How should we prepare ourselves for the Lord’s return?
Luke 3:7-20
Advent 3 - 2009-12-8
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| want to ask how many of you have already bought all your gifts for Christmas. How

many of your homes have be decorated for this season? How many of you already have
your Christmas tree up? How many of you have bought all you need for Christmas dinner?
It's a busy time of year isn’tit?  Shopping, decorating, planning, calling family members

that you've not spoken to for a year...inviting people, setting schedules... and for many
people it is a time to transform our home into a special place.  Small children in particular
bring excitement into the household for they know that something special is about to take
place. And we all get caught up in their excitement... - Christmas is coming...but this
season can be a stressful time as well yet ... even with its risk of disappointments ...we still



hope that this year will be really special  To tell you the truth my favorite time of this
season is Boxing Day... | don’t go shopping...mostly | just veg out...

PALZE ) — M2 N e g Ly | 2EuEsl ) A2/ 0 Ne&aBMlr | X
B? 2D NCEREM 7 2EWR? 20 NCSKAF 1 EUERE I RIE? X2
—E R IARIC AR e, AN ? KRV, MEXE, 1Fitl, SR AR,
BIGAA, Wit HAR, MARZ AR, X ik 75 EE0 S AT B R A& 45 0
T ANMETREDEE, BT RTE R I FE E R A T BRATTEHE AT ]
FIAETIR G, ERETREER 1, ERERXNF AR A L/ rHE, H2
AAIRERRE, FATHEH B —FE AR, Bsh, PRI [H]
seBoxing Day. AERIASLIAR, REM—RIAT LA O,

We want to continue our theme this Advent season of waiting and preparation and ask the
question, how exactly might we prepare for the Lord’s return?
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| want to reflect again on the message of John the Baptist as he helped those in the
beginnings of the first century prepares for the Lords arrival.  His message was a message
of repentance, as | mentioned last week..... - but what exactly does that look like?
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Popular interpretation and contemporary culture often leave a negative feeling or taste with
regards to the topic of repentance. When | think of the message of repentance, often my
mind goes to a movie that I've watched somewhere...where you have a have crazy looking
guy — usually unkepted — obviously uneducated - standing on the streets wearing a
sandwich sign carrying a megaphone — with the scripture verse John 3:16, hand painted on
his sign — along with the words in capital letters — REPENT!... for the end is nigh...
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This is often the picture we have when we talk about repentance... words out of half crazy
religious fanatics...shouting...at the world. ~ Often repentance is viewed as something
negative, something for the weak of mind...and if you feel you have to repent...there must
be something wrong with you... Who would want to even engage in a conversation
around repentance when the images that come to mind around it is not very attractive...but
nothing is further from the truth than the image that modern culture has constructed for us of
repentance. Repentance is anything but words from a crazy person...it is taking serious
inventory of our lives ...accepting responsibility for areas we have messed up...and by faith
become the person God has created us to be...by willingly submitting our wills and life to
His care...
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| don’t watch reality TV but sometimes there is the odd reality show that grab my attention —
though | must confess that I've never sat down and watch a reality show in its entirety — yes
that’s right...I've never watched a reality show from beginning to end! ...some of them are
pretty bad...the one | think is particularly bad is ... “The Biggest Loser” — | believe that’s the
title...where fairly large people go on the show and the winner of this program will be the
one who loses the most weight... | think the whole thing is pretty deranged...Nevertheless;
the episode that caught my attention was one that interviewed previous contestants of the
show to see how they were doing.  Many have kept their weight off...and some at least the
ones they interviewed have changed their whole lives... some even change of careers...and
all those interviewed were happy they made the changes they did - of course.  There may
have been some who were not but at least for some of these people - their lives have
changed dramatically for the better... And that particular episode, for me at least was not
about weight loss — weight loss was just a result — but an entire change of attitude and
mind.
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That is what repentance is all about, an entire reorientation of our hearts and minds.
Repentance... is recognizing that we need to change ... recognizing that the way we have
lived isn't getting us anywhere...and we intentionally choose to live better...a choice to live
well...a choice that can see into the future of what life would be like if | were to change
some of the way | behave ...with myself and my fellow human beings. Repentance, far



