                                     12/03/06  Sermon:  “Are You Prepared?”

                        ( Texts:  Malachi 4:1-6; 1st Peter 1:13-18a, 19-21;  Luke 1:5-17 )

*****************************************************************

     Are you prepared for Christmas?  If you go shopping today some stores or malls might have a sign that reads:  “Only 21 shopping days until Christmas!”  

     This is a busy time of year.  There are gifts to buy.  Our schedules are filled with events at church and school.  You might be making plans to travel and visit family for Christmas.  Or maybe you have family members who are planning to travel and visit you here – and you have to make preparations for their arrival.  On top of all this you have your usual daily and weekly responsibilities that keep you more than occupied.  So, are you prepared for Christmas?
     The fact is, as important as all these things are, they are not the preparations that should truly concern us.  In our Gospel reading from Luke chapter 1 we heard about John whose mission it was “to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.”  So, when I ask you “Are you prepared for Christmas?” the true meaning of that question is “Are you prepared to meet the Lord?”  
     Advent is the Church season that helps us prepare for the celebration of the “Incarnation” – a fancy theological word that refers to the eternal Son of God taking on human flesh by being born of the Virgin Mary by the power of the Holy Spirit.  God’s Son entered this world to save us from our sins against God.  Are you prepared to receive your Savior?  What does it mean to be prepared for the Lord?
     In our Epistle reading from 1st Peter we heard these words:  “…prepare your minds for action; be self-controlled; set your hope fully on the grace to be given you when Jesus Christ is revealed.”  You see, the message of Advent is not limited to reminding us that Jesus was born in the PAST.  In fact, Advent also helps us recognize that we must be prepared to meet the Lord – whether that be at the moment of our death or at His 2nd Coming on Judgment Day.
     Our Old Testament reading is from the Book of Malachi.  Malachi was a prophet of God who lived about 400 years before the birth of Jesus.  Malachi was the last prophet to speak to God’s people until John the Baptist began his ministry in the days of Jesus. 

     What did Malachi have to say to God’s people in his day?  He writes:  “‘Surely the day is coming; it will burn like a furnace.  All the arrogant and every evildoer will be stubble, and that day that is coming will set them on fire,’ declares the Lord Almighty … ‘But for you who revere my name, the sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its wings.’”  Now, what does this mean?
Simply put, Malachi is quoting what God is saying about the Day of Judgment.  

     The arrogant and evildoers are those who will not acknowledge their sin and so they do not seek mercy from the Savior God has promised.  They ignore the Lord in this life and so they are not prepared to meet Him.  They must endure God’s eternal wrath.

     In contrast, those who revere God’s name are those who confess their sins and trust in the Lord for mercy and the hope of eternal life in His love.  These people live lives of repentance and faith in Christ.  Therefore, they are prepared to meet the Lord, who is the “sun of righteousness” who “heals” us by giving us forgiveness and new life as God’s children.

     Malachi goes on to say that we should remember the law of Moses.  God used Moses to give the 10 Commandments which expose our sin and our need for salvation from God’s wrath.  In other words, God uses His law to give us repentant hearts so that we can receive His salvation.  

     With that said, let’s take a look at our Gospel reading.  John the Baptizer’s father was Zechariah.  After John was born the Holy Spirit moved Zechariah to speak these words about Jesus:  “…the rising sun will come to us from heaven to shine on those living in darkness and in the shadow of death, and guide our feet into the path of peace.”  But are we prepared to receive this salvation?  Or will we suffer the fate of the arrogant evildoers?

     God wants all sinners to repent and receive salvation in Christ.  That’s why God does all He can to prepare us for His Coming.  Malachi writes:  “See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the Lord comes.”
     Now, Elijah was a prophet who lived several hundred years before Malachi.  Elijah preached repentance and forgiveness so that God’s people would repent and believe and thereby be prepared to meet the Lord.  So, Malachi is saying that God will send ANOTHER prophet like Elijah who will prepare God’s people for the coming of the Lord.  Well, John the Baptizer was that prophet!

