Pre:

Last weekend Ed and I saw the movie Bruce Almighty on video.  Have you seen it?  If you have, you have a good idea of where today’s Bible reading is going to take us.  Bruce Almighty starts out with Bruce having a very bad day.  Things just aren’t right.  Life isn’t fair.  And the plot turns on a couple of things that Bruce says to God.  When something goes wrong, he says, “Why do you hate me, God?”  And as things get worse, he gets really angry and says, “If there’s somebody who’s not doing his job around here, it’s you!”  


One of the things that I like about the movie is its audacity.  Bruce dares to say things that most of us have thought at one time or another, but may not say out loud.  Then, God gives Bruce a chance to look at things from a different perspective (God’s perspective), and that changes Bruce.  


Bruce Almighty is a funny movie with a good message.  The Old Testament prophet Malachi is not a comedian, but the passage we will read gives a similar twist.  The people of God were complaining about God.  The basic question was, Why do good things happen to bad people?  And, like Bruce, they were saying, God, you are not doing your job.  Where’s the God of justice?  When are you going to come and fix things?  


And here’s God’s answer, through the voice of the prophet Malachi.  

Who Can Stand?

Malachi 2:17-3:5


What most of the world experiences during Christmas Season is just so much whipped cream on an already full dessert plate.  It’s fluff:  gifts, spending, parties, decorations, candy.   At its best, the season provides a brief respite from the harsh realities of the world.  At its worst, the season magnifies the trouble and drives people deeper into despair.  Either way, it’s still fluff.  


But Advent is something different.  Advent challenges us to prepare to meet Jesus.  To meet him for the very first time.  To meet him in a deeper way.  To come back to him after a long absence.  To get ready for his second coming.

We know how to get ready for Christmas.  But how do we really get ready to welcome Jesus?  


Malachi will help, if you will let him.  Listen to this story.  


There was an elderly couple who had lived all their married life in the backwoods, and had very few modern conveniences.  One day the husband had occasion to visit the city, and in one store, he saw a mirror, and he picked it up.  He had never seen a mirror before, so when he looked in it, he said, “How about that!  Here’s a picture of my daddy!”


He bought the mirror that he thought was a picture, but on the way home he remembered that his wife Lizzy didn’t like his father, so he hung it in the barn, and every morning before leaving for the fields, he would go there and look at it.  Lizzy began to get suspicious of those many trips to the barn.  So, one day after her husband left, she searched the barn and found the mirror.  As she looked into the glass, she fumed, “So that’s the ugly woman he’s runnin’ round with.”  (parables, etc., 23.4.1)


If I were to summarize Malachi’s message, it would be this:  Instead of complaining about what you don’t like about other people, look in the mirror and deal with what you see there.  Let’s take a look at Malachi’s mirror and see what we can see.  It’s a tough message.  Are you up for it?  


God is tired of listening to you, Malachi says.  What?  I thought God never got tired of listening to prayers.  I thought God never got tired, period.  Yet, Malachi insists, God is tired of listening to the people of God.  Why?    Not that they are praying too much or too long or too often.  It’s the content of their prayers and the attitude of their hearts that is tiresome.  It’s not so much prayer as it is a gripe session.  I have been to prayer groups like that, whose motives were advertised as prayer, but they would degenerate into a gossip session.   More interested in learning about people and their problems, than in praying for people.  

When the people in Malachi’s day complained that God was favoring evil people, they were reflecting a common belief that God showed favor by giving people wealth.  In other words, they believed that people got rich because God liked them; their wealth was a sign that they were on God’s good side.  Here’s the problem:  there were wicked people who were wealthy, so God must be starting to like evil!  The other side to the coin was that the people of God were jealous of the material wealth that other people had, and felt that because they were righteous, they deserved to have it!  We are good people, they said; so we should have more blessings (translated, riches).  They perceived themselves as good and righteous, but if they looked in Malachi’s mirror they would see greed and arrogance.


A family had just sat down to dinner and the dad said grace, thanking God for the wonderful food, for the hands that prepared it, and for the source of all life.  But during the meal he complained about the stale bread, the bitter coffee and the sharp cheese.  His daughter said, “Dad, do you think God heard the grace today?” 


Dad said confidently, “Of course.”


Then she asked, “And do you think God heard what you said about the coffee, the cheese, and the bread?”  Not so confidently, he answered, “Why, yes, I believe so.”


The little girl said, “Then which do you think God believed, Dad?”
(Illustrations Unlimited, 433)  


What does God hear from you?  Are your prayers like those of Malachi’s contemporaries’:  full of complaints about other people, jealous, angry at God for not fixing things the way you think they ought to be fixed?  What’s taking so long?    When am I going to get what’s coming to me?  


