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“In those days John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness of Judea,
proclaiming, 2 "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near." 3 This is
the one of whom the prophet Isaiah spoke when he said, "The voice of one
crying out in the wilderness: 'Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths
straight."" 4 Now John wore clothing of camel's hair with a leather belt around
his waist, and his food was locusts and wild honey. 5 Then the people of
Jerusalem and all Judea were going out to him, and all the region along the
Jordan, 6 and they were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their
sins.7 But when he saw many Pharisees and Sadducees coming for baptism,
he said to them, "You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath
to come? 8 Bear fruit worthy of repentance. 9 Do not presume to say to
yourselves, 'We have Abraham as our ancestor’; for | tell you, God is able
from these stones to raise up children to Abraham. 10 Even now the ax is
lying at the root of the trees; every tree therefore that 7 not bear good fruit is
cut down and thrown into the fire. 11 "l baptize you with water for repentance,
but one who is more powerful than | is coming after me; | am not worthy to
carry his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. 12 His
winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and will
gather his wheat into the granary; but the chaff he will burn with
unquenchable fire.” (Matthew 3:1-12)

1. Many Thanks

Good morning church! | am so delighted to see you all this morning.
Christine and | are so thankful to the church for giving us the opportunity to
spend time with my family and with the Lord. | am grateful to the many people
who stepped up and did a great job while we were away. | want to thank Ann
and Susan for preaching and teaching and taking care of the congregation.
Because of your love and support, we had a time of rest and refreshment.

2. John Prepares the Way

While traveling, I've learned how important preparation is. During our
travels, there were times when things didn’t go as planned. We had to adjust
our schedule and travel arrangements.

As we prepared for our trip, in today’s scripture, we find that there was
someone preparing for the coming Messiah in Israel. His name was John. He
was born six months before Jesus. John was a relative of Jesus.

Matthew chapter 3 says that the people of Jerusalem and Judea came
to the Jordan River to be baptized by John. How did he attract so many
people? When John preached, people believed he was the true prophet. The
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Jewish people were excited because they believed the Messiah would come
very soon.

Matthew tells us that John the Baptist was like the Prophet Isaiah. In
Isaiah 40, the Prophet Isaiah says, “In the wilderness prepare the way of
the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God.”

During the time of Isaiah, the Israelites were exiled to Babylon. They
were waiting for the deliverance of the Lord. It was a difficult time, and it was
exciting news that God would come and bring them back to Jerusalem.

The Israelites missed Jerusalem and wanted to go back home. When
Isaiah said to lay out a highway in the wilderness, the people were filled with
hope and joy. Their joy is found in Psalm 126:1-2. “When the Lord brought
back the captives to Zion, we were like men who dreamed. Our mouths
were filled with laughter, our tongues with songs of joy.”

| was filled with joy when Christine and | were able to visit Korea.
Although we have lived in the US for 40 years and visited my family a few
times in the past, | was happy to see my brothers and sisters again. It was a
great time of joy to reconnect with family and share about our lives with each
one of them in Korea, the UK, and in the U.S. Here are some photos.

3. How to Prepare Christmas

Before Jesus was born, the Israelites felt forsaken or abandoned by
God. But the birth of Jesus confirms that God never forgot about the people
of Israel and still cared for His people.

Advent is the season when we remember God’s love. It is the season of
celebrating the presence of the Lord with us. It is the time that we are
reminded of the hope and peace we have in any circumstance.

Advent is also the season of preparation for Jesus’ return. Although this
Christmas might not feel that different from Christmas in the past, we must
remember that with each passing year, our time on earth is shortened and the
time to Christ’s return becomes increasingly ever present. What do we have
to do to prepare for Jesus’ return?

4. Repent

When John baptized the Israelites, he proclaimed, “repent, for the
kingdom of heaven has come near” (v. 2). In verse 7, John says to many
Pharisees and Sadducees, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee
from the wrath to come? Bear fruit worthy of repentance.”

Who were the Pharisees and Sadducees? They were sincere religious
leaders. However, in the eyes of John, they were hypocrites. They lived far
from the will of God and their lives had no fruit at all. Although they were
religious, they were people with no impact on others.



What about us? Do we make any impact on others? What would John
the Baptist say to you and me? | am afraid that he might say to me, “you,
hypocrite.” How can we prepare for the return of Jesus? Jesus would expect
us to make an impact on others. Jesus would want the people around us to
see and feel God’s presence and love through our lives more and more each
day.

5. Disciples of Jesus and the First Methodist Missionary

During my Renewal Leave, | attended a seminar, and the speaker
asked us to tell the definition of disciple. The standard definition of disciple is
“‘someone who adheres to the teachings of another.” However, when we use
the term “disciples of Jesus,” the definition of disciple should be found in the
Bible. Disciples of Jesus were not just his followers. There were many who
followed Jesus. But disciples were called by Jesus and learned from him how
to love God’s people. They made a big difference in the world. I've learned
that CLM would be an easy way to remember the definition of disciple.

C means “Called”, L means “Learned,” M means “Made a difference.”
Ann is a CLM, and | wish we could have more CLMs in our church. However,
the more important thing is to ask ourselves whether we live our lives each
day like disciples. One important characteristic of disciples is to make a
difference in the world. If we make a difference, we are disciples.

While we were in Korea, we visited Jungdong Methodist Church in
Seoul. This was the first Methodist church built in Korea by the first Methodist
missionary, Henry Appenzeller. Christine and | were married in this church in
October 42 years ago. We celebrated our anniversary in Korea.

If Henry Appenzeller and his wife, who were true disciples of Jesus,
never answered the call of Christ and traveled to Korea in 1885, Christine and
| would likely not be here with you this morning.

6. Conclusion and Application

There are many people around the world waiting for good news. 1 Peter
3:15 says, “always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks
you to give the reason for the hope that you have.” Disciples of Jesus
have not only hope but also peace, love, and joy. When Jesus was born as
the son of God to be with God’s people, all kinds of worries and fears
disappeared. Have we experienced “Immanuel” “God is with us” through
Jesus? If we have, we have the reason for the hope, peace, love, and joy that
disciples had.

Do we want people around us to experience such a blessing through
Jesus? If we help them to experience such a blessing, we are surely
preparing the way of the Lord. And the Lord will be pleased with us. Amen.
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