     Listen again to the words the angel spoke to Zechariah:  “Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to give him the name John … Many of the people of Israel will he bring back to the Lord their God.  And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous – to make a people prepared for the Lord!”
     Now, what does the angel mean when he says that John will turn “the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous?”  Simply put, the Jews in Jesus’ day had strayed from the faithful teaching of their ancient fathers whom God used to write the Holy Scriptures.

     Some of the Jews in Jesus’ day were living in sin and would not repent of their ways.  Others, called the Pharisees, did their best to obey God’s law, but they wrongly thought they could cancel out their sins by their good works and make themselves worthy of God’s salvation.  Well, neither group of Jews was prepared to meet the Lord.
     But we have the same problem today, don’t we?  We also stray from the faith of our spiritual fathers when we turn away from God’s teaching in Holy Scripture.  

     Many of our congregations – ours included – have members who haven’t been to a Service in years.  As a result, many of their children have never been to Church since their baptism and are going into adult life with no knowledge of Christ or His Word.

     But even many who DO attend church are guilty as well.  We hear God’s Word at church but then after we leave we find ourselves caught up in various sins that God’s Word clearly condemns.  Or, worse yet, many who claim the name “Christian” and do their best to lead “holy lives” sadly believe that God will save them because of their good works.

     Things are the same today as they were in the days of Elijah, Malachi and John the Baptizer.  We are sinners!  How can we prepare ourselves to meet the Lord?  WE can’t!  Therefore, the good news I have for you is that God Himself makes ready a people prepared for the Lord.
     God speaks His Word to you and thereby prepares you to meet Him.  God convicts you of sin and then points you to Jesus through whom you have forgiveness and the certain hope of eternal life in God’s love.  Even though we believers struggle with sin every day, the Lord prepares us for His coming by moving us to turn from our sin and embrace Christ as our Lord and Savior.

     You must be prepared to meet your Lord – either at the time of your death or at His return on the Day of Judgment.  The good news is that God Himself prepares you.  The same Son of God who entered this world as baby; the same Son of God who will enter this world in glory on the Day of Judgment, this same Son of God enters our lives HERE AND NOW and makes ready a people prepared for the Lord.
     Jesus prepares you to meet Him when He speaks His Word to you in the waters of Holy Baptism where He washes you from guilt and claims you as His own.  You get to live each day in the mercy and eternal life that Jesus gives you in Baptism.
     Jesus also prepares you to meet Him when He speaks His Word to you during church Services, during Sunday School and Bible Class, during family and personal devotions.  Jesus uses His Word to expose your sin so that you might repent.  Jesus uses His Word to give you faith in Him by teaching you about all He has done to save you from your sins.  Jesus uses His Word to give you wisdom so that you can know how God wants you to live as His children.

     Jesus also prepares you to meet Him when He gives you His Body and Blood in the Lord’s Supper.  We come to this Holy Meal in humble repentance knowing that Jesus will give us His own Body and Blood to eat and to drink – God’s sign to us that our sins are forgiven and that we are prepared to meet the Lord.  The Body and Blood of Jesus will give us the desire to turn from our sins and live holy lives to the glory of God.

     So, are you prepared for Christmas?  In other words, are you prepared to meet the Lord who was born to save you from your sins?  You who revere God’s name ARE prepared because God Himself has prepared you.  
     God has made us one with our fathers in the Faith -- the company of heaven who worship with us today as we gather before the Lord’s altar.  Along with them we look forward to the day when “the sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its wings.”  Until that day, we cling to God’s Word so that we might have hope and the strength to live as a people prepared for the Lord.
     With that said, I close with these words of the Apostle Peter:  “…prepare your minds for action; be self-controlled; set your hope fully on the grace to be given you when Jesus Christ is revealed … He was chosen before the creation of the world, but He was revealed in these last times for your sake.  Through Him you believe in God, who raise Him from the dead and glorified Him, and so your faith and hope are in God.”  Therefore, my Christian friends, rejoice!  You are a people prepared for the Lord!  Amen.