Whoa! Now there’s an interesting point.  Getting what’s coming to you.  


God says, “You want what’s coming to you?”  Just hold on, I’m getting in the car, I’m on my way.  I’m sending my messenger on ahead to get things ready for me.  Will you be ready?  But who can endure the day of his coming?  Who can stand when he appears?  These are rhetorical questions that God is asking.  And the understood answer is – no one.   The one who is coming is purity itself.  A white-hot fire.  Everything false will be ashes when he comes. Who can stand?  Who can stand?


It is the height of arrogance for the people to be harping at God for justice.  To be looking down their noses at other people’s behavior.  Because their lives are no different from the lives of those so-called evil people in the world around them.  


Who can stand?  Can you?    


You’ve heard my favorite Mark Twain quote – “Heaven goes by favor.  If it went by merit your dog would go in and you would stay out.”  


If God’s favor would go on the basis of good behavior, here’s what heaven would look like:  Mother Teresa died and went to heaven.  “Are you hungry?” God asks.  Mother Teresa nods.  He serves them each a humble sandwich of tuna on rye bread.  Meanwhile, the sainted woman looks down to see gluttons in hell devouring steaks, lobster and wine.  


The next day, God again invites her to join him for another meal.  Again, it’s tuna on rye.  Again, she sees the crowds in hell feasting.  


The following day, it’s the same thing.  As another can of tuna is opened, Mother Teresa meekly says, “I am grateful to be here with you as a reward for the pious life I led.  But I don’t get it:  All we eat is tuna and bread, while in the other place they eat like kings and queens.”  


“Let’s be honest,” God says with a sigh, “for just two people, does it pay to cook?”  (Readers Digest, 113)

But who can endure the day of his coming?  Who can stand when he appears? 

The very people who were complaining about God’s justice, were living lives that were tainted with some pretty nasty stuff:  sorcery, adultery, dishonesty, mistreatment of employees, oppression of widows and orphans, injustice to aliens, and disrespect of God.  And these were not just one-time sins.  They were lifestyle issues.   

That’s the bad news.  The good news is that God’s messenger will come like a refiner’s fire, like strong bleach, to remove all impurities, all stains, all pretense and hypocrisy from the people of God.  In the refining of silver, the refiner sits and watches the molten metal as the fire burns out the impurities.  He scoops out the slag and the dross.  He watches until he can see his reflection in the surface of the molten silver.  It becomes a mirror.  And then it’s done.  That’s God’s goal for the people of God, to be a reflection of God.   

Sounds like a painful process, though, doesn’t it?  And certainly it is.  But consider God’s motive.  God doesn’t just want us to be good little boys and girls.  To put on a performance.  God loves us and wants to be with us.  In other words, God wants to save us.  Save us from our sins, save us from self-destruction, save us from oppression, save us from whatever trouble we have gotten ourselves in.  Yes, it will be (and is) painful.  But consider the goal.  

It’s kind of like this:  Some years ago on a hot summer day in south Florida, a little boy decided to go for a swim in the old swimming hole behind his house.  In a hurry to dive into the cool water, he ran out the back door leaving behind shoes, socks and shirt as he went.  He flew into the water, not realizing that as he swam toward the middle of the lake, an alligator was swimming toward the shore.  

His mother looked out the window and saw the boy and the alligator as they got closer and closer together.  In utter fear, she ran toward the water, yelling to her son as loudly as she could.  Hearing her voice, the little boy became alarmed and made a U-turn to swim to his mother.  It was too late.  Just as he reached her, the alligator reached him.  From the dock, the mom grabbed her little boy by the arms just as the alligator snatched his legs.  That began an incredible tug-of-war between the two.  The alligator was much stronger than the mother, but the mother was much too passionate to let go.   A farmer happened to drive by, heard her screams, raced from his truck, took aim and shot the alligator.  Remarkably, after weeks and weeks in the hospital, the little boy survived. The newspaper reporter, who interviewed the boy after the trauma, asked if he would show him his scars.  The boy lifted his pant legs.  And then, with obvious pride, he said to the reporter, “But look at my arms.  I have great scars on my arms, too. I have them because my mom wouldn’t let go.”

And you and I have scars, too.  Scars from a painful past.  Some of those scars are there because of our own foolishness in wading into hazardous waters.  But some of those wounds are there because of love.  God refused to let go.  In the midst of your struggle, God has been there, holding on.  Yes, it’s painful, but consider the goal.  Consider the love.  Consider the scars Jesus has.  
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