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Prepare the Way for the Lord

I. Repent    II.   Reflect   III.   Baptize

Why are you working at your current place of employment?  If you are no longer employed, why did you choose your past profession?  Was it something your mother and father did, a family business?  Was it chosen for you?  Did you ever change jobs?  What does your job history entail?  Is your résumé limited to a single occupation, or would your credentials impress us all?  It is interesting to look at the occupations of God’s prophets and apostles before they became full-time public ministers; ranchers, farmers, shepherds, priests, one prophet was a cupbearer to a king, a tax collector, a physician, one was even a tentmaker, some of the disciples were fishermen.  That would be a fairly simple résumé; Name: Simon son of John.  Known aliases: Cephas, Peter, the Rock.  Past employment: Fisherman. Present occupation: Fisher of men.  

I’ve never had to submit a résumé, but my career history was written down even before I was born, 700 years to be exact.  Isaiah prophesied that a voice would call out to prepare for the Messiah’s coming.  That was my sole purpose, to prepare the way for the Lord.  To accomplish this line of work I needed to do three tasks, repent, reflect and baptize.  It is my prayer that through your study of God’s Word this morning you too will Prepare the Way for the Lord this Advent season; Repent, Reflect and Baptize.  

I.
My mom and dad even knew my job description before I was born.  An angel came and announced my birth and future employment to my dad when he was in the temple offering incense.  I didn’t really have a choice as to my profession.  But when God laid out my life’s purpose 700 years ago and appears to my dad, I didn’t complain.  That’s special work.  My job was to prepare the people for the Messiah’s coming.  The Messiah was prophesied thousands of years before he was born.  So when I was given the job to tell the people he had arrived, this was big news!  The Savior of the world is here!  As the prophecy from Isaiah stated, I lived in the desert, near the Jordan River, and preached to the people.  I guess my preaching had an impact on the people.  They came out in droves to the desert just to hear God’s good news.  This news reached the ears of the Pharisees.  They were the spiritual rulers in the land of Israel.  And I can understand why they came out to question me.  God had not sent a prophet to his people for 400 years.  Since the time the Israelites returned to Jerusalem from captivity in Babylon there had been no prophetic words.  So these Pharisees naturally asked for my credentials, “Who are you?  What are doing here? Are you the Christ?”    

I answered them plainly, “I am not the Christ.”   Then I gave them a clear testimony as to my purpose, “I am the voice of one calling the desert, ‘Make straight the way for the Lord.’” (Isaiah 40:3, John 1:23)  The Pharisees would have recognized this passage, since they were the spiritual leaders of the Israelites.  My job was clear and simple, prepare the way for the Lord.  Make a level path for the Messiah.  Straighten the crooked paths.  Lower the hills and raise the valleys.  Clear the road!  The King is coming!  You see, in my day, when a king would come to visit, the people of the town went out and cleared the roads of rocks, debris, filled in any holes.  The roads were not always safe.  A king was worthy to have safe travels.  The hearts of the people of Israel were the roads that needed to be cleared.  The spiritual condition of these roads was not safe.  The debris of sin, the clutter of self-righteousness, the potholes of doubt and despair over sin marred the way for the Messiah.  The world had become a desert waste land, filled with doubt and unbelief.  This was no way to welcome the King.  My job was to clear these roads.  God used me to prepare their hearts by preaching repentance.  I told the people, “Repent of your sin!  Turn away from your unbelief.  Turn back to the Lord.  Clear the road for your King.”   

Have you cleared the road for your King?  The first step is repentance.  True repentance begins by recognizing your sin.  Examine God’s 10 Commandments.  How well have you kept them?  Next, recognize how deep and damnable your sin is.  One sin is enough to send you to hell forever.  Then, confess your sin.  Repent.  True repentance is to have sorrow over your sin and then turn in faith for forgiveness to the Lord, to ask him to help you not do this again.  Then, make an effort not to commit that sin again.  Prepare your hearts for the Lord.  Repent.   

II.
I guess my answer to the Pharisees was not enough to satisfy their curiosity.  They continued to hound me about who I really was.  They asked, “Are you the Christ? Are you Elijah? Are you the Prophet?”  The Pharisees knew the Old Testament scriptures.  Elijah did not die.  God took him to heaven in a whirlwind and a fiery chariot.  Malachi had prophesied that the LORD would send the prophet Elijah to his people (4:5,6).  I was the fulfillment of that prophesy, but I was not Elijah.  Moses had prophesied that God would send a prophet (Deut 18:15,18), only he meant The Prophet, the Messiah.  I was not Elijah, not the Prophet, nor the Christ.  I was to testify to these prophecies that the Christ was indeed coming, in fact he had come.  God sent this message through me, a reliable witness, to share with the people. So they would know that yes, God has now brought his promise to completion.  Your Messiah King is here!   That was pretty flattering, that the Pharisees would call me the Christ, even Elijah or the Prophet Moses had spoken of.  But I was just a simple messenger of God.  I didn’t even consider myself worthy to stoop down and unlace Jesus’ sandals. That was job reserved for slaves.  I didn’t even consider myself worthy to be Jesus’ slave. I was nothing.  He was and is everything.  You could say I deflected all honor and reflected the light.

