
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


The Third Sunday in Advent

psalter:
Psalm 85
1st lesson:
Isaiah 35
2nd lesson:
Matthew 11:2-15
Ministers and Stewards
The Propers for today – the Collect, Epistle and Gospel – are all on the theme of the Ministry. That theme is continued this week in the three Ember Days (Wednesday, Friday and Saturday), on which we pray for more men to offer themselves for this work, and also we pray for those already in the ordained Ministry.
The Collect for today is based on several of the phrases in the Epistle and Gospel. It also reflects part of what the angel Gabriel said to Zacharias when he appeared to the priest as he took his turn at the altar of incense in the temple at Jerusalem: "He will go before him in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the just, to make ready for the Lord a people prepared." (Luke 1:17)
The Old Testament background of today's Propers is in the book of Malachi, the last book of the Old Testament. Speaking in the name of God, the prophet says, "Behold, I send my messenger to prepare the way before me." (Malachi 3:1) He goes on to say, "I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and terrible day of the Lord comes. And he will turn the hearts of fathers to their children and the hearts of children to their fathers, lest I come and smite the land with a curse." (Malachi. 4:5-6)
John the Baptist, the fulfillment of these prophecies, came to call people to repentance in preparation for the coming of the Savior, Jesus Christ, in his first Advent. In the Collect, the ordained Ministry of the Church is compared to the work of John. As John prepared men for Christ's first coming, the Ministry is to strive to turn the hearts of the disobedient to the wisdom of the just, so that at the second coming of the Lord to judge the world, all may be found acceptable in His sight; and, of course, that all may be found acceptable every day, and at the end of their days.

In the Epistle, this verse gives the Advent emphasis: "Judge nothing before the time, until the Lord come, who both will bring to light the hidden things of darkness, and will make manifest the counsels of the hearts: and then shall every man have praise of God."
Back of this passage was the fact of quarreling in the church at Corinth over who was the greatest of the apostles, with splits in the congregation because of different groups who were each loyal to one of the various men who had preached to them; and there was criticism of Saint Paul. He warned the Corinthians that it was God s right to judge, not theirs, and that he was not greatly bothered by any person's judgment. He reminded them that the ministers of Christ are his stewards, entrusted in a special way within the Church with the riches of the gospel; and that it is required in all stewards that they be found faithful to Him Who has entrusted them with His riches, to Whom they must one day give account.
In the service of Ordination to the Priesthood, there are some very direct reminders to the ordinands of the gravity of the responsibility which is being given to them. For example, the Bishop says, "Have always therefore printed in your remembrance how great a treasure is committed to your charge. For they are the sheep of Christ, which he bought with his death . . ." (BCP; page 540). The stewards of Christ must be found faithful.
The Gospels for this Sunday and the next both deal with John the Baptist, although, as has been pointed out, in reverse chronological order. Today's lesson has Jesus' statements about who John was, and next Sunday's John's testimony to who Jesus is.
John had preached a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins, in preparation for a soon-to-come day of wrath and judgment, when the Messiah would be an avenger of those who had been wronged. For John had said, "His winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing floor, and to gather the wheat into his granary, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire." (Luke 3:17)
Herod the Tetrarch, ruler of Galilee, had put John in prison because he had publicly criticized Herod's adulterous marriage. So from prison, the Baptist sent; some of his disciples with this question for Jesus, "Art thou, he that should come, or do we look for another?" Evidently Christ was not bringing the judgment on the wicked that John thought that He would.
In His answer, the Lord pointed out the fulfillment in His work of Old Testament prophecy such as this from Isaiah 35: "Then shall the eyes of the blind be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped; then shall the lame man leap like a hart, and the tongue of the dumb sing for joy." The high point of Jesus' reply to John was in these words: " The poor have the gospel preached to them." This was His greatest work; and we think not only of those who are indigent, but also of the poor in spirit, who will be blessed, "for theirs is the kingdom of heaven." Jesus came with love and forgiveness, and to offer His life as a ransom for many, but apparently not in the way of judgment that John had expected.
Jesus' answer also contained an indirect rebuke to John: "Blessed is he, whosoever shall not be offended in me." That is, blessed is he who will recognize in me and in what I am doing the appearance of God's servant, the One Who is to come, and Who will bring salvation to God's people.
Then He goes on to praise John, in a series of rhetorical questions about him. He asked the people what they had gone out into the wilderness to see. Was John like the reeds that grew along the Jordan River where he was baptizing, that are driven to and fro by the wind? Was he a man who wore fine clothing and lived in rich surroundings? Was he a prophet? John was a man of great spiritual and moral strength, who lived with only the barest necessities; and was not only a prophet, but more than a prophet. He was in himself the fulfillment of the prophecy in Malachi of one who would be the messenger before the coming Messiah; and in his person was the reappearance of Elijah that was expected before the Messiah would come. We have the Lord's own words for that: "He is Elijah who is to come." In addition, he was more than a prophet. The prophets looked forward to the coming of the Messiah; it was John's great privilege and responsibility to proclaim that He had come!
John was in prison, and soon to be martyred for his faith. We trust that he was strengthened by the message Christ sent to him and that he fully recognized in Jesus the appearance of the One whom he had foretold.
As the Collect for today says, John is an example especially for those called to serve as the clergy of the Church. But we all have the responsibility, each in his own measure, for the spread of the Christian way of life, for the preparation of people's hearts so that Christ may come in. We all share in the stewardship of the mysteries of God, the Gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ; and therefore are all accountable to God for what kind of stewards we are. We can all be strengthened by the example of John Baptist's courage, and share with him in the fellowship of God's people the faith that Jesus of Nazareth is the One Who has come to bring the good news to the poor in spirit; and we can all show by word and how we live this good news that the Messiah is here.
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