
 
 

 Sermon for Sunday, December 09, 2018 
 

TURN! 
 

 This is Advent, the season in which we prepare our hearts, minds, and spirits to celebrate the birth of Christ.  
We remember how our ancestors waited and watched for God to fulfill God’s promise, that a messiah would come 
from the house and lineage of David, to save God’s people.  As Christians, we believe that hope and promise was 
fulfilled in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth, which is why we celebrate his birth.  But Advent is 
also the season in which we anticipate, and watch, and wait, and prepare our hearts for Christ’s return, promised in the 
New Testament.  We believe that Christ will come again, and on that day every knee shall bow, and every tongue 
confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, and God’s reign will be fulfilled. 

There is an old Jewish legend that if every Jew keeps the Law perfectly on one day the Messiah will come.  In 
their tradition the Messiah hasn’t come yet, and if the legend is true, it’s unlikely to happen anytime soon.  I have my 
own wrinkle on this legend which I shared with the staff about the Messiah’s return.  If I can drive my six mile 
commute to the church in the morning without any other driver doing something stupid in front of me, the Messiah 
will return.  So now I just walk into the office and say, “Not today!” 
 Both these legends are predicated on the notion—a theological notion—that the Messiah’s coming or return is 
dependent on us and our good behavior.  If we are faithful—perfectly faithful—the Messiah will come, which means, 
of course, that we are doomed.  It is not in us to be perfectly faithful.  Not at all, not even close, and we know it. 
 The message of John the Baptist, which we hear this morning, is uncomfortably close to the same thing, but not 
quite.  His proclamation is that the Messiah is coming—like it or not—and soon.  His coming is not predicated on us 
being perfectly faithful, or on keeping the Law.  That’s the good news part of John’s proclamation.  But if you aren’t 
faithful, or don’t keep the Law, then look out!  When the Messiah does come, you may be thrown into the fire where 
people weep and gnash their teeth.  That’s the bad news of John’s proclamation.  But there is hope, hope for each of 
us.  If you repent and are baptized, you will be okay.  Baptism is like facing the refiner’s fire and the fuller’s soap 
ahead of time.  The water of baptism will wash you clean, just in time to greet the Messiah when he comes, in fresh 
clothing and in a new skin, with your sins forgiven. 
 
“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.” 
 

There’s a town on old Route 66 in Missouri called Devil’s Elbow.  There is a severe turn in the road there, 
and the local businesses took good advantage of their name, particularly a filling station that looks like something 
right out of Dante’s Inferno.  But the town’s heyday came to a screeching halt when they straightened the highway, 
and bypassed the wicked curve, in one of the nation’s deepest cuts into a mountain side every attempted.  It’s really 
quite ironic, and right out of the proclamation of John the Baptist, that Devil’s Elbow was overcome by making the 
mountain low, and making the crooked straight. 
 So John’s proclamation was to repent, turn toward God in faithfulness, before it’s too late, before you get 
caught up in the dreadful Day of the Lord. 
 A whole lot of our Christian proclamation today still follows in John’s footsteps, frankly because it works.  It’s 
fear mongering.  Save your own skin.  Be faithful or be toast.  The Day of the Lord comes to each of us when we die 
and stand before the Almighty and are judged.  None of us will be perfect, but you want the scales to tilt toward the 
side of faithfulness, and you want the Lord to know who you are, to know your name, to know that you are a baptized 
member of the church of Jesus Christ, and that your name is in his Book of Life. 
 We also adhere to this proclamation when it comes to the Lord’s return.  Keep your lamps burning!  Stay 
awake!  You don’t want to be caught napping when the Lord returns, and when the bridegroom comes.  Keep watch.  
Stay alert.  Don’t be left behind!   
 Now, make no mistake, this is not the proclamation of Jesus.  Although I’m convinced that Jesus began as a 
follower of John the Baptist, his message was different.  Jesus’ proclamation was this: “The time is fulfilled, and the 
kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news (Mark 1:15).”  No fear mongering!  No, “Be 
baptized or be toast!”  No, “Wash yourself clean to prepare for the dreadful Day of the Lord.”  Jesus’ message was 



