning, a true repentance, but only arrogance; but repentance granted, a gift, the Lord using the voice of the prophet, the word of Gospel, to cleanse the sinner and turn the sinner to face the God who bestows life:  John proclaimed a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.

And with many other exhortations, with many other words of comfort and encouragement, John proclaimed the Gospel to the people (Luke 3:18).


This is different, this is new.  

It is release and freedom, it is life as a gift.  It had been spoken by the prophet Malachi, who spoke of the Lord who is like a refiner’s fire, like a fullers soap, a Lord cleansing his people, doing for them what they could not do for themselves, purifying them as a refiner purifies silver and gold.

Having been spoken by Malachi, it is now brought to the people by the prophet out in the wilderness, John the Baptist doing the Lord’s work of cleansing and purifying, so that these people, granted repentance in John’s baptism, now are turned to look upon Jesus, the One coming to John to be announced as the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.


It was a long walk out into the wilderness, leaving everything behind.  But finally, at the word of the prophet, no need to hold onto anything to hide behind; at the word of the prophet, it is release, freedom, sins forgiven, cleansed by the Lord.

“I baptize you by means of water,”

says John,

“but he who is mightier than I is coming, the strap of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.”

The one coming after, it is the Lord Jesus, announced by John as the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world—that’s your sin, and mine.  With Jesus, says John, it’s the Holy Spirit and fire.

The Holy Spirit cleansing you with the Gospel, turning you to your God who has ransomed you, freeing you from the binding of the Law, granting you the gift of repentance, the Holy Spirit and fire, purifying you as a refiner purifies silver and gold, bringing forth the new man of faith to live before God in righteousness and purity forever.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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LUKE 3:1-20

