Christ is Coming- Prepare!
Advent 2

Isaiah 40:1-11, Mark 1:1-8

Dec. 4th, 2011
Dear friends in Christ,


Here at Our Saviour’s we are blessed to have so many active ministries.  We have the ministry of music, as represented by the choir and worship band and the children when they sing.  We have the ministry of education that takes place in Sunday school and in the various Bible studies.  We have ministry with youth and senior adults and we support various community organizations .   Every one of these, and more, is vital to the life of the church.  This morning I’d like to talk about another ministry we find in the Bible that’s not quite so visible as the ones I just mentioned.   I want to talk about “the ministry of preparation.”  By this I mean a kind of specialized ministry, a ministry whose primary purpose is to prepare people for something greater.  This ministry succeeds when the necessary preparation is done, allowing the new to enter.  The person doing this ministry is, at most, only given a glimpse of the new.  Their role is not to be part of the new, but to prepare the way, lay the groundwork, for the new.


Now we all know how important preparation is.  The preparation is almost always much more time consuming than the end result.  A week from today, the music groups of the congregation will present  “Make a Joyful Noise,” an afternoon concert celebrating the joy of the Advent and Christmas seasons.  The amount of time they have spent preparing for the concert is much more than the time the concert will actually take.  They have spent many, many, many hours rehearsing for a concert that will likely last an hour and a half or so when it is finally presented.

Most of us that do preparation are also fortunate enough to see the results.  We prepare to sing or play in the concert, and we get to perform and see the results of our efforts.  But when I speak today of the ministry of preparation, I’m speaking about that unique situation where nearly all the work, 99.9%, is the preparation.  That’s the ministry.  It prepares the way for something greater.  You may get a glimpse of what that is, but what is to come does not directly involve you.  


A Biblical example is Moses.  Moses led the people of Israel out of Egypt into 40 years in the wilderness.  He prepared them to enter the promised  land that God said would be theirs.  Part of that preparation, for example, was receiving and giving the 10 Commandments and God’s law.  But Moses never entered the promised land.  He was shown it and saw it from afar.  But he died before entering.  Moses prepared the way for the next leader, Joshua, to take the people into the land.  Moses had a ministry of preparation.


During Advent we anticipate the coming of Christ once again, especially at Christmas.  There are two key people, both of whom we heard from in today’s lessons, whose key role was that of preparation.  This was their ministry in relation to Christ.


The first voice is Isaiah the prophet.  Isaiah lived about 700 years before Christ.  He obviously never saw the birth of the savior.  And yet of all the prophets, his words speak most clearly of the promised Messiah.  It is Isaiah that we read most often in the Advent and Christmas seasons for it is Isaiah that most clearly speaks of Christ’s birth.


Listen to a few of these passages.  Isaiah 7:14.  “Behold, a young woman shall conceive and bear a son, and shall call his name, Immanuel.”  A few chapters later in Isaiah 9:6.  “For to us a child is born, to us a son is given; and the government will be upon his shoulder and his name will be called, Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.”  And in today’s lesson from Isaiah 40 these words of promise, “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…”


Isaiah’s was a ministry of preparation.  It would be 6 centuries before his words would be fulfilled, and 21 centuries later we still turn to these words today.  He was not there to see the birth of the savior, the cross, or the resurrection. But he prepared the way and we are all blessed by his ministry of preparation.


Today we also hear the voice of John the Baptist.  His was clearly a ministry of preparation.  He was not preparing folks for the birth of Christ.  We look to Isaiah for those words.  But he was preparing people for the ministry of Christ, for the breaking in of the kingdom of God in ways never before seen.


He wasn’t like any of the typical religious leaders of the day.  He wasn’t part of the religious system that was in place. He comes in as an outsider, in the desert wilderness, not in the temple of Jerusalem.  He didn’t wear the robes and head pieces and other items the Pharisees wore.  He didn’t eat the foods the Pharisees and people of means were eating.  He wore camel’s hair and a leather belt and ate locusts and wild honey.  He didn’t speak the typical words about following the law that the Pharisees would have spoken.  His word was different, of a different authority, crying out, “Prepare the way of the Lord.”


In his ministry of preparation the first thing John did was stir things up.  Something new was coming.  God was about to do a new thing.  The people needed to be ready for the new.


Sometimes, still today, we need to be stirred up.  You all know, for example, if you’re cooking a nice, homemade soup, it can’t just sit there on the stove all day.  It has to be stirred up for it to be all that it is intended to be.  Now most of us don’t like to be stirred.  We get comfortable with the way things are, how we do things, what we think.  But I don’t think God wants us to get too comfortable and to end up being like the self righteous Pharisees, like we have God all figured out.  And so something stirs the pot.  It may make us uncomfortable.  But it is also how we learn and grow.  John the Baptist prepared the way by stirring things up, a necessary step before Christ came.


John the Baptist also brought a new urgency for spiritual change.  To get ready for what was to come, the people needed to clean up their hearts.  They needed to repent, or change directions, from all that was taking them away from God.  The visible sign that they were willing to do this was John’s Baptism.  This was literally a washing, or a bath, symbolizing the desire to be clean once again.  


As we think about the coming of Christ at Christmas, who among us does not need a washing, a cleansing as we welcome Jesus again.  It was appropriate in John’s day as he got the people ready, it is still appropriate today.  I don’t mean another Baptism, for Jesus changed the meaning of Baptism and that’s usually a  one time event in our lives.  But certainly prayers of repentance and receiving forgiveness are always a way to be ready to welcome Jesus.  Receiving the Lord’s Supper, as we will today, is another way for spiritual cleansing.  John brought spiritual preparation to make the people ready for the coming of Jesus, and today is another opportunity for us as we examine our own lives.


And then John got out of the way.  Once Jesus came and was baptized by John, John’s ministry was done.  John never saw the end result of Christ’s life.  He never saw the last supper, the prayers at Gethsemane, the cross, or the empty tomb.  For John was arrested and killed at the hands of Herod before any of that took place.  


John knew his was a ministry of preparation.  He proclaimed, “The one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals.”  John did a great thing in preparing people for the coming of Jesus.  But it was Jesus that mattered, who was bringing the Holy Spirit of God, not John.  John stirred things up, called for spiritual preparation, and then stepped out of the way so Jesus could do what he had to do.


The ministry of preparation is a unique role in the Bible.  Moses did it, Isaiah, and most certainly John the Baptist.  And the more I think about it, it describes much of what we all do as we seek to be witnesses of God’s love.


As we bring our little children to church and Sunday school, are we not helping prepare them for a life of faith?  We often do not see any immediate results, but seeds are being planted.  As teachers share the Bible stories, sometimes, I’m sure, wondering if any of this is getting through, is that not part of God’s preparation for those children? As you share your faith by your words and actions with the neighbor next door, perhaps inviting them to next Sunday’s concert,  is that not part of the preparation process God has for that person, for that time when the Holy Spirit might be at work in a powerful way in their lives?  Witness really is preparation, preparation for the Holy Spirit to break through in unexpected ways.


In Advent we especially hear the voice of Isaiah and John the Baptist who prepared the way for the Lord.  But maybe we’re not so different from them.  Maybe, through our witness, lives are being prepared for the work of the Holy Spirit and future commitments of faith.  We may never see the end result, but that’s OK.  Neither did Isaiah or John.  What matters is the faithful preparation we do through our witness.  And then we leave it to God, trusting God to act in God’s time and way.  So, this Advent, let’s celebrate the unique ministry of preparation.  And, we pray, that God will use us to do our part in preparing the way of the Lord.  Amen    

1
1

