Sermon 9 December 2012, Greenfield Church

“Wrong Way?”

Last night, when I was just about to go and make sure I was prepared for this morning's sermon, the fluorescent light in our kitchen went.


There were 20 minutes before B&Q closed. 


So I dashed to the car, drove – quickly but sensibly (just about)  - to B&Q, jumped out of the car and bought... the wrong tube.  Which I realised when I got home, put it in, pressed the switch and nothing happened.


What a waste of time!


You would think that God would've divinely protected this time from all interruptions so that I could be prepared and ready and confident before you.


The world – and our lives – don't always work the way we want them to.

The people of Malachi's time knew that.


They were coming back from captivity in Babylon.  They were full of hope and joy and expectation, like anybody who's got the chance of a new start.  They were free – free! - and they could begin to rebuild their city and, most importantly, the Temple.  God was going to be among them again.  Everything was going to be just as God had promised.


Except...


The Temple probably didn't look as glorious and wonderful as they'd imagined it.  Rival nations kept attacking them, trying to foil their plans.  There were rumours going round that the priests were up to no good.  They weren't doing their job properly, perhaps they were on the take (never trust the clergy), weren't following the rules God had set down for them.


And you know that sinking feeling you get, not when everything goes suddenly wrong, but when all that hope slowly but surely drains away and you're left facing the cold, hard, reality?  When you want to cry out “what's going on here?”


That's what the people of Malachi's time were facing.  That was their cry: “Why don't you do something, God?”


The people of John the Baptist's time knew that feeling as well.


This is 500, 600 years later than Malachi's time.  But things hadn't got much better.  The people weren't free: they were ruled by the Romans, the hated Romans.  They wanted their country back.  


Sure, there was a Temple in Jerusalem – a sign that God was with them – but it wasn't a proper Temple.  Herod the Great, a Roman patsy, had had it built – it did, but it wasn't the real thing.


They were governed fairly tightly by a whole bunch of rulers installed by Rome – the ones listed at the start of the reading from Luke.  Frustrations were growing.  Every so often, someone would lead a revolt and it'd gain a bit of momentum: but then the Romans would crack down on it, the leaders would be executed and the people put back in the place.


And all the time, the murmurs of frustration and anguish were growing: “When's God going to do something?  When will God keep His promise?  When will He set us free?”  


Do we know that feeling as well?  When we look out on the world and see what's going on.  


When a radio station makes a hoax phone call to a hospital which results in the death of a nurse.


When the peace in Northern Ireland seems threatened by violence about the removal of a flag.  


When it seems the large corporations can choose to pay whatever tax they want, when they want – unlike the rest of us...


When we see these things and so many other things; when the joy and hope of Christmas seem more and more divorced from reality... do we get that same feeling?  That feeling of that something's not right in the world?  That feeling that things should be different, should be better, somehow?  


And perhaps we, like the people of Malachi's time, like the people of John the Baptist's time, start murmuring, calling out, shouting out, “When is this going to change?  When are you going to do something God?  When are you going to make this all right?”


The hope of the people of Malachi's time...


The hope of the people of John the Baptist's time...


The hope we in our time cling on to...


That God will act.  That God will do something.  That God will bring an end to everything that threatens us, everything that destroys our hope, everything that makes us want to give up on the world.


The Bible is full of those promises.  As we said last week, we hear them especially at Christmas time – in every carol, in every re-telling of that great story, in every candle we light and prayer we make.  And with each one of those, we somehow express our hope that all those promises of peace, hope, goodwill, love and freedom will come true.  


This is the direction we long to travel in as we journey towards Christmas.


But these passages seem to take us on a detour.


For Malachi's message is not just that God is coming.  It is that God's coming will be a difficult time: “But who can endure the day of His coming...”  He is like a refiner's fire... He will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver and he will refine the Levites...”


Now, fire is hot.  The fire needed to melt down gold and silver and get out all the impurities reaches over 1000 degrees centigrade.  That's hot!  That's deadly!


Whatever Malachi is promising here, it ain't going to be pretty.


What's going on?


And John comes along.  What does he come along doing?  Baptising people, dunking them in the river Jordan as a sign of their turning away from their sins, what we call repenting.


Now who's he baptising?  The people of Israel.


But baptism in those days wasn't meant for the people of Israel, the Jews.  It was meant for Gentiles, for outsiders.  As well as a sign of them washing their sins away, it was a sign of them washing away their “uncleanliness” from being non-Jews.  They went through the water and could now become part of the people of Israel – for they were now clean.


So here's John, doing this sign for outsiders – to the insiders, dunking the people of Israel who should never have needed to be baptised.


