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… to prepare the way before me 

 

Malachi 3:1–4 

Luke 1:68–79 

Philippians 1:3–11 

Luke 3:1–6 

 

Text: Malachi 3:1 

See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom you seek will 

suddenly come to his temple. 

 

Introduction 

What is it like not to be a believer? I wonder about this sometimes.  I have no recollection in my 

life of not believing in Jesus Christ. Some of you have recollections of a definitive before and 

after you believed.  In my reading, I come across people who have become believers describing 

their life before faith, saying things like: something was missing; nothing in this world really 

satisfied the longing of my heart; my life was a disaster, I hit rock bottom; life seemed pointless; 

one person said to me “I felt broken and didn’t know how to fix it.”  These comments come from 

believers reflecting on past experience from their current perspective of believing.  Once you 

have experienced Jesus Christ things become clearer with respect to the former life—which is to 

say you now have something to compare—a ‘before’ and an ‘after’ you believe. 

 

People who don’t believe have no comparison point.  I wonder, though, if people who don’t 

believe are occupied with some sense of being incomplete.  Do they wonder what it is like to be 

a believer? Are people generally occupied with the business of living such that there is not a lot 

of time for reflecting on such questions?  Do unbelievers think they are missing something or 

missing out on anything?   

 

Writer and editor Joseph Keegin recently published an essay titled Death and Forgiveness.  The 

essay chronicles his personal experience of when his father died—a father who was estranged 

from his children by his own abusive and erratic behaviour.  Keegin writes, “My siblings’ 

resentment of my father was, in a certain sense, entirely rational: he had harmed them 

immeasurably, often deliberately.  This kind of treatment is impossible to bear from a stranger; 

how much more, then, when it comes from someone responsible for your very existence?  It 

made perfect sense that the hurt they felt would beget anger.  Why, then, couldn’t I shake the 

sense that this account, however reasonable, was wrong?  There was some crucial principle we 

were all missing that could have helped us overcome our animosity and frustration toward one 

another, that could have granted some sense of unity to our fragmented family—something, I 

suspected, like forgiveness.”  (We will return to Keegin’s journey in a moment). 

 

1. The prophet Malachi writes somewhere after 433 B.C. during the time of Israel’s second 

temple.  This is the temple that Jesus knew.  Allow me a brief overview of Israel’s two temples.  

The first temple was the one King Solomon built during his reign that began in 970 B.C. It was a 

magnificent structure.  On the day of dedication it was said that a cloud filled the house of the 

Lord such that the priests could not stand to minister, for the glory of the Lord filled the house of 

the Lord. (1 Kings 8:10-11) This is the cloud of the Lord’s presence that accompanied Israel in 

https://www.cardus.ca/comment/article/death-and-forgiveness
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the wilderness journey; it is the same cloud in the New Testament on the mount when Jesus was 

transfigured.  God came and his presence filled Solomon’s temple.  The ‘shekhinah’ is the 

English transliteration of a Hebrew word meaning ‘dwelling’ or ‘settling’ and denotes the 

dwelling or settling of the divine presence of God. 

 

This first temple was destroyed by the Babylonians in 586 BC and the people were carried off 

into exile.  The prophet Jeremiah lives through this devastating period of their history.  Seventy 

years after exile, under the leadership of Ezra and Nehemiah, a remnant returns to Judea and the 

temple is rebuilt completing the work in 516 B.C.  This second temple never had the glory of the 

first.  Some eighty years later Malachi writes addressing the Levites, the temple leadership.  

They had become discouraged and let worship practices slip.  This text we read from Malachi is 

addressed to the Levites telling them that God will come and restore.  In later rabbinical writings 

when the rabbis discussed the ways in which the second Temple was deficient when compared to 

the first, one of the key elements missing from the second Temple (they said) was the Shekinah 

itself.1 

 

In the days of the New Testament writers there was, among the Jewish people, an intense sense 

of expectation rooted in Israel’s prophetic scriptures fueled by God’s promise to come to his 

temple and heated to the boiling point by political circumstances. The hope was for Israel’s 

rescue and the ultimate glorious return of Israel’s God. Listen to some of the prophetic words 

that dominated minds and hearts; ‘O that you would tear open the heavens and come down;’ ‘the 

glory of the Lord shall be revealed and all flesh shall see it;’ ‘the Lord whom you seek will 

suddenly come to his temple.’ (Isaiah 64:1; 40:5; Malachi 3:1).  Israel's God would return in 

person to sort everything out—to  put the world right.  For the New Testament writers,  they 

came to believe that these promises had been fulfilled in the dramatic an unexpected events 

concerning Jesus of Nazareth. 

 

In the words of the prophet Malachi, the Apostles along with these first Christians believed that 

Jesus was the fulfilment of God’s promise—"See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the 

way before me.”  All the synoptic gospel writers (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) connect this text 

from Malachi with the story of John the Baptist preparing the way for the one more powerful 

who would come after him; preparing the way for Jesus. (Matthew 11:10, Mark 1:2; Luke 7:27).  

Luke tells us of Jesus’ commendation of his cousin John the baptizer to a gathered crowd, “What 

then did you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet. This is the one 

about whom it is written, “See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your 

way before you.”   

 

The Jewish people were all steeped in these prophetic texts.  John the Baptist’s father Zechariah 

was a priest from the tribe of Levi.  Surely he has this prophetic word from Malachi animating 

his mind and heart as he spoke his prophesy at the birth of John.  Listen again as he holds his 

infant son John in his arms, “And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most High; for you 

will go before the Lord to prepare his ways, to give knowledge of salvation to his people by the 

forgiveness of their sins.”   

