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December 6, 2015 

Malachi 3:1-4 

Luke 3:1-6    The Sign of Soap 

 

It happens every year at this time. At our house, we pull out the 

Christmas decorations and we start to deck the halls. And every year, we 

find ourselves doing a little cleaning as we go. Ok, a lot of cleaning. 

Maybe this happen to you too. You are putting up your Santas and your 

snowglobes and your Star Trek Enterprise ornaments and OH MY, when 

was the last time someone dusted here? Then you move the furniture to 

make room for the Christmas tree, and a dust bunny settlement emerges 

from under the couch. Every year it happens at our house and every year 

we promise ourselves that we will do better, so that next Christmas 

won’t be the only time that we actually clean. 

Every year, during the season of Advent, here in our church’s life 

together, we are called to do a little spiritual clean-up. Every year at this 

time, we are asked to clear out the dust from our hearts and the grimy 

residue from our souls from things like dishonesty and envy and anger. 

The prophet Malachi and John the Baptist are both calling us today to 
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clean up our lives and repent. To “prepare the way of the Lord and make 

his paths straight!”  

Now I know that many of us are busy with holiday preparations. We are 

already trying to straighten things up and keep the bathrooms clean and 

our homes neat and tidy for holiday guests. This might seem like one 

MORE cleaning job. As if the Better Homes and Gardens editorial staff 

isn’t already in our heads, judging us and our seasonally substandard 

homes and gardens. But Malachi and John the Baptist offer us a different 

voice. They tell us something important. It’s not the outside cleaning 

that matters, but cleaning up our inside. It’s our hearts and spirits that 

need to be ready. They need to be ready for hope and peace and joy.  

And we might need a bit of a wash and a scrub for that. 

Today is the second Sunday of Advent, and our sign for this Sunday is 

soap. Which the prophets call us to use to prepare ourselves for the 

arrival of the Lord. Malachi tells us that a messenger is coming our way. 

He is coming, the prophet warns, and who will be able to stand when he 

appears? He will be like a refiner’s fire, like fullers soap. He is coming. 

And your impurities will be burned away with high heat. Your spiritual 
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stains will be bleached out with caustic detergents. Get ready to get 

ready for God.  

Malachi’s spiritual clean-up is no joke. A refiner’s fire is not a warm 

toasty fireplace. It is the hottest of hot fires used to remove unwanted 

minerals in gold and silver by melting them. And fuller’s soap; it’s not a 

bubble bath at the spa. It is an alkali-based cleanser used to bleach cloth 

and you’d better not get any in your eyes. This cleansing is going to be 

intense. It’s crucibles and stain removers. But Malachi tells us it’s for 

our own good. It’s necessary to prepare us for the Lord. 

Malachi first wrote these words in the fifth century BCE to a people who 

were a mess but didn’t know they were a mess. Oh, they knew that 

something wasn’t right. Something was missing in their lives. 

Something was lacking in their communities and in their spiritual 

practices. And nothing should be lacking for them. They had just 

returned from exile in Babylon. They had just rebuilt Jerusalem. They 

had just restored the Temple. Everything was as it should be. Except that 

it wasn’t. It wasn’t the same as they remembered. They just didn’t feel 

God with them like they used to. 
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I remember going home for Christmas during my junior year of college. 

My parents had moved from the town I went to high school in to another 

town about 5 hours away. I had no connection to their new house or their 

new community. And it was so strange to be there. The decorations were 

there, the tree was there. Everything was there. But Christmas was 

different. It didn’t feel like coming home for the holidays. It didn’t feel 

the same at all. 

Maybe you have had an experience like that. When you went home, but 

it wasn’t really like going home. Everything had changed; everything 

was different. You were in a new house, a new community. Things were 

not like they used to be. Maybe life had changed for you, drastically. 

Maybe you had just lost a job, or a parent, or a spouse. It was supposed 

to be the holidays and you were supposed to be joyful and at peace. But 

you weren’t. You didn’t feel that way at all. Nothing felt like it should. 

That’s how the community of Malachi was feeling. Unsettled and lost 

and sad. Wondering where God was. Wondering what they needed to do 

to get back to that feeling of comfort and joy and peace with God. 

Malachi says that they will get there; they will. The Lord will be among 
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them again. They WILL feel God’s presence again. But it will be a 

process, a difficult process. It will involve removing things and letting 

go of things. Tossing out their old expectations. Discarding habits that 

will lead to bitterness and disappointment. Clearing out the clutter that 

keeps them anxious and afraid. And getting back to the basics of who 

they are with God. Getting back to God’s mercy and forgiveness. 