What's going on?


It seems what Malachi and John the Baptist are saying is: “never mind all the problems out there – what's going on with you?”  


Instead of focussing on all the very real problems and threats from outside their nation, Malachi and John are asking the people to look at their own lives.


It's like they're holding up a mirror to the people of Israel – God's own people – and saying “not pretty, is it?  Things need sorting out – and fast!”


God was on His way.  God was coming to make things right.  But the problem was that the people who should've been right with God, weren't.  And that wasn't a good situation for them to be in.


As humans, we're great at shifting the blame on to others.  Children do it: “But he started it!  But she hit me!  But it's mine!  But...”


Politicians are pretty good at it, too.  You see them wriggle in front of Jeremy Paxman or whoever, looking to blame their officials, the opposition, the press – anyone, but themselves.


And I'm doing it even now, looking for examples from anyone else other than me!  Sometimes, we'll do anything to make sure others get the blame; or at least that they'll look worse than we will.


Us Christians can be pretty good at it as well.  Especially at Christmas.  We can tut and sigh about the state of the world, about how everyone is forgetting the real meaning of Christmas and how it's all too commercialised.  We can look for sin in almost anyone and everyone else...


...and forget to look in the mirror at ourselves.  


Why?  


It's can be hard to face the truth about ourselves– especially when the truth isn't pleasant.


Men, apparently, are rubbish at going to the doctors.  We'll put it off and put it off and put it off, even though we know something is wrong.  The reason?  We don't want it to be bad news – even though if it is bad news:


a) It needs sorting;


b) The doctor's the best person to hear it from because they can sort it.


Perhaps it's the same with us in general.  We don't want to hear this stuff.  It's not very Christmassy.  It's like those preachers standing 6 foot above us, crying “Repent or burn!”


But perhaps we know, deep down, that something's not right.  We know the tension between all that God calls us to be – His people, showing His love to the world – and the times when we're grumpy, or shout at the neighbours, or pocket the too-much-change we've been given, or...


So where's the Advent Hope in all of this?  Where's the glad tidings of great joy in this call to repent?


Well, actually, it's right here.  Right in the midst of this call to look at our lives and turn from the things that are wrong.  


Which might make us say “huh?”  But let me explain.


Firstly, God calls us to look at ourselves honestly and turn from the things that are wrong, not because He hates us – but because He loves us.  He knows that, actually, this stuff can harm us, harm others and, worst of all, harm our life-giving relationship with God.


God knows this, God cares about it – and God longs to draw us out of these things and back into His love.


A good parent may sometimes say “no” to their children (or shout or scream it or whatever).  And if they are a good parent they do it to make sure their children are safe and healthy and not in unnecessary danger.  Not to spoil their fun – but to make sure they have the best fun of all.


And it's the same with God.  God wants us to live, to truly live.  He gave His own life, in Jesus who is “God With Us” to make sure we could live.  He wants us to let go of the stuff that can stop us truly living.


Not just that – there's more: in God we have the possibility of being free from these things.

If you're like me, there must be all sorts of things that we get up to time and again that, actually, we know are harmful and even destructive – but we just can't shake off.  We can't walk away, we can't put it down or snuff it out because their grip on us is so tight.


Jesus, in His life, death and coming back to life, broke the power of these things once and for all.  They didn't hold Him and they don't need to hold us.  It may not happen instantly.  We may never be able to write a book about how we were instantly healed.  But somehow, perhaps slowly and surely, we can be free.  And the hope is that one day, one glorious day, we will be free from it all – forever.


God is coming to make all things right – and He longs for us to be right, too.  He knows the broken places in our lives.  He knows the places where it hurts, where there's guilt and shame, the places we don't want anyone else – especially not God – to come near.


And He is coming, in Jesus, to heal those hurts, to take away that guilt and shame, to make our lives places which are full of His love and peace.  


But we do have to take that first step.  We do have to be honest with God and with ourselves.


It's not easy.  God knows that.  It can sound, especially in sermons like this, that God is an angry teacher, longing to punish and humiliate us.  He isn't.  His great desire, the reason He came in Jesus at Christmas, is for us to be free, to be in the closest possible relationship with Him, for nothing to separate us from Him ever again.


We've spoken a lot about the bad stuff just now.  It's not a great note on which to head off for our Christmas meal – however much we need to hear it.  But here's the great and glorious truth: because of Jesus, because of the God who comes to us and who comes among us, we can be free – forever! - from everything that has ever held us or hurt us, or threatened to destroy us.  


And if that's not a good reason to celebrate – I don't know what is!
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