 

 
1 N.T. Wright, Interpreting Scripture, Zondervan, 2020. p. 196. 
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The truth that ignited the witness of these first Christians and propelled them against all that was 

stacked against them was the conviction that Jesus is God come among us. Christians in the 

apostolic era attested the uniqueness of the Incarnate Son of God amidst a sea of Gnosticism, 

mystery religions, and idolatrous worship of the Roman emperor.  It is for this reason—that God 

has come among us in Jesus—that Christians should be excited about Christmas.  Not excited in 

the way our culture appropriates and handles Christmas.  But excited by him who has come and 

is coming to us today and will come again.  Excited because Christmas is part of that great story 

of God fulfilling his promise, “I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me.” 

 

2. With this in your mind I want to come back to the story of Joseph Keegan; something 

unresolved in his mind and heart had prompted his quest to probe the possibility of forgiveness.  

Keegan writes, “We needed to find a way to forgive our father, and each other. So in order to 

figure out what forgiveness might mean, and what its origins might be, I turned—as I always 

do—to the books*. (*philosophers).” Keegan found no help here. 

 

He writes, “At this point in my studies, I felt exasperated. The only philosophical justification for 

forgiveness, it seemed, had to do with a reflective concern for one’s own condition, not for that 

of another. I complained to a friend—a devout Catholic—that my search for the philosophical 

origins of forgiveness had come to naught. I received a puzzled look in response. “You haven’t 

looked in the Bible?” he asked incredulously. All I could say was that it seemed too easy. I didn’t 

really know what I meant by this except that I had always been suspicious of Christianity as 

being somehow too good to be true, that it papered over the real ugliness of the world with a 

happy message about hope and love. As far as I could tell, we are alone in a universe that is 

slowly dying of its own accord, and all we can do in the meantime is stitch together beautiful 

stories of various kinds to build a shelter for ourselves from the cold indifference of the 

cosmos—but the indifference of the cosmos is what is real, not the stories we tell. Religion, I 

believed, is cowardice, retreat; courage demands facing the facts, owning up to the 

meaninglessness of things. And the central doctrines of Christianity, of course, are just so 

implausible: God and man at the same time? What could be crazier?”   

 

His friend recommended he read the Gospel of Luke. 

 

Keegan continues, “I didn’t immediately recognize the significance of what I read. After 

puzzling over Scripture for some time, I went back to my friend and reported that my mission 

had failed: I’d finally found evidence of forgiveness, but only in the Bible! What was I supposed 

to do with that? If the brilliant philosophers had overlooked something that only appeared later in 

the Gospels, troubling conclusions would follow. It would mean that our most important tool for 

discovering truths about the world had failed in one crucial respect—and if so, and we could not 

think our way to forgiveness on our own, it might have to come to us by some other route, 

arriving from somewhere outside of ourselves. Only after a few months of reflecting, and 

struggling, and fighting against the obvious like Jacob wrestling with the Angel, did I finally 

understand that what I had found was a little hole in the structure of things, a place where human 

reason—even at its greatest and most noble—had been unable to go. And it was through this tiny 

gap that I first caught a glimpse of God.” 
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3.  I began this sermon today asking the question—what is it like not to be a believer?  We 

probed this a little with the personal story of Joseph Keegan.  He was a man who trusted human 

reason and found that, though the broken relationship of his siblings with their father was very 

reasonable, he couldn’t shake this sense that it was quite wrong.  He found a hole where reason 

alone couldn’t help him.  However a person may articulate that sense that there has to be more, 

the point I make with you is this, the gospel witnesses that it isn’t some ‘thing’ we are missing it 

is a person we are missing.  It’s not some better understanding of forgiveness we need but a 

relationship with the One who forgives. 

 

This is what the New Testament writers are so excited about—it is God who has come among us 

to renew and restore a relationship that is lost.  This is what has the prophet Malachi so excited—

God would send his messenger to prepare the way for him.  This is who we meet in Jesus of 

Nazareth. God.  And he loves us. 

 

When the Apostles read these older testament prophesies, they see Jesus in them because the 

written word of God, the Bible, points beyond itself. The scriptures, the written word, bears 

witness to the living Word that is Jesus.  The word of God is said to be “living and active” 

(Hebrews 4:12) not because there is some magic in the words on the page, but because its life 

arises out of the living Word to whom it bears witness.  When you hold the Bible in your hand 

you don’t possess the word of God as if that book could ever be detached from Him whose word 

it is.  When you read scripture and hear God speaking to your heart it isn’t solely a function of 

intellect and understanding of what is written—it is because God is speaking. 

 

Today on the second Sunday of Advent we note that in the coming of Jesus there is peace.  The 

peace Jesus brings is first and foremost peace with God.  It is because of our rebellion against 

God that there is enmity between God and the human.  Yet God does not turn his back on us, but 

at the cross Father and Son secure this peace for us.  The Apostle Paul writes, “and through him 

(Jesus) God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by 

making peace through the blood of his cross.”  Friends, we will only know the peace of God 

when we embrace the One who made peace with God for us, Jesus Christ. 

 

God has come to us to restore relationship with him.  I invite you to embrace Him who is your 

peace.  “See,” says the Lord of hosts, “I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before 

me.” 

 


