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The Voice of One Crying: Make Straight Your Life

Reverend T. Jeyakumar

In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar—when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, Herod tetrarch of Galilee, his brother Philip tetrarch of Iturea and Traconitis, and Lysanias tetrarch of Abilene— during the high-priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness. He went into all the country around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. As it is written in the book of the words of Isaiah the prophet: “A voice of one calling in the wilderness, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him. Every valley shall be filled in, every mountain and hill made low. The crooked roads shall become straight, the rough ways smooth. And all people will see God’s salvation.’” John said to the crowds coming out to be baptized by him, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath? Produce fruit in keeping with repentance. And do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ For I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham. The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire.” “What should we do then?” the crowd asked. John answered, “Anyone who has two shirts should share with the one who has none, and anyone who has food should do the same.” Even tax collectors came to be baptized. “Teacher,” they asked, “what should we do?” “Don’t collect any more than you are required to,” he told them. Then some soldiers asked him, “And what should we do?” He replied, “Don’t extort money and don’t accuse people falsely—be content with your pay.” The people were waiting expectantly and were all wondering in their hearts if John might possibly be the Messiah. John answered them all, “I baptize you with water. But one who is more powerful than I will come, the straps of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand to clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his barn, but he will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire.” And with many other words John exhorted the people and proclaimed the good news to them. But when John rebuked Herod the tetrarch because of his marriage to Herodias, his brother’s wife, and all the other evil things he had done, Herod added this to them all: He locked John up in prison.

Introduction
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Robert Neelly Bellah, an American sociologist and the Elliott Professor of Sociology at the University of California, Berkeley who was internationally known for his work related to the sociology of religion, once remarked about the influence of Japan’s Christian minority on its culture that “the quality of a culture can be changed when two percent of its people have a new vision”. With the right vision, a small number of persons can cause a big change in society, even a whole nation. But for the change to happen on the large scale, the small numbers must be changed from the inside. People like you and me need to be willing to be transformed by something greater than ourselves – God. 
How then can we be transformed? As in the passage for this weekend, repentance is crucial. 

1 Explanation
The people are called to repent. In the passage this weekend, we are informed of the corruption within the Hebrew nation. There were two appointed High Priests, when there should only be one. Pharisees and teachers of the Law weakened the people with religious legalism. Officials were corrupt and abused their authority to benefit themselves to the detriment of their own people. Israel desperately needed reform. God raised John the Baptist and through him, called the people to repent of their ways and go back to God. John’s ministry was to prepare the hearts of the people ready to receive the Messiah.

As it is written in the book of the words of Isaiah the prophet: “A voice of one calling in the wilderness, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him. Every valley shall be filled in, every mountain and hill made low. The crooked roads shall become straight, the rough ways smooth. And all people will see God’s salvation.’” (Luke 3: 4-6)
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1.1 They are not to trust in their ethnic heritage

John said to the crowds coming out to be baptized by him, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath? Produce fruit in keeping with repentance. And do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ For I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham. (Luke 3: 7-8)
The Israelites thought because they were descendants of Abraham they were safe in God. In John’s preaching, he told the people that there is no forgiveness without a personal relationship with God. Likewise, for those of us who are born into Christian families, we should not think that we are automatically in the Kingdom of God. Instead, we must seek a relationship with God. To do so, we must seek His forgiveness, and we can only receive forgiveness when we repent of our fleshly ways.
1.2 True faith in God leads one to live graciously

John’s Baptism signifies the willingness of the people to repent and be ready for the coming of the Messiah. The people went so far as to ask John on how they can repent, and John gives them specific instructions to change their ways: be generous, do not cheat and be content with what you have.
“What should we do then?” the crowd asked. John answered, “Anyone who has two shirts should share with the one who has none, and anyone who has food should do the same.” Even tax collectors came to be baptized. “Teacher,” they asked, “what should we do?” “Don’t collect any more than you are required to,” he told them. Then some soldiers asked him, “And what should we do?” He replied, “Don’t extort money and don’t accuse people falsely—be content with your pay.” (Luke 3:10-14)

1.3 John suffered for speaking the truth
John’s call for repentance was not just to the crowds – it was also directed to the powerful. For that he was thrown into prison, and was ultimately killed.
But when John rebuked Herod the tetrarch because of his marriage to Herodias, his brother’s wife, and all the other evil things he had done, Herod added this to them all: He locked John up in prison. (Luke 3:19-20)

2 Application
2.1 Salvation comes from a relationship with God

We are not saved if we have not personally entered a relationship with Christ our Lord. Reverend Jeyakumar shared John Wesley’s encounter with the Moravians, who shared the boat with him on his journey to America and was caught in a storm. John, who was the son of an Anglican minister, devout mother, was an Oxford-trained and ordained Anglican minister – he feared for his life! But the Moravians (men, women and children) on the same boat with him, were calm despite the chaos. John Wesley spoke with August Gottlieb Spangenberg, the Moravian pastor:
	Spangenberg to Wesley:
	“Do you know Jesus Christ?”

