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December 5, 2021 Malachi 3:1-4 
 
Malachi 3:1-4 
See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom you seek will 
suddenly come to his temple. The messenger of the covenant in whom you delight—indeed, he is 
coming, says the LORD of hosts. But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand 
when he appears? For he is like a refiner’s fire and like fullers’ soap; he will sit as a refiner and 
purifier of silver, and he will purify the descendants of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, 
until they present offerings to the LORD in righteousness. Then the offering of Judah and 
Jerusalem will be pleasing to the LORD as in the days of old and as in former years. 
 
Luke 3:1-6 
In the fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of 
Judea, and Herod was ruler of Galilee, and his brother Philip ruler of the region of Ituraea and 
Trachonitis, and Lysanias ruler of Abilene, during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, 
the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness.  He went into all the region 
around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins, as it is 
written in the book of the words of the prophet Isaiah, "The voice of one crying out in the 
wilderness: 'Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.  Every valley shall be filled, 
and every mountain and hill shall be made low, and the crooked shall be made straight, and the 
rough ways made smooth; and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.'" 
 
The Story of God for the people of God… thanks be to God. 
 
How did it feel coming through the doors this morning and walking into the decorated 
Sanctuary? 
 
After a year spent in exile from this place at this time of year, it’s certainly not a 
transformation or a feeling I will take for granted for a long, long time. 
 
The blue of the paraments that matches the blue in the ribbon in the wreaths and the 
garland; the lights on the trees… all point towards a promise fulfilled – we are back! 
 
And yet, the masks and the social distancing remind us that we are still waiting… the days are 
surely coming… 
 
It’s so good to be back in this space with all of you at this time of year that I don’t even mind 
the Revised Common Lectionary’s annual downer of John the Baptist. So grumpy! Especially if 
you keep reading: 
John said to the crowds that came out to be baptized by him, “You brood of vipers! Who warned 
you to flee from the wrath to come? Bear fruits worthy of repentance. Do not begin to say to 
yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our ancestor’; for I tell you, God is able from these stones to 
raise up children to Abraham. Even now the ax is lying at the root of the trees; every tree 
therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.” 
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We should have quit reading. 
 
Or we can frame it in the right context. The passage from Malachi that was read offers us a 
lens through which to view John the Baptist’s message of repentance:  
But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he appears? For he is like a 
refiner’s fire and like fullers’ soap; he will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver, and he will purify 
the descendants of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, until they present offerings to 
the LORD in righteousness. 
 
The early movements of Handel’s Messiah include reference to Malachi 3 and its images of 
refinement. After first performing The Messiah in 1741, Handel responded to praise for his 
“entertainment” with these words, “I should be sorry if I only entertained them. I wished to 
make them better.” 
 
And with that statement Handel sums up the basic push of these verses as well as the core of 
John the Baptist’s call to repentance – God’s judgment is about refinement, not punishment. 
 
It’s true, John strikes a pretty terrifying figure in the Christian imagination. He uses imagery 
of axes chopping down fruitless trees and of chaff being burned with unquenchable fire. I 
didn’t even read the part about eating locusts or his head eventually being served up on a 
platter – grim, grim, grim. 
 
BUT the reputation of JBap being the pre-Christmas bad guy is unfair. I think the word of 
judgment he speaks is not punitive. Instead the judgment that John speaks of is for the 
purpose of refinement. 
 
Maybe that’s not what you hear when you hear a reading about him – but let me ask you this. 
Why are we so quick to condemn JBap as harsh and haunting. And yet another dude we talk 
about this time of year is given all kinds of grace even though words that describe him aren’t 
much better than John’s. Listen: 
You better watch out  
You better not cry  
Better not pout  
I'm telling you why  
Santa Claus is coming to town… 
He sees you when you're sleeping  
He knows when you're awake  
He knows if you've been bad or good  
So be good for goodness sake! 
 