from being portrayed as words of crazy people...is steeling our wills to make good choices
and take positive actions with our lives...to be better people and to create a better world.
This is what repentance is all about...it is more than feeling sorry for ourselves - it is taking
steps to change....Spiritually it means letting go of our small self-centred and selfish world
to embrace a universe where God is at the centre and to re-orientate all that we do and all
that we are after Him.
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It is for this reason that John the Baptist had some harsh words for the crowds gathering at
the edge of the Jordan River to be baptized. He says to them “You brood of vipers...who
warned you to flee God’s coming wrath?”...and then he goes on to expound on what it
means to be children of Abraham — in other words, what marks a people as ones that
belong to God.
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The words of John the Baptist, exposes that these people, needed to be reminded of the
root meaning of this ritual...For the ritual of Baptism is not unfamiliar to Jewish religion. It
was often associated with ritual cleansing and there were times before Yom Kippur (the day
of atonement) as a sign of purity and repentance or before the Sabbath to prepare oneself
for the holiness of that day...and yes, by the way, they did it by immersion.
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What he was clearing up with these folks is that water baptism has no power to save
anyone. In effect he was saying, “...you think by getting baptized you will be saved from
hell and judgment... forgetit! “ Baptism is only a sign of something much more
important...and that is that you have repented of your sins — let go of your need to be god -
and embraced the reality that there is only one God in the universe and you have now
surrendered your will and your ways to Him...
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The proof of repentance is in the way we conduct our lives. — the kind of choices we make
and the kind of actions we take.  John the Baptist says, prove by the way you live that
you have repented of your sins and turned to God. - In other words, its no use getting
baptized if you are not willing to change the way you live.  These are hard words even for
today. Unfortunately there are people who profess Christ today but show little evidence of
obedient living before Him....
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And for that reason, verse 10 of our text... is as relevant today as it was in the day of John
the Baptist. In response to John'’s declaration, the people asked the question ... well what
we must do... And there were many types of people in that crowd.  There were the
religious — “good” people — there were the contemptible tax collectors — who stole from their
own people — and there were soldiers who were making sure that all these people gathered
for worship would not become a crazy mob.
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All of them brought their questions to John from the context of their own lives...and John
responds practically to them. The evidence of repentance can be discovered in John’s reply
to those who asked this question:  what should we do? | don’t think that his reply is a
complete list but it is basic and foundational to a life that has grasp that God is king.  From
John’s response to the questions of the crowd, we can observe at least three practices or
disciplines that give evidence of a life that has re-orientated itself to God’s word and ways.
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The first practice is compassion.
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If you have two shirts, give one to the poor. If you have food, share it with those who are
hungry.
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In this statement, John the Baptist connects with the prophet Isaiah who said,
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Isaiah 58:7 7  Share your food with the hungry, and give shelter to the homeless. Give
clothes to those who need them, and do not hide from relatives who need your help.
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Let me say that these practices do not save you. You could feed the hungry and clothed
the poor and not even be a follower of Jesus.  Doing good works alone does not get
anyone to heaven. Itis only by faith in Jesus, his death and resurrection for the
forgiveness of sin ...submitting our hearts to His rule that enables us to enter into His
promise in John 14, that where He is, those who follow him will also go.  But the opposite
is also true...without good works; heaven is not our home...for good works are the fruit of a
change heart... And one of the basic changes in the human heart is compassion for those
who are less fortunate...and to ....love even those who do not love us...or love us back...
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Remember the story of the Good Samaritan who rescued the Jewish man who was mugged
and left in the ditch to die? The parable came out of a question from a lawyer who asked
‘who is my neighbor?’ ... The Samaritan...a hated outsider comes to the rescue of someone
whose opinion of him was less than kind... And the story of the Samaritan is the challenge
to identify with and stand with the least... at least in his case, a person least likely to be in
his circle of friends... for if love can be extended to the least...then everyone has a chance
atit...
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As such then love...acts ...not according to the way we feel - but insists on doing the right
thing...even when we do not feel like it....And when we act compassionately to those who
are the least worthy — in our network — we begin to enter into God’s compassion to the least
and the lost. So the instruction to share cloths with the poor and food with the hungry is
really the invitation to intimately know God’s heart...and participate in how he feels...and
how He loves... - and when we get in touch with God’s heart...something really special
happens in us.