	Wesley:
	“I know He is the Saviour of the World.”

	Spangenberg:
	“True, but do you know this saves you?”

	Wesley:
	“I hope He has died to save me.”

	Spangenberg:
	“But do you know He saved you?”

	Wesley:
	“I … do.”
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But in his journal after the conversation, he wrote, “I fear they were vain words.” 

On his way home to England after nearly two unsuccessful years in America, John Wesley wrote in his journal “I went to America to convert the Indians, but oh, who shall convert me?”
His personal conversion came on May 24, 1738. John had an experience with God at a Bible Study on Aldersgate Street, which is now known as the “Aldersgate experience”. He wrote in his journal, “I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ alone, for salvation; and an assurance was given me that He had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.”
His experience is true of all Christians. Do you think you are saved, or do you know you are saved? 

Salvation only comes by having a personal relationship with God. 
The question for us today is: do you know Jesus Christ personally?
2.2 We must produce fruit worthy of repentance
When one turns to God, one’s life must be different. The fruit of our lives shows if we are in the right relationship with God. When we are in the right relationship with God, we relate to others in a righteous manner. True repentance shows in our lives – those who have received grace must become gracious toward others.
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Do we treat others unfairly? Do we ignore, even take advantage of the poor and needy? Do we mistreat the foreigner and not pay them fairly? Do we treat them less than human? Howard Snyder in Radical Wesley, says that ‘the poor during John Wesley’s days were seen “as part of the machinery of the new industrial system.” ‘ 
After the heart-warming experience, Wesley could not turn a blind eye to the suffering of the poor and slavery. He became a champion for these people to be treated fairly.
The easiest way to measure is by observing how we treat others even as we come into positions of wealth and / or power. Ask ourselves:
1. Is there a difference in me after accepting this position / becoming rich?
2. Am I honouring God with my position / riches?
3. Are Christian values showing in my decision making?

4. Am I with the 2 percent who can bring about reform?

2.3 We must not be afraid to stand on the side of the truth

John the Baptist was not afraid to speak the truth because he knew he was on God’s side when he spoke the truth. In our world today, there are some people think that their money or position makes them untouchable. King Louis XIV was known as “Louis the Great” and “The Sun King”. He felt the world revolved around him, but ultimately, he died. In funeral oration on King Louis XIV, Bishop Jean Massillon preached from Ecclesiastes 1:16, ‘I said to myself, “Look, I have increased in wisdom more than anyone who has ruled over Jerusalem before me; I have experienced much of wisdom and knowledge.” ‘After reading, the bishop snuffed out the candle and said to the congregation, “Only God is Great.” Every one of us is answerable to God who judges all.
We must not be afraid of those who abuse their power. We must stand of the side of truth. In the midst of all the corruption and evil, where do you stand?

· On the side of truth or falsehood?

· On the side of God or evil?

· On the side of those with integrity or on the side of those without morals?

· On the side of the 2 percent who can help bring sweeping reforms or on the side of the ones who can bring swift destruction?
200 years after Wesley’s heart-warming experience, Times Literary Supplement wrote “No historian can miss the immense raising of the nation’s spiritual temper by Wesley in his own movement and through its effects in the Church of England. … The recovery of the national mind and character started with Wesley.” By the time of his death, there was only a handful of Methodists who went on to reformed the country. This grew to be a movement which spread throughout the world, touching even Malaysia which now has seven Methodist Annual Conferences.

With only 2%, reforms can be brought to the nations. Malaysia has 9.2% Christians in its population – will we commit ourselves to be changed and repent so that our nation can be transformed to have a just government and righteous nation? 

Conclusion: Mercy is available
John the Baptist went into all the country around the Jordan to preach a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins (Luke 3:3). He exhorted the people and proclaimed the good news to them (Luke 3:18). The message of repentance is good news. “Judgement” is not a dirty word. It is God’s way of showing mercy to us, an opportunity to repent. We should embrace and receive the message whenever it is given. In fact, we should be worried if we don’t receive warnings from God!
Just like Eric Liddell who thought he was disqualified when he tripped and fell mid-race in the 440-yard race, leaving him momentarily 20 yards behind his competitors. An official waved and urged him to continue running to which he sprinted and won the race. God is not eliminating you when a message of repentance is given. It is God giving you an opportunity to begin again. 
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Sermon summary contributed by Adeliyn




Page 3 of 4

