Rev.Dan Welch ~ Wed. in Advent 2 (Choral Service)  12-11-24  Text- Luke 3:1-6

In many ways December really is the “most wonderful time of the year”.
But I truly believe that December is also the craziest month of the year, as
well! It is such a crazy time because we’re all so busy preparing. As a husband
balances precariously on his ladder, hanging the outdoor lights in just the right
way - he’s preparing. As his wife hits the shopping malls and mega-stores with
a high level of intensity and aggressiveness — she’s preparing. As young people
spend time on their phones searching for the best online deals for those on
their shopping list, they're preparing. As kids make lists of all that they want
for Christmas- they're preparing. As choirs and musicians practice and practice
their songs, they're preparing. As houses become filled with the smell of
cookies, people are preparing. Soon, Christmas will be here!

In the church, we’re also in a time of preparing called “Advent.” Advent is
a word that means “arrival.” It's a four-week season of the church year when
we prepare ourselves for the arrival of Christ. We prepare to celebrate His first
arrival, His humble, quiet birth in Bethlehem. But we’re also preparing for
another arrival, when Christ will come in all of His majesty, with the loud
trumpet call of God on the Last Day.

Just as many people do all kinds of physical things to prepare for
Christmas, so we in the church are to do spiritual things to prepare ourselves
for Christ. It's really not all that hard to figure out how to prepare for the
Christmas holiday. Just look at what other people are doing, decorating,
shopping, hosting gatherings - you’ll figure it out. But how does one prepare
for Christ? That’s a mystery for many.

There is someone who teaches you how to do this, and he appears every
December. No, it’s not Rudolph, Frosty, or even Santa to whom I'm referring.
Quite the opposite of those jolly characters, it’s none other than the leather belt
and camel’s hair wearing, locusts and wild honey eating, “John the Baptist”. He
helps get us ready for Christmas each year. Every Advent season he shows up
in our assigned lectionary lessons, like tonight’s Bible reading from Luke’s
Gospel.

So, what did John do? Verse 3 of our reading tells us: “He went into all the
country around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of repentance for the
forgiveness of sins.” So, John the Baptist encouraged people to be baptized and
to repent of their sins.

This was God'’s purpose for John’s life. John and his ministry of
preparation was foretold hundreds of years before his birth. In our reading, we
also heard: “As is written in the book of the words of Isaiah the prophet: The



voice of one crying in the wilderness, prepare the way of the Lord.” Yes, God
gave John the unique calling to prepare people for the arrival of the Messiah.
Jesus was about to start His public ministry, and John was getting people ready.
He did that by teaching them to repent.

Now to “repent” basically means you make a U-turn. You change direction
from the way you were going to going the opposite way. John was telling the
people to change the direction of their lives because they were on a path
toward eternal destruction. They were going one way, unprepared for Christ,
and they needed to turn their lives around and go the opposite way.

This is how we can prepare for Christ too. Repent. Think of repentance
like this- first you identify, and then, you do the opposite. First, you identify
what is sinful in your life. This will take some quiet time on your part. Turn off
the TV. Put away your phone. Take a break from shopping and decorating. And
just sit, and think, and identify the weaknesses in your life. What is your
weakness, your sin? Are you materialistic? Do you like to be surrounded by
expensive stuff? Are you selfish? Do you have impure, immoral thoughts? Are
you impatient with others? Do you say things about other people that you
shouldn’t say? What are your sins? Identify them.

This is the first part of repentance. And then the second, do the opposite.
Instead of focusing on the things of this world, focus on the things above.
Instead of being selfish, be generous. Instead of being immoral, strive to be
pure in your mind. Do the opposite. Change direction in your life. That’s
repentance.

Oh! But, so far, I've left out the most important thing. Without this, your
life will never successfully be changed. It’s Christ. Without Christ, true
repentance isn’t possible, and you'll never change. But with Christ, all things
are possible. After you identify your sins, take them to Christ. Take them to the
foot of the cross. Confess your faults, your sins to Him. And then rejoice,
because He forgives you all of your sins. “I forgive you,” Jesus says. “I died on
the cross for all your sins. I was punished for your weaknesses. I forgive you.”

And that’s when you experience true Christian joy. As the risen and
ascended Christ forgives you, He also strengthens you. If you want to make
changes in your life, Christ will give you the strength you need. Let Him forgive
you. And as He forgives you, He will strengthen you to be a new person. That’s
repentance. That's what John the Baptist was talking about. That’s how he was
preparing the way of the Lord. John pointed the people to Christ, because Jesus
is God’s salvation come to earth.



On Christmas Eve, the shepherds found the Christ in a most unexpected
place, in a humble stable. Where can we go today to see Him? If you want to see
God’s salvation, if you want to see Christ, you’ll find Him in other humble
places. Here, in the humble Word of God, here is God’s salvation. In Holy
Baptism, here is Christ, working salvation in people’s hearts, changing them,
giving them faith, and the forgiveness of sins. In the Lord’s Supper, in humble
bread and wine, you'll find God’s salvation - the body and blood of Christ, given
and shed for you, for the forgiveness of sins and to keep you strong in your
faith in Him.

So, are you ready for Christmas? More importantly, are you ready for
Christ? Are you ready to receive Him, when He comes again to judge all
people? If you listen closely, over all the exciting sounds this time of year
brings, you will hear a voice of one crying in the wilderness, prepare the way of
the Lord. That’s the message of Advent - repent. Let Christ take away your sins
and change the direction of your life. Let Him prepare you for the day you
when will see Him face to face in heaven. Amen.