In John’s gospel which you heard today, he tells you that I was sent to testify to the light.  That light is Jesus.  I came to share the light with all people so that through my message all people might come to see the true light in this world, Jesus.  You have these neat structures today that I’ve seen.  They’re called lighthouses.  That huge light on the top of the tower tells ships not to come near because rocks or hidden sandbars could wreck the ship.  Jesus is just the opposite of a light house.  His light says, “Come near to me!  This is the safe path.”  Jesus is like a light on a trail through the woods to show you the way so you do not wander off and become lost or fall off a cliff.  This world is a dark place.  You could walk off the cliff of temptation and fall to your eternal destruction.  

Jesus is the light Isaiah spoke about, “The people walking in darkness have seen a great light.” (Is 9:2)  The people I preached to were “those who walked in darkness.”  They were living in blind unbelief, with no spiritual direction, no hope.  That is why I had to share with them the message of the light.  They saw the light through the words I shared with them, God’s Words of hope, God’s promise of the Messiah who had come, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.  He is the Light!  Repent and believe!  

There is something else that I’ve noticed as I’ve traveled around in your world.  Little pieces of plastic on the spokes of those two-wheeled pedal contraptions.  You call them bicycles.  If a light shines on that little piece of plastic the light is reflected so people know where that bicycle is.  You are light reflectors.  Jesus, the light of the world, shines on you.  He shines on you through his Holy Word.  When people talk to you, when they observe your actions, hear your words, take note of your attitude, they can see the True Light reflect off of you.  You reflect that light in a more direct way when you tell other people about Jesus.  When you share with them the message of repentance and an Advent King who saved them from their sins, they know why you act the way you do, and talk the way you talk.  Be a light reflector this Advent season as you prepare the way for the Lord.

III.
There was one more task that was written on my work résumé.  The Pharisees had asked about it, “Why do you baptize?”  Baptism wasn’t really an issue with them, even thought no one had done anything like baptism before God sent me.  But the Pharisees figured baptism came from an Old Testament passage, Ezekiel 36:25, the LORD said, “I will sprinkle clean water on you and you will be clean.” God commanded me to baptize to prepare the hearts of the people for the Messiah.  These people needed to have their sins washed away, just like you do today.

You know why you were baptized? …because you were born sinners.  “Surely I was a sinner from birth, sinful form the time my mother conceived me.” (Ps 51:5)  As a sinner you did not want to do God’s will nor were you able to do so.  “The sinful mind is hostile to God, it does not submit to God’s law, nor can it do so.” (Rom 8:7)  Did you also know that as a sinner with a totally corrupt heart the only works you could do were sinful works?  “Out the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander.” (Matt 15:19)  The consequence for your actions is death, “The wages of sin is death.” (Rom 6:23)  All of you have a deep need for baptism, since the day you were conceived by your parents.  

This is why I came to baptize.  This is why you were baptized, to prepare your hearts for Lord.  Galatians 3:27 paints a beautiful picture of baptism, “…for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.”  The Light draped you with perfect Light to cover over the darkness of your sin. Titus 3:5 also draws a stunning image, “He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit.”  Your baptism is like being born again, getting a new life.  Your old life was sin and death and rebellion.  Your new life is eternal life and joyful obedience and servitude.  Your baptism washed away all of your sins.  It cleared the road for the Lord.  Your hearts are clean.  You are ready to greet the Advent King.  Teach others about baptism and how it saves.  Prepare the way for the Lord and baptize.  

I have an interesting résumé as you can see.  “Prepare the way for the Lord” could be my job description.  My work was to preach repentance, reflect light and baptize.  It was not an extensive résumé, yet it was powerful work.  The Words of God I shared with others changed their hearts.  The baptisms I performed washed away sins.  I cleared a path so that Jesus the Messiah could come, so that the people were ready to greet him.  Yet, I was just a lowly servant of God.  I encourage you to prepare the way for the Lord.  Repent of your sins and preach repentance.  Reflect the light of Christ.  Share with others the message of baptism.  Prepare the way for the Lord.  Amen.    