 
 

quite different from John’s.  It wasn’t that the Lord is coming, and get right with God before it’s too late, like John’s 
was.  It was that the Lord is here, already here, in our midst, doing a new thing.  Do you not perceive it? 
 When we pray before our meetings, we ask God to be with us, or we ask a pastor to do an invocation, to invoke 
God’s presence, or we ask God to bless our food.  In truth, God is already with us according to Jesus.  What we need 
to pray is that we will recognize God’s presence and be attentive to the Spirit’s guidance and wisdom.  What we need 
to pray for at our gatherings is not to invoke God’s presence but to acknowledge it, to invite everyone to know that 
God is with us.  And what we need to bless at our meals is not the food—it’s already a blessing—but to bless God, to 
give God thanks and praise for the food that sustains us and for the fellowship that nurtures and strengthens us.  In 
other words, we need to take the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ seriously, our proclamation that God is with us, 
now and forever, and nothing in all creation, not even death, can separate us from God’s love made known to us in 
Jesus Christ, the proclamation that we repeat every time we celebrate the Lord’s Supper. 
 John was waiting for something to happen in the future.  Jesus declared that it was already here, that God is 
among us, and near to us. 
 Prepare, yes.  But not so the Lord will come, and not so you won’t be toast, but prepare your mind, heart, and 
spirit to embrace in love the living God who loves you unto eternal life, and is with you always, even unto the end of 
the age. 
 What unites the message of John and the message of Jesus, however, is the word “repent.”  Sometimes the word 
is translated as “change.”  You need to change.  That’s John’s proclamation.  Clean up your act.  Get right with the 
Lord.  Be faithful.  Make your heart a highway for our God.  But the better translation of the word “repent” is to 
“turn.”  That’s Jesus’ proclamation.  Turn to the Lord God, who loves you.  Enter into God’s warm embrace, whose 
arms are open to you.  It will change you, transform you, shape you, humble you, form you, nurture you, empower 
you, strengthen you, feed you, heal you, and save you.  Trust in God.  It will make all the difference, even if, and 
when, you find yourself hanging on a cross. 
 Imagine in your mind’s eye two people at odds with each other.  They are standing back to back, arms folded, 
not speaking to each other, angry, hurt, and alienated.  One of them, usually the injured one, decides that the 
relationship with this other is more important than her hurt, than her anger, then her sense of justice, or right and 
wrong, and turns to face the other.  She forgives, taking upon herself the injury, and decides to trust in the other so 
love can be restored.  But nothing comes of it until the other turns too, until the other turns so they are facing one 
another.  When that happens, reconciliation can happen.  But you have to turn, you have to repent of your anger, even 
if it’s righteous anger. 
 Said Paul, “God was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them and 
entrusting to us the message of reconciliation (II Cor. 5:19).”  Forgiveness is not the goal.  Reconciliation is the goal.  
Forgiveness is easy.    Reconciliation is hard.  It requires humility, and sacrifice, and commitment. 
 Our redemption in Christ is a done deal.  We are forgiven!  We repeat that good news every Sunday.  God has 
already turned toward us, and has willingly borne the pain and hurt we have inflicted upon him by our faithlessness, 
because God considers a relationship with us to be far more important than God’s hurt and anger.  On God’s side of a 
relationship of faith with us, the way is clear.  “The valley has been filled, the mountain and hill has been made low, 
the crooked has been made straight, and the rough ways made smooth.”  But forgiveness is the not the goal.  
Reconciliation is the goal, and that requires the other, namely you and me, to turn toward God and seek a reconciled 
relationship of faith, hope, and love. 
 As you make your way through this season of Advent, I invite you to consider this thought.  We are, in truth, 
not waiting for Christ to come again, because he never left us.  As he promised, he is with us always, even to the end 
of the age.  Instead consider, that Christ is now waiting for you to come to him, to embrace him in the manger as your 
savior, as God with you, to fill you with faith, hope, and love.  And all you have to do, is turn. 
 
PRAYER:  Almighty and saving God, help us to hear and embrace the good news of Jesus Christ, your beloved son, 
and turn toward him in faith and love, that we may be reconciled with you, now and forever.  We ask it, humbly, in 
Christ’s name.  Amen.   
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