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“A People Prepared”      Text – Luke 1:17d (read vv1-17)       OT Reading – Malachi 2:17-3:1; 4:1-6 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
I think it was the first week of November that I first heard mention of Christmas, or was it August?  In fact, come to think of it, it was actually December 26 last year!  For December 26 is one of the busiest shopping days of the year.  And one of the ways that they pitch the sales is that prices are so cheap, you should buy Christmas presents for next year!  And then, in January, you get the ads about joining this or that Christmas saver programme.  Supermarkets have a Christmas fund that you can keep depositing money into so that when Christmas comes you have a store of money to use rather than needing to find a great gob of cash for the massive supermarket bill that Christmas celebrations bring to many! 
But even if we don’t get caught up in the whole OTT commerciality of Christmas, whether we use the occasion to visit with family or we host or attend work functions or we invite a family or some people from church who don’t have family in Christchurch to celebrate Christmas with, you simply have to prepare for Christmas.  And for some of us that has already begun while for others of us that will begin, in earnest, on the afternoon or evening of Christmas Eve!  
Well, our text for today speaks about “a people prepared.”  However, the very next words, “for the Lord,” make it clear that the being prepared spoken of here has nothing to do with making sure that the pantry is full, the camping trailer has a WOF, and that there are enough presents under the tree!  

So, what does it mean?  What do “a people prepared for the Lord” look like?  What was in view in these words of the angel?

And to answer this we shall:

Briefly review the encounter between the angel and Zechariah, 
then consider the meaning of these words in the light of OT prophecy, 
and finally, we shall think about how it is that we too can be ‘a people prepared’ today.
So first of all, the encounter between the angel and Zechariah.
1. Luke wrote his Gospel around about AD 60, so just 30 years or so after the death of Jesus.  But from the first verse of his Gospel, we learn that there were already many written accounts of the events surrounding the life of Jesus in circulation.  Now, Luke saw none of the events he describes himself, but he was determined to thoroughly examine these accounts and to talk to some of those who did witness these events themselves.  And he does this, as he says in v3, so that Theophilus, and indeed, all who read this Gospel, “may know the certainty of the things you have been taught.”  The Holy Spirit, through Luke, wants you and me to have some certainty about the events of the birth and life and death of Jesus.  He wants us to know that these things happened.
a. But he doesn’t begin with the birth of Jesus, as we might expect.  He begins instead with the visit of an angel to a priest named Zechariah.  And he comes to tell Zechariah that despite him and his wife being “well along in years,” they will have a son, whom they are to call John.  And the angel tells Zechariah that their son shall have a very special role in the dealings of the Lord with His people. 
b. Now, you boys and girls might remember that Zechariah was initially not 100% convinced that what the angel said would happen would in fact come about.  And so, because of his unbelief, he was?  Struck dumb – he could not speak until the child was born.  
c. So why does Luke begin with this encounter?  Why does he not just get straight into the birth of Jesus?  Well, to answer that, we need to remember what we read earlier from Malachi.  
i. Malachi spoke his words to the people of Israel about 450 years before the birth of Jesus.  And he told them in ch. 3 that “the Lord” would come, but he also told them that before the Lord would come, God would send His messenger, “who will prepare the way before me.”  Malachi wanted the Jews to know that someone would come to prepare the people for the coming of the Lord.  
A. Now, the Spirit of the Lord caused Malachi to write this down.  But there is every likelihood that Malachi was also familiar with the prophet Isaiah.  Isaiah spoke to the people of Israel about 700 years before the birth of Jesus.  And in ch. 40 of his prophecy, Isaiah said, “A voice of one calling: ‘In the desert prepare the way for the LORD.’”  
B. Both of these prophets, then, wanted the Jews to know that there would be one who would come to prepare the people for the coming of the Lord.
ii. And this is why Luke begins his Gospel with an account of the angel meeting Zechariah.  God said, 700 years and 450 years before the birth of Jesus, that one would come to prepare the way for Messiah.  And through interviews with eyewitnesses, Luke wants us to know that these promises have been fulfilled.  John is the one that the prophets spoke of.  