XA, R, 4T3, ARRINEATER A A 2% 2 AT EATE), e RO
ML IROE B A7 U, BRI AU A, 3R . 2
BATA AR, XL BT AN, BATIT 187G 0 AR, oy
ML TR AN, RIEHIN. Frel, FSEIERR, &%, 855N,
SCAE AR BAT T L RGE MOl 2 B2 a1 B TR ZE RS ) (O 1%

In 1970, a Malcolm Muggeridge went to Calcutta to do a special documentary on Mother
Teresa for the BBC-TV. Muggeridge then was Europe's top news man — like Peter
Mansbridge .
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Well, on that fated morning of their meeting he met her as she was working out in the
streets with sick and poor people in a ghetto like he had never seen before, amid stench,
filth, garbage, disease, and poverty that was just unbelievable. But what struck Muggeridge
more than anything else, even there in that awful squalor and decadence, was the deep,
warm glow on Mother Teresa's face and the deep, warm love in her eyes.
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"Do you do this every day?" he began his interview.
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"Oh, yes," she replied, "it is my mission. It is how | serve and love my Lord."
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"How long have you been doing this? How many months?"
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"Months?" said Mother Teresa. "Not months, but years. Maybe eighteen years."
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"Eighteen years!" exclaimed Muggeridge. "You've been working here in these streets for
eighteen years?"
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"Yes," she said simply and yet joyfully. "It is my privilege to be here. These are my people.
These are the ones my Lord has given me to love."
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"Do you ever get tired? Do you ever feel like quitting and letting someone else take over
your ministry? After all, you are beginning to get older."

TR} BRI RS ? IR EETT, BE LR AU RS ? B5E, fRea
Ir

"Oh, no," she replied, "this is where the Lord wants me, and this is where [ am happy to be. |
feel young when | am here. The Lord is so good to me. How privileged | am to serve him."
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Later, Malcolm Muggeridge said, "l will never forget that little lady as long as I live. The face,
the glow, the eyes, the love-it was all so pure and so beautiful. | shall never forget it. It was
like being in the presence of an angel. It changed my life. | have not been the same person
since. It is more than | can describe." (John Mark ministries)
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When we exercise compassion...something of God leaves its mark on our lives...and His
joy become ours...in an inexplicable way.
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The second practice is justice

R IE

...CoIIect no more taxes than the government requires...
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One of the worst feelings in the world is knowing that someone has cheated you. When
my family and | lived in China, 18 years ago...we had no idea that when you go to the
market, you had to barter for the price of your grocery... There were no prices on
anything... and we didn’t even know how to ask how much it cost. My first grocery
shopping experience there was very traumatic. | was totally unprepared for what was
happening...l didn’t know how to barter...| didn’t even know what anything was worth...and
| could barely communicate...but | knew that the young woman selling me that piece of pork
was cheating me...because of the reaction of the other sellers and the guilty look in her
eyes... but | didn’'t know how to communicate... | felt totally helpless and at the mercy of this
young lady.  You know what, it was a good lesson for me...because the first thing | did
was go back to my apartment...found someone to teach me about shopping in the market
place.
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All of us want justice in our lives...because justice brings dignity to our humanity.  Like the
woman we visited in El Salvador...who...finally got piped water to her yard...who

