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Malachi 3.1-4 (Luke 3.1-6) Advent 2 2009 St Michael’s
Why on earth did I decide to preach from Malachi?

It is not often read in church and sometimes only used to refer to the giving of money

· small book

· last book of twelve books – minor prophets

It was probably written just over 400 years before Jesus came

· in a period of history that was uneventful, boring and even depressing in the life of God’s people
· they had made some recovery from a former enormous national disaster

· but it just seemed as if God had forgotten them

· they looked back on the stories of Elijah (& Elisha)
· when there were miracles

· God did things and appeared to be present and active
There was now just no enthusiasm for life

· “Where is the God of our Fathers?”

· it did not seem to matter whether they served God or not

· this showed in their worship

· slovenly, tacky, disrespectful and even blasphemous

· the priests were lying and cheating – whole thins was a sham
· many were losing their faith – especially the following generations

· with relationships between parents and their children deteriorating

Does this sound too much like today?

In amongst this so-called ‘evil people’ seemed to be prospering 

· yet they followed the Lord – “And look where this has got us!”

· eg “it has worked for the bankers but it has not worked for us”

Their BIG COMPLAINT – “where is the God of justice?”  and even “where is God?”

· they no longer prayed – they just moaned

The prophet declares:  As it happens, judgement (and Justice) will come

3:1 “I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me – the Lord will suddenly come to his temple!”

“but who will endure be able to endure when the day of the Lord comes?”

It is interesting that when it comes to judgement we want God to sort out other people (not us of course)
· but here judgement will come upon everyone

· we’d rather play the blame game (with occasional bouts of self-loathing)

· “it is them that need sorting out”  -  pointing the finger
3:2  When judgement comes no-one will stand – says the prophet

But also, through an act of ‘hopeful imagination’, he is able to see beyond all of the despair, hopelessness and threat

· and still believe that God is able to save and heal his people – (but we are not going back(wards) to the days of Elijah)
· and even talks of there coming another Elijah – who we know to be John the Baptist (from 2nd reading)
APPL: It is a rare gift to see a different future when all around you tells another pessimistic story

· it requires the eye of faith – to see things that do not yet exist (Hebrews 11)

· we normally can only see what is – and we fight it and try and change it

· rather than accepting that God works in history – and he does the work

3:2b  But first there is a hard message

“The Lord is like the refiner’s fire – he will purify the descendants of Levi (priests)”

What can we say about God judging people, nations and even ourselves?

1.  We agree with it in principle, I hope

murderers, thieves

naughty children need correction - discipline
‘Justice’ – things should be fair – eg Fair Trade, Amnesty International
2.  But we find it hard to picture God as judging – as surely he is a loving God?!

Problem:  we seem unable to link together judgement and love when it comes to God

3.  The OT expectation was that God would judge – and even that violence would be involved

Ps 55:15 May my enemies die before their time
              may they go down alive into the world of the dead
              Evil is in their heads and in their hearts

4.  So where does all this leave us when we come to the NT and find a non-violent Jesus?

(I hope this is not a shock to you) but I believe the OT understanding of how God works is not the final development of our understanding
· a violent God of wrath it is not a perfect understanding or final position

· but it was the best understanding that they had on the basis of what they knew and had experienced
· throughout the Bible we have a developing understanding about God and how he relates to the world – not a set of final conclusions (which is why people say it is full of contradictions)

There was a massive move forward in understanding when Jesus came (almost too much to take in)

· God is not a violent God

· God is passionately and painfully concerned for Justice and fairness
· Love is the context and backdrop for all healing and redemption

In the OT it was thought (on the whole) that God moves to punish wrong doers
With Jesus we see that the consequence of our actions is itself judgement on us

e.g. the Prodigal Son – (did God judge him?  No the Father waits)
we bring upon ourselves calamity and disaster by the way we behave and live – God does not need to initiate anything!

Then in the death of Jesus we see that God’s approach to judgement is to receive the violence and not to give it out
· and I do not believe that we have a violent God beating and killing his only son

· but a vulnerable God not resisting human evil – taking it, not giving it
· willing to suffer violence and not retaliate

It is our free choices that destroys things and bring violence and destruction upon us

Yesterday 1000s of people marched in London and elsewhere to highlight the issue of Climate Change and bring it to the Governments attention once more

· this week the Copenhagen summit will open (and let’s hope . . . .)

Is Climate Change God’s judgement upon us?

· it is, I believe judgement, but not as we’ve normally understood it

· we do not have a God who is external to creation (as in OT and Newtonian view of things)

· But a God who is intrinsically involved down to the smallest atom, quark and string (which is in-line with the new physics)

What is happening in the earth is the consequence of our actions

· this is judgement in and of itself

· and God is involved in this – and will suffer with us

Then came John the Baptist

· we need to change our thinking (repent)

· especially at the moment about how we treat the world with our lifestyles

But he speaks of a Jesus

· who does not come to beat and destroy wayward human beings

· but will himself be beaten and destroyed by them, by us – on a cross

Judgement is real folks – even though we bring it on ourselves

John the Baptist calls for a change of thinking (repentance) if we are to be saved

Jesus calls us not to be scared of God

· but we must know that if we carry on as we are judgement will come

Prayer

Good God
who lives amongst the chaos and violence of our heaving world
where we argue publically and struggle over climate change
but privately obsess over inconsequential things,
Lead us to see where we have travelled on a path that is not yours
and have hurt ourselves as well as others by doing so,
no to make us feel bad
but to stir the love of our hearts,

That somehow we will change 
not solely to avoid judgement
but to bring freedom to our neighbours.

As we move towards the Jesus of Christmas
help us to become as he is.

Amen.