Getting back to doing justice and loving kindness and walking humbly 

with God. Maybe we can think of some things in our own lives that need 

a little refining and scrubbing. Behaviors, attitudes, those negative 

voices that run in our heads, those criticisms of ourselves and others, 

those have-to, ought-to, need-to things that we have piled up. What 

needs to be cleaned out and removed from our spirits? What is keeping 

us from being who we are meant to be, God’s people, at home, at peace 

in God’s presence? 

The time has come for a clean-up. A straightening-up our lives and our 

priorities. In order to prepare a way for the Lord. That’s what John the 

Baptist is talking about today too. He is talking spiritual scrubbing and 

baptism to a people who are in a mess. And they know they are in a 
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mess. The whole world around them is in a mess, with the foreign 

domination of the Roman Empire, the crooked corruption of the priests 

and politicians in Jerusalem, John the Baptist announces that the Lord is 

coming to clean this place up. Come and prepare yourselves, he 

proclaims. Come, and repent and be baptized. Because the Lord is 

coming to do something about this mess. 

The world is a mess. The gospel writer Luke reminds us of the mess 

with his historical details. Tiberius was emperor. Violent and aggressive, 

always engaged in war abroad and at home ready to murder anyone he 

suspected of disloyalty. Pontius Pilate was a bully who harassed his 

Jewish subjects and crucified any who objected. King Herod and his 

brother Philip murdered their own family members to keep their thrones, 

and beheaded people like John the Baptist just to entertain others. 

Lysanius was connected to a family of political and military intrigue. 

And the high priests Caiaphas and Annas were willing to sell out anyone 

to keep the power given to them by Rome. 

This was the world of John the Baptist. A vile, messy, messed-up place 

of reprehensible wrongs and injustices. Desperately in need of a clean-
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up. Desperately in need of the Lord’s redemption. Get ready, John 

promises. Prepare yourselves. Prepare for every valley to be filled, and 

every mountain to be made low; the crooked will be made straight, and 

the rough made smooth. And all flesh shall see the salvation of God.  

And wouldn’t that be nice right about now? Wouldn’t it be nice if the 

Lord would come and clean things up here too? All the corruption. All 

the greed. All the systems and structures that are trashing life for people. 

The powers that be and the ways they manipulate and intimidate. The 

mountains that keep us from justice. The deep valleys that prevent us 

from living as children of God. John the Baptist proclaims that the Lord 

is coming with something like a bulldozer to do something about it. So 

we won’t have to wonder at the horrible mess of the world. And why 

people go hungry. And why kids don’t have parents. And why so many 

guns are available to so many people. And why people care more about 

the stock market numbers than the number of kids graduating high 

school. And why climate change and the destruction of creation is just 

an issue for crazy hippies. And why money and power and fear of others 

who aren’t like us still keeps us from being merciful and just. 
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Prepare the way of the Lord, John says. For the Lord will come and he 

will level the mountains and raise up the valleys. The Lord will come 

and straighten up this messy, messy world. Prepare yourself. Don’t wait 

for the world to be ready. You need to get ready. Wash off all the stuff 

that distances you from God. All the things that protect you from the 

plight of the least and the last and the lost. Clear away all the oughts and 

the shoulds. The ‘I have to’ and ‘you need to’. And ‘there’s nothing I 

can do’ and ‘that’s not my worry.’ Lord is coming. And we must be 

prepared. We must be prepared to let God get straight to our hearts and 

to let others have a straight shot at God’s mercy. What needs to be 

cleansed from our spirits? What do we need to let go of and surrender in 

order to be prepared for the way of the Lord?  Could we make time for a 

neighbor or a stranger? Could we offer space and forgiveness to our 

family? Could we commit to breathing every day, and remembering that 

we are children of God, at peace with God, at home in God? 

The prophets are calling us to prepare the way of the Lord. Clean up and 

clear out the dust and grime. Remove all that keeps you from God. Be 

baptized and cleansed of all doubt and fear. The Lord is coming. Do not 
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worry if your homes are clean enough. Or your lives are straight enough. 

Or your hearts are pure enough. Your willingness and openness is 

enough. The willing heart of Mary and the trusting spirit of Joseph were 

enough to love the Lord Jesus. A dirty cattle stall and a manger were 

enough to shelter the Lord Jesus. Shepherds, dirty and smelly from the 

fields, were enough to welcome the Lord Jesus. It was all just right for 

him. When the Lord comes, the world won’t be ready. And we may not 

be ready. But he will come all the same, to be with us in our messy, 

messed-up lives. A vulnerable baby who will change everything and 

reorder our priorities and level our mountainous pride and raise us from 

our valleys of doubt. A baby, a child of our own, who will show us 

God’s salvation and the peace of being at home with God. 