A. The point is, then, congregation, that this Book is 100% reliable!  It is trustworthy!  
B. Doctor Luke has conducted a scientific enquiry and he wants you to know, with certainty, beyond any shadow of a doubt, that this very old prophecy has been fulfilled in the one we know as John the Baptist.
So, secondly then, let’s note a few things about the words of the angel in relation to these OT prophecies.
1. Perhaps you remember from our earlier reading that the prophet Malachi said, “See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the LORD comes.”  Now, imagine that you hear the prophet speak these words.  What would be a reasonable conclusion for you to draw?  That Elijah himself will come back.  Right?  And this was the expectation of the Jews of Jesus’ time, as we shall soon see.  
2. But first of all, why Elijah?  Of all the prophets, why Elijah?  Why not Moses or Samuel or Isaiah?  Well, we need only think of that incredible occasion on top of Mt. Carmel to understand why this is so.  And this is because what that day was all about was the people of Israel repenting of their idolatry.  And there is no other event in the OT that more vividly pictures a wholesale repentance than what happened there that day.  
a. Do you boys and girls remember that story?  Elijah summoned the prophets of Baal and all of the people to the mountain.  Two altars.  Baal prophets call on Baal – cut themselves and shrieked.  Did fire come from Baal?  No.  Then Elijah had his altar absolutely drenched in water.  
b. And then he prayed to the Lord.  And if you just look at what the angel says about John in v17, “that he will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children,” listen to the end of Elijah’s prayer from that day, “Answer me, O LORD, answer me, so these people will know that you, O LORD, are God, and that you are turning their hearts back again.”  It is the same words’ the same idea – turn their hearts back – repentance.  
c. And do your remember what happened next?  Whoosh!  “The fire of the LORD fell and burned up the sacrifice, the wood, the stones and the soil, and also licked up the water in the trench [and] when all the people saw this, they fell prostrate and cried, "The LORD-- He is God! The LORD-- He is God!"”  And then, to demonstrate their repentance and their renewed commitment to the Lord and their zeal for holiness, they slaughtered the 450 prophets of Baal.
d. And so, the one who would come to prepare the way for the Lord would be one who called the people to repentance.  That is why the prophets speak of this one as Elijah.
3. But I want you to note the precise words of the angel to Zechariah in v17.  The angels says, “He will go on before the Lord in the spirit and power of Elijah.”  OK?  So the angel is helping us see that it is the spirit and power of Elijah that is in view in John and not that Elijah himself must come back and do this work.  
a. So let’s turn now, together, to Matthew 17.  In Matt. 17, the disciples have just witnessed the transfiguration of Jesus, where He was joined by (?) Moses and Elijah.  And from v10, as they are coming back down the mountain, we read, “The disciples asked him, "Why then do the teachers of the law say that Elijah must come first?"  Jesus replied, "To be sure, Elijah comes and will restore all things.  But I tell you, Elijah has already come, and they did not recognize him, but have done to him everything they wished.  In the same way the Son of Man is going to suffer at their hands."  Then the disciples understood that He was talking to them about John the Baptist.”
b. So John the Baptist is the one spoken of by Isaiah and by Malachi and by the angel.  John the Baptist is the ‘Elijah figure’ who fulfills the prophecies.  And John would “make ready a people prepared for the Lord” by calling on the Jews of this time to repent of their sins.
So, is that it then?  Now that we understand what Luke is saying here, can we just say ‘Amen’ and pray?  Or, do we also need to be a people prepared, today?  
1. Well, Luke 12 and Matthew 25 help us to answer that question.  For in Luke 12 and Matthew 25, Jesus is talking to His disciples about when He will come to earth the second time.  And in both of these passages, the Lord Jesus warns His listeners to be ready; to be prepared for His coming.  He describes the life to come as this incredible wedding banquet.  And He describes Himself as the bridegroom or the master who comes to let the guests in.  And some were ready and were let in, but others were not ready and had to remain outside.  And in Luke 12, He issues these warnings: “Be dressed ready for service and keep your lamps burning, like men waiting for their master to return …  It will be good for those servants whose master finds them ready … You also must be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect Him.” 
