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THE ANSWER: THE UNEXPECTED 

Malachi 3: 1-4; Luke 3: 1-6 

Second Sunday of Advent • December 5, 2021 

by Pat Berger 
 

Some of us just finished a study for Advent that featured each of the Gospel writers 

and how each one chose to introduce his audience to the story of the birth of the 

Christ.  Luke, we read, was a historian; the first part of his book tells the reader about 

what was happening in the Biblical world before Jesus was born.  Luke didn't have 

all kinds of resources to check or recordings to listen to or pictures of events.  He was 

the kind of historian who said to his first listeners, this is important and you might want 

to remember where you were when it was happening.  That would be at least part 

of the reason that he began today's reading from his Gospel the way he did: "In the 

fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of 

Judea, and Herod was ruler of Galilee, and his brother Philip ruler of the region of 

Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias ruler of Abilene, during the high priesthood of 

Annas and Caiaphas . . ." -- the one who wrote the Gospel of Luke wanted to be 

sure that his readers knew exactly when Jesus was born. 
 

Likely there was another reason, too: all of those important rulers -- Tiberius and 

Pontius Pilate and Herod and the rest, and we are told that the Word of God came 

to John, an itinerant preacher, in the desert.  In the culture of that day, it would have 

been expected that the Word of God would surely have come to -- well, Tiberius 

was emperor; he was the most important.  If he had been on vacation or something, 

maybe God would have spoken to Pontius Pilate, but: John the Baptist?  What, some 

might have asked, was up with that?  And further into the story, of course, we find 

that God's Son, the Messiah, the Savior for whom they had been waiting all this time, 

this Son of God would come to them as: a baby.  And that baby's parents, Joseph, 

a carpenter, and Mary, a teenage maiden, were quite ordinary people, too.  And 

the angels spoke, on the night of that baby's birth, to shepherds in fields yet -- talk 

about the bottom of the social scale.  Not what the people had expected.  We will 

get back to that in a couple of weeks. 

 

John the Baptist was telling those who were listening to him that they must repent.  

Repent did not mean just saying, I'm sorry.  Repent had the sense of reforming one's 

whole life.  The Jews included the idea of turning to God from ways that were 

disobedient.  "Sin" had the same meaning as "debt" in this setting, and peasants at 

that time understood altogether too well about debt. 
 

Malachi, in our Hebrew scripture reading, also was talking with people about 

making their lives right.  God's promise, of the coming of the Lord, would be kept -- 

and yet it would not be what they expected.  It would be sudden, and surprising, 

and not an easy time for folk.  There would be an element of judgment involved, 

and not just against the ones the people thought of as the enemy; God's chosen 
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ones would be judged also.  All would be found guilty, and the result would be, in 

the words of one of the commentators, "a process of purification that makes a place 

hospitable for the abiding presence of God."  This would be restorative justice, rather 

than punitive.  Then, we are told, their offerings would be pleasing to God again, as 

they had been "in days of old." 
 

John the Baptist's ministry and prophecy all those years later would help the people 

to prepare as they waited for -- well, waited for the unexpected.  In our verses today, 

John used the words of Isaiah to start his listeners on this path.  They ought to prepare 

by making a path, and making that path straight.  Valleys must be filled, mountains 

and hills leveled, the crooked made straight, the rough made smooth.  When all of 

this had been accomplished, the writer of Luke tells the reader, "all flesh shall see the 

salvation of God."  All flesh.  Not just the wealthy and the powerful, the emperors 

and the governors: all flesh.  God had chosen a not-at-all important person to tell 

other not-at-all important persons about the coming of God's own son. 
 

It seems that God often chooses not-important people, people it would be easy to 

ignore, to do important tasks in the world.  Perhaps some of us feel not very 

important.  And maybe there was something you did during this past week that 

might have been helpful to God as all of us together are at work for the sake of this 

world that God loves.  It has been quite a week: a new COVID variant, another high 

school shooting.  It is hard not to be discouraged.  These things happen and they 

make us say in our prayer, how can I be a piece of making things right?  How can I 

be part of whatever the solution might be, in my relationships, in my job, in my family, 

when I volunteer: how can I be part of whatever the solution might be? 
 

Each of us has the opportunity, the potential to be John the Baptist in our setting.  

Each of us can be one of those through whom the word of God comes and works, 

through whom God prepares the way, and through whom all might see and receive 

the salvation of our God.  Joan Chittester writes in one of her books, "The way we 

live ripples across time, touching people we never see, changing places we never 

went, singing a sound that never ends.  To see the individual life as insignificant is to 

dismiss the meaning of life itself.  As long as I live and breathe, who and what I am 

shakes the universe to its ankles.  . . .  What we think counts.  What we do changes 

things.  What we believe gives shape to the clay around us."  God uses ordinary 

people; I happen to believe that you all are a gathering of extraordinary ordinary 

people.  David Lose suggested, what if one of these days it were to occur to 

someone to write: in the 21st year of the 21st century, when Joe Biden was President 

of the United States, and Kate Brown was Governor of the State of Oregon, and Rick 

Scholl was mayor of St. Helens, the word of the Lord came to those who were the 

congregation at Plymouth Presbyterian Church in St. Helens.  God is at work through 

us; it is ours to make it happen.  Then, all flesh will see the salvation of God. 
 

Let us pray.  