said...before, | was treated as a no body...but now I'm somebody.... This is what happens
when someone is treated with fairness and justly...they feel they matter... that is what



justice brings into a community...
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John the Baptist's instruction to the tax collector is also in their context is also instruction to

us as well...for if ever we treat others as objects to benefit ourselves we sow the seeds of
injustice...and rob our fellow human beings of their dignity.
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Again, as we give others the gift of dignity by treating them fairly...we are in touch with
God’s heart ...His joy becomes our strength even as practicing justice may cost something
of ourselves...
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The third practice is humility...
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...Don’t extort money or make false accusations. And be content with your pay.”
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Perhaps you are asking — how did he get humility from that? Because the questions were
asked from soldiers who at that time, had the power of life and death over the citizens of
Judea. A soldier could simply make a citizen carry his gear for him...he had the biggest
sword...and a gang of armed buddies...and if a soldier were to make demands of
you...you'd better obey or else... And so people were afraid of soldiers... for because of
their power over the citizens they'd often make extra money by threateningthem, extorting
and exploiting them for their own gains.  They were like corrupt policemen covering each
other’s back while stealing from people they were supposed to protect.
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St. Paul in his letter to the Philippians 2:5-8, writes, “Your attitude should be the same as

that of Christ Jesus: who being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God

something to be grasped but made himself nothing taking the very nature of a servant,

being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man....he humbled

himself...”
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Jesus knew who he was — very God of very God — but he did not use his position and power

to seduce with flashy miracles, promises of riches or flattering of our ego - he knew we

were easily seducible...neither did he use is power to manipulate, coerce or force but He

came to serve us by dying on the cross...
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John says to the soldiers don't use your authority to extort and take advantage of

people...rather just do your job — to provide order and security for your citizens - and be

satisfied with what you already have.... Now that takes the discipline of humility...not

seeking to use power for one’s gain...
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| think it is significant that John does not ask tax collectors or soldiers to leave their jobs....

No he tells them not to cheat people and misuse their power... It is important for us to

remember that we are to live out these practices of compassion, justice, and humility in the

context of everyday life...not just at church...in fact it is in the everyday, context of work and

play that these fruits of repentance can really make a difference.
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Now these practices are not simply for individuals but for entire communities of faith...When

we live out the gospel in our care for the least; our willingness to empower others and to

serve...we not only are working to expand the Kingdom of God where we are placed...but it

is also a life lived in faith believing and longing for the day that these practices and
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values...will spread to all humanity...driving out the darkness as we wait and prepare for the
Lord’s return.

nA, ERERAT AR NBIAT N, T2 BB ORERRIAT . Za3RAT]
W RTINS B ENRIEM, FRAVE S, Ekfr, FATIA
DAL XY AT E B, 223 SO, MBS, JAIPTEE R H 72K i B,
FAT R BEA KB E X, 2 RIEAN AN, WIERE, W E8Fim.
I’'m not going to lie to you, repentance is not easy work. It is training our hearts and our
wills to love what God loves and do what God does. It will turn your world upside down
and it may even be personally costly. However, when you live your life as God has always
intended there is along with the hard work a deep sense of joy and rightness and vision of
what can be...though it can begin with sorrow. -  for we must take an honest inventory of
our lives. However the journey of repentance — as we re-orientate our hearts and minds
after God - is a journey that direct our lives away from sin and the sorrow it brings to the joy
of Christ!  This we do by faith — believing, even in our darkest hours — that God’s promises
to us are true and we stubbornly hope in his deliverance ...and that in the end when all is
said and done, the trajectory of our faith is good and glorious and wonderful... For he
promised this to us...sealing it with his death and resurrection... that it will be so when he
returns...” So as we wait, we prepare through a life of repentance...practicing the disciplines
of compassion, of justice, and of humility — God being our helper! — Holding stubbornly on to
the promise that his kingdom will come and his will, will be done on earth as it is in heaven.
Amen.!
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