2. So, must you and I also be a people prepared, today?  Absolutely!  And in the Lord’s providence, there are two upcoming occasions that teach us a lot about what it means to be a people prepared – one is the Lord’s Supper, which we hope to celebrate next Sunday, and the other is Christmas.  
a. Think about the Lord’s Supper, for example, do we just waltz up to the table without having given a moment’s thought to what the Supper means?  No, we prepare for the Lord’s Supper.  Why?  Because it says in 1 Cor. 11:28, “A man ought to examine himself before he eats of the bread and drinks of the cup.”  And we are to do this because “whoever eats and drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty of sinning against the body and blood of the Lord.”  
i. And so, it is our custom to observe what we call Preparatory Sunday.  And today is a Preparatory Sunday.  On this day, we begin our preparations to come to the table.  We read a form that urges us to undertake serious self-examination.  Do you truly realize the extent of your sin and are you filled with godly sorrow that brings repentance?  Do you truly believe in Jesus Christ as your only Saviour?  Are you 100% committed to serving Jesus Christ as Lord?  And we are told that the Lord welcomes to His table all who walk in this repentance and faith.  And what do we call the form which we read?  A preparatory form.  It helps us to be a people prepared for the Lord’s Supper.  
b. And similarly, Advent is the customary time that leads up to Christmas.  We don’t just arrive at Christmas Day.  We take time to think about what it reveals about God and about us so that the meaning and the joy of Christmas is heightened.  We explore promises about the coming Messiah.  We think about why He needed to come.  We look at the humiliation in His coming – The Son of God being born in a manger, to a lowly mother, to an immediate attempt to take His life by Herod, all of which was necessary for Him to be the Saviour that we need.  
i. The same angel, Gabriel, who spoke here to Zechariah, soon spoke also to Mary and then also to Joseph.  And he told Joseph that Mary’s child was to be named Jesus.  Do you remember why He was to have that name?  “Because He shall save His people from their sins.”  We are sinners.  We do not keep the commandments of God as we should.  And so, as sinners, we deserve the eternal wrath of God.  But God sent Jesus to be the Saviour.  God sent Jesus that whoever would believe in Him for the forgiveness of their sins would not perish but have eternal life.  And knowing that makes Christmas good news for sinners like you and me.  And advent helps us be a people prepared for Christmas.
c. So we will be a people prepared for the Lord’s Supper and a people prepared for Christmas if we realize what?  If we realize that we need a Saviour and that in Jesus we have a Saviour!
3. Congregation, Jesus is coming to earth again, soon.  He says so plainly in Revelation 22:20, “I am coming soon.”  But this time He will come not as Saviour but as Judge.  Some He will welcome into eternal life and others He will condemn to hell.  
a. The task of John the Baptist was to prepare the people of Israel for the first coming of the Lord.  And he did this by calling them to repent and believe.  How then may we be prepared for His second coming?  What is the Lord’s Supper all about?  What is Christmas all about?  What is the consistent message of the sermons of the NT?  Repent and believe – repent and believe – repent and believe.
i. Confess your sins to the Lord.  Turn away from your sins.  Believe in the Lord Jesus for the forgiveness of your sins and you shall be saved.
ii. For in so doing, you are a people prepared.  And to His announcement that He is coming soon, you can respond, with delight, “Amen.  Come, Lord Jesus.”  
4. So let me finish with a word to you parents as Christmas approaches (And if you are not a parent, the same principle applies with non-believers in our homes or work places, etc: 
a. If you dread Christmas and can’t wait to see the back of it, what message do you send to your children?  You hate Christmas!  And there is every likelihood that they too will hate Christmas.  
b. If you can’t wait for Christmas and decorate the whole house and have a countdown calendar and work on a different Christmas menu every year and pile presents up under the tree, what message do you send your children?  You love Christmas!  And there is every likelihood that they too will love Christmas.  
c. So let me ask you then, is there a God-centred anticipation and expectancy and excitement in your walk with the Lord?  Do your children know how eager you are to come to the Lord’s Supper table?  Do they know what the Christ of Christmas means to you?  Do they hear you speak of how eager you are for Jesus to return?  Do they know that the Lord Jesus delights you?  
May it be that we are a people prepared.  Amen.