According to this hymn, Santa Claus is a graceless thug – bringing gifts to good boys and girls 
and nothing but coal and switches for those who are bad. You are either good or you are bad. 
BUT according to Malachi and JBap, there is mercy that we have already received, they just 
want us to recognize it and receive it. 
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The story is told of a woman who read this passage from Malachi and called up a silversmith 
and made an appointment to watch him while at work. She didn’t mention anything about 
the reason for her interest, beyond her curiosity about the process of refining silver. As she 
watched the silversmith work, he held a piece of silver over the fire and let it heat up. He 
explained that in refining silver, one needed to hold the silver in the middle of the fire, where 
the flames were the hottest as to burn away all the impurities. The man said that not only did 
he have to sit there holding the silver, but he had to keep his eyes on it the entire time it was 
in the fire. If the silver was left even a moment too long in the flames, it would be destroyed. 
The woman was silent for a moment. Then she asked the silversmith, “But how do you know 
when the silver is fully refined?”  He smiled at her and answered, “Oh, that’s easy–when I see 
my image in it.”  
 
We are created in the image of God and God invites us to live into that image. Judgment is an 
opportunity for us to become refined, to get better – and in so doing we prepare the way of 
the Lord.  
 
John the Baptist knows that nobody stands before the Lord and submits a resume of their 
own righteousness… everybody, even the most holy of Pharisees who came out to see just 
what he was up to out in the wilderness, everyone stands in need of repentance. And most of 
us won’t choose the path of repentance unless we encounter some friction.  
 
One of the things that causes friction, that really gets us moving, is time.  
 
The days are surely coming… say the prophets.  
Live is short. 
How many days are left? 
 
Hyping the countdown of days is something we’re familiar with especially this time of year. 
How many shopping days until Christmas? 
 
Once Black Friday hits, followed by Cyber Monday, the consumer clock is ticking…and the 
question all retailers capitalize on is the scarcity of shopping days remaining.  It’s clever 
marketing – whip people up into a panic about how the time is short and they’ll spend crazy 
amounts of money just so they have something for everyone on their shopping list.  The days 
are numbered…so how are you going to spend them? 
 
Or consider the phenomenon of the “Must-Have” Toy that seems to come around every now 
and again. The one that marked some of our childhoods was the Cabbage Patch doll. 
 
Ascending to “Must Have” status in the 1983-1984 Christmas season, Cabbage Patch dolls also 
had a brilliant marketing scheme.  Utilizing these crazy, new tools called computers, the 
manufacturers ensured that each doll was unique – each had its own name, birth date, and 
even distinct features.   
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Each “baby” came with adoption papers, and since these weren’t merely dolls you were 
buying, but rather children you were adopting, there were only so many of these babies 
available.  No one store was given more than 360 dolls, which meant the demand for these 
rather ordinary, some might even say homely, dolls went through the roof.   
People did some pretty crazy things to get a Cabbage Patch doll.  There’s a story of a Kansas 
City postal worker who heard that Harrods in London was going to receive 1000 Cabbage 
Patch Kids and he flew all the way to England to make sure his daughter would get one on 
Christmas morning. 
 
All of that effort for a doll that was likely raptured to the attic within a couple years. You have 
to ask, was it worth all the time and effort?  Especially when the days are so numbered? 
 
John the Baptist loves to talk about how many days are left.  But for John, the days aren’t for 
shopping, the days are meant to prepare the way of the Lord.  Even now, the axe is lying at the 
root of all the fruitless trees, the chaff (or the insubstantial ‘fluff’) will soon be burnt with 
unquenchable fire.   John warns us to not waste our time chasing cabbage when we ought to 
be bearing fruit that is worthy of repentance.   
 
Remember what your time is for. 
 
Rob Kolodjay was on the failing plane that Captain Chelsey Sullenberger safely landed in the 
Hudson river in 2009.  As the plane began to descend, Rob recalled saying to himself, “I will 
be dead in 90 seconds.”  And then, all he could think was this:  
“I hope that I did what I was supposed to do with my life.” 
He wasn’t saying, “I hope I did everything I wanted to do.” That’s not a prayer, that’s a “bucket 
list.”  His prayer was more holy: “I hope I did what I was supposed to do.”  
That sounds like a prayer of repentance.   
 
Repentance isn’t a bad thing at all – it’s really just a rediscovery of what our time is really for.   
 
The days are surely coming…  
 
What are you going to do in the meantime?   
 
In the name of the Creator, the Christ, and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 


