“The Way Is Prepared”

Luke 3:2-22

Last week I traveled north to Wellsboro, PA where I visited the Pastor of First Presbyterian Church. I was looking for information about a former Pastor of that church that had served as a Volunteer Chaplain of the Union Army during the Civil War.

Following the death of our son, Mark, who had served as a Civil War Reenactor

· And I had visited a number of his reenactor activities;

· On one occasion he invited me to conduct a Civil War era wedding;

· And dressed me up in Civil War clothing to conduct the ceremony.

After his death, I realized that his reenacting of the War was his way of identifying with the suffering of that day:

· His great grandfather fought in that War and he is buried in the plot next to him in our hometown cemetery.

· I visited Gettysburg often with Mark and did not realize that it was more than just a hobby with him.

· In a sense, he was preparing me for my own involvement in his life experience.

Back in Wellsboro, I was able to review the history of First Presbyterian Church there,

· Visited the Historical Society and its records,

· Saw the gravesite of Chaplain James Calkins whom I plan to do an impression of;

· Visited the home that he and his wife built;

·  And heard the stories of his involvement with citizens of the area and soldiers during the war:

· His great concern for “two monsters of iniquity,” as he called them –intemperance and slavery – which led him to accept a commission as Chaplain in the Union Army;

· When 2,000 of the 6,000 male population of Tioga County took up arms and 440 of them paid the supreme sacrifice!

· It was noted that Chaplain Calkins conducted Sabbath services for both northern and southern armies and conducted revivals in their camps;

· And no soldier killed or wounded went without a condolence letter to his family shortly thereafter.

In a sense, Chaplain Calkins “prepared the way” for families of Tioga County to face the devastation of war.

· In visiting his burial plot in Wellsboro Cemetery, I noted his most unusual monument, a large 8-foot high-unfinished sandstone, looking like a finger (show) pointing to heaven.

· In life and in death, he continues to point persons to God!

It was much the same when John the Baptist in our Scripture reading today made his sudden and dramatic appearance in the Judean wilderness:

· Here was the prophet who was to prepare the way for God’s decisive action!

· His was the signal for the coming of the New Age!

· Now was the hour of God’s deliverance of a people frustrated by centuries of delay!

When Oriental kings made journeys into remote parts of their realms, heralds (or messengers) were sent ahead to announce their coming.

· Roads had to be made where there were none.

· Valleys had to be filled, and hills made low.

· And where there were roads, they had to be straightened and smoothed.

· And so the Prophet Isaiah is quoted by Luke in our Scripture today: (Luke 3:4 and 5)

John was the herald. His message was:

· “The King is coming! Prepare the way!

· And how was this to be done?

· By repentance: by a radical change of heart, which would manifest itself in works that gave evidence of it.

· Then he called them to give witness to repentance by baptism.

Who was this John the Baptist anyway?

· Physically, he was an outdoorsman; spent his time camping on the desert;

· He liked animals; ate wild food; and wore animal skins;

· He ranted and raved like a wild preacher.

· His message was one of repentance.

· His baptism was by water.

John’s baptism of repentance was accompanied by confession:

1. Confession to oneself:

· We usually shut our eyes to what we do not wish to see, including our own sins;

· But the first step to salvation is like a person looking at their face in a mirror, and suddenly saying: “You dirty little rat!”

· And from that day he begins to be a changed person.

· No doubt when the prodigal son left home, he thought himself to be a fine and adventurous character;

· But before he could take his first step back home, he had to take a good look at himself, and say (Luke 15:18b, 19).

· There is no one harder in the world to face than oneself!

· And the first step to repentance and right relationship with God is to admit to our own sin to ourselves!

2. Confession to those whom we have wronged:

· It will not be much use saying to God that we are sorry, until we say we are sorry to those whom we have hurt or injured or grieved.

· The human barriers have to be removed before the divine barriers can be touched.

· It can often be the case that confession to God is easier than confession to human kind,

· But there can be no forgiveness without such confession!

3. Confession to God:

· The end of pride is the beginning of forgiveness.

· It is when a person says, “I have sinned” that God gets the chance to say, “I forgive!”

· It is not the person who desires to meet God on equal terms who will discover forgiveness,

· But the person who kneels in humble contrition and whispers his shame, “God be merciful to me, a sinner!”

Though baptism was a result of repentance, it was not a magical act, which granted blessing in itself. John insisted that it be accompanied by a deep inner change of heart. This change of heart was to be manifested by living in hope of the coming Kingdom of God in the ordinary tasks of every day:

· Those who had an excess of clothing or food were to share it with those who had none;

· Tax collectors were to discharge their duties with integrity and honesty;

· Soldiers were to serve faithfully, content with their pay, and not to enrich themselves falsely by violence or by fraud.

John’s appearance as a baptizer indicated to some that he might be the promised Messiah. This he denied in the strongest terms. He spoke of a “mightier” One coming, so much greater than he that he was not worthy even to offer him the menial service of untying his sandals. He would actually bring what John’s baptism with water signified – the gift of the Holy Spirit.

And like John, we are called to “remember our baptism.”

· Recall the strong arms of your father or the determined soul of your mother who carried you to the altar;

· Or when, as a youth, you made that first big step of faith thru baptism prior to your confirmation;

· Or even as an adult, you decided that Christian faith was your choice for eternity;

· And some, even yet, await that dedication of their lives to God.

Jesus came from Nazareth and was baptized by John:

· It was a short journey measured in miles, but it was momentous in terms of faith.

· It marked his acceptance of his vocation as a preacher of the Kingdom of God.

· It called him out of the village where his childhood and early manhood had been spent,

· Into the larger world of the purpose of God.

Yet, it is a journey that all of us are called to take, if we are to find real life; accepting a vocation within the great purposes of God; and willing to ask:

· What abilities has he given me?

· Where can I use them in His Kingdom?

· No longer saying: “What’s in it for me?” or “How much will I make?”

· But rather, “What is God calling me to do with my life?” or “Where does he want me to go?”

It is the great journey of every disciple’s life,

· Out of the walls of self-preoccupation into the wider realm of service to God’s children and God’s purposes!

A person’s life may have a dull setting:

· A humble home, simple abilities, average intellect;

· But if he catches the reflection of the Glory of God which is in the face of Jesus Christ,

· His life becomes a burning and shining light!

The same Jesus who said, “I am the light of the world.”

· Also said: “You are the light of the world!”

· And he said: “As the Father has sent me, even so I send you.”

We, who stand in the wonder of creation and all of its beauty, also stand in the wonder that he chooses us to share the drama of salvation for all persons.

· For, like John, we also join in seeing that “the way is prepared” for others to come into His Kingdom.
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