“Good Old-Fashioned ‘Fear and Trembling’”

Malachi 3:1-4; Philippians 1:3-11
“But who will be able to endure the day when he comes? Who will (even) be able to survive when he appears? He will be as abrasive as (Lye) soap. He will be as scorching as a roaring furnace.”
Advent is the season in the Christian calendar when we prepare for the coming of Jesus, and, anticipating the arrival of our savior, it’s natural to have a feeling of hopeful expectation. We are expecting our Messiah who comes bringing the fulfillment of all God ever planned for God’s creation. Our savior will purify this world and empower us to live and worship God in the holy manner God so desires.

But along with these optimistic words of expectation, fulfillment, and hope, this morning’s Advent text brings some fairly disturbing words as well. For this process of purification will be harsh and painful. When we look closer at the Good News of the world’s purification, we see something besides our optimistic feelings of hope and expectation. When we truly understand the point of this morning’s Old Testament reading, we also experience the feelings of good old-fashioned fear and trembling. For you see, Malachi is literally raising the question: “Who will be able to stand, who will even survive when the Lord comes into his temple?”

Fear and trembling—that doesn’t sound much like Christmas, does it? Christmas in the United States is all about candy canes, chestnuts roasting on an open fire, and exchanging warm friendly Christmas cards. In our Western culture, Christmas is normally a time for neighborhood parties, exchanging gifts, joyful laughter, and singing. Christmas images of Jolly old Saint Nicholas saying, “Ho Ho Ho,” jingle bells and dashing through the snow on a one-horse open sleigh—these Christmas images represent a dramatically different flavor than the Advent images of lye soap and a roaring furnace.

If Malachi’s Advent question brings a cloud of gloom to your otherwise cheerful view of Christmas, then I encourage you to join me in reflecting upon the historical circumstance of which Malachi was writing.

Malachi wrote his words of prophecy seventy-five years after the Israelites returned to Jerusalem from the Babylonian exile. They had been prisoners of war, servants in Babylon, exiled from Jerusalem for over 70 years. But with the rise to power of the Persian Empire, the Israelites were miraculously allowed to return home to the Promised Land, and the hope was that Israel might finally live into their covenant promise—to live faithfully as God’s people, to be a light to the nations. Sadly, this was not to be.

Gradually political power began to shift away from the governor’s office and toward the office of the High Priest. And soon political power shifted completely to the priesthood. The Priests were both religious and political leaders. And as you might expect, the political decisions and actions of the priests were just as self-serving and shallow as most of the rest of political history.

While the priests were going through the motions of worship and devotion to God, at the very same time they were cheating and robbing the poor, oppressing orphans and widows, and looking the other way as wealthy men deserted their helpless and defenseless wives in favor of younger women. 
The poor, the orphans, the widows, and defenseless women—these were the very people that God’s covenant strictly required Israel to defend and protect. And the priests were robbing them blind. In other words, there was very little correspondence between what the priests said in their worship liturgy and what they did in their everyday lives. Their worship was all form with no substance.

In the prophecies of Malachi, God, in essence, said to the priesthood: “Why don’t you respect me? Why do you only sacrifice your blind, sick, and lame, animals? You even bring stolen animals to me in your worship offerings. Quite frankly, I wish someone would lock the doors of your temple to keep you from ever worshiping me again. Don’t you know that it is the duty of priests to teach the true knowledge of God? You are supposed to be my messengers. Don’t you understand? You honor me by what you do!”

You see the political and religious state of which Malachi was writing had become a farce. Worship was not bringing about any change in their lives. In fact, worship was only a means of legitimizing their corrupt political actions. Their position as priests provided a cover for their self-serving scams. But Malachi clearly lets us know that God will not be manipulated. In fact, it was God’s intention to purify the priesthood—to cleanse them from their self-serving ways.

According to Malachi, God’s plan was this: God would send a messenger to purify the priesthood, and the cleansing process of this messenger would be quite harsh. The priests would be scrubbed with fuller’s soap, an alkaline soap used to clean wool. It would be like taking a bath with lye soap—harsh and abrasive. And God’s Messenger would come to purify the priesthood with fire, like the purification of metals in a roaring furnace.
But what human could endure such a cleansing and purification? “Who will be able to stand when this Messenger appears?”

Four hundred and fifty years after the writing of Malachi, a messenger did come to Israel. Jesus was born in Bethlehem, and through his words and actions, Jesus began the work of cleansing and purifying. And in response to his effort toward change, the priesthood of Jerusalem led the charge to nail him to a cross.
Change is difficult, and change can be scary. And sometimes the fearful call to change can bring out the very worst in human nature. Even today, the priesthood continues resisting the cleansing efforts of God’s messenger, and the priesthood continues in many ways to nail Jesus to a cross. But I’m not talking about the professional priesthood; I’m talking about you and me—the priesthood of all believers.

Malachi reminds us that it is the duty of priests to mediate the true knowledge of God. People should look to us to learn about God, because, as Christians, we are now God’s messengers. That’s what the name Malachi literally means, “God’s Messenger.” Our lives should reflect the values and character of our God who calls us to provide for the poor, and defend the orphans, and protect the defenseless.
Two thousand four hundred and fifty years later, the words of Malachi remind us that God demands a correspondence between what we say in church and what we do out in the world. Two thousand four hundred fifty years later, the words of Malachi remind us that God’s messenger is coming to purify and cleanse the priesthood of all believers. That’s you and me.
I don’t mean to spread a cloud of gloom over your otherwise cheerful and rosy season of Christmas, but our Advent passage is calling us to reflect upon our lives and to reflect upon our commitment to God. This text is calling us to prepare for the coming of our cleansing and purifying savior who is calling us to repent! And repentance requires change in what we value, what we believe, and what we hold dear. And change can be difficult and scary. Purifying and cleansing our values and ethics can be as abrasive as lye soap or as scorching as a blast furnace.

But my friends, behind this scary Advent call for repentance and painful change, there is wonderful Good News. Behind what appears to be a cloud of gloom, we find a beautiful silver Christmas lining.

In the C.S. Lewis children’s story The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, the Christ figure in the story is allegorically represented by an all-powerful lion. At first, the children are fearful of the lion and ask, “Is he safe?” [Has the lion been domesticated? Is he trained? Can we control him?] “Safe? Of course, he isn’t safe! But he is good.”

Indeed, Jesus isn’t safe for those who constantly seek to maintain the self-serving status quo, for those who constantly seek to justify their actions and go on with business as usual, for those who constantly claim that ‘the end will justify the means.’ Jesus isn’t safe, domesticated, or trained. He comes to purify our lives, to cleanse us of all deceit, envy, jealousy, self-centeredness, greed. And the process of this change can be quite painful at times and sometimes down-right scary. But fear not, for he is good.

Into the midst of our hopeless failing to be the people that God calls us to be, hope has appeared. “The messenger of the covenant in whom (we) delight—indeed, he is coming,” cleansing and purifying us in his love.

Let us Pray:

Loving God, we wish to grow; we seek to change; we want to love. Help us to hear Christ’s call for repentance as the words of our loving savior who is good. And thank you for your promise which we hear in our reading from Philippians, “The one who began a good work among you will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ.” Amen.
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