John The Baptist  Matthew 3:1-6 A voice in the desert.
Advent is all about waiting, waiting expectantly for something exciting to happen.

Children get all excited about all the presents that they hope will be under the tree on Christmas morning. We adults get excited about having a break from work and a bit of a rest, we may get excited about spending some quality time with family catching up with people we haven’t seen for a while.

We may even enjoy all the trimmings of the festival, the food, decorations, the carol singing, perhaps even the special Christmas services at church and all the candles and the people dressed up as Angels and Shepherds. And that is all good and right.
Throughout the OT whenever God did something big He often commanded the Israelites to mark the occasion with a festival; so that they would remember what God had done and be able to tell the next generation. 
The Passover was one such festival, if you remember, God commanded Moses and the people of God to keep the Passover as a constant reminder of the time that God delivered his people from slavery.
It was to be a celebration, a time of rejoicing and an opportunity to tell each new generation of the wonders of God.

Do away with the great festivals and you soon will find that the memory of what God has done, has been lost and forgotten.
So, it’s good to celebrate and at Christmas we celebrate the most wonderful moment in the history of this world, the moment when God said ‘now!’ ‘Now is the time when I will live on earth amongst my people.’ ‘Now is the time when I will make myself available to everyone. 

And that is wonderful, because it means that we all have the opportunity to meet with God, it need not be just some distant hope anymore, it can be a present reality. 

That’s what Christmas is all about, the fact that Jesus, the Son of God, is now here amongst us, available to us through the power of the Holy Spirit. That is what Christmas is really all about.

And yet, not everyone experiences that reality. Not everyone knows that Jesus is here and that He longs to have a relationship with us. 
And even for those of us who do know that reality there are times when we long for our relationship with Jesus to become deeper.
For some people, God is still perhaps a very remote, distant being, way out there somewhere, who doesn’t seem too interested in the affairs of this world. It is as if God has started things off at creation and then left the world to get on with things, like a huge clock that has been wound up and then left to tick away until time runs out. God can seem like that for many people.

Others may not even believe that God exists at all, they look at the state of the world, with all its wars, cruelty, disease and people starving and they conclude that there is no god, because surely if god did exist he would do something about the mess we are in.

And then there are those who do believe and who do have a personal relationship with Jesus. But even amongst us who do believe there is often a vast amount of difference in how we experience this God. 
Sometimes God may feel extremely close and we enjoy an intimate relationship with Him, we hear him speaking and we know that he is at work in our lives. 
At other times it seems as if we are aware of God’s presence only fleetingly, we may hear him speak to us occasionally but it isn’t always very clear. 
And then there are those times when things get very dry and it feels as if we are having a desert experience, longing for God but not finding him anywhere.
Wherever we are in our relationship with God there is always the hope of God drawing closer, we always long for more, more of God.

I don’t know where you are at the moment in your relationship with God, but I do know that I long for more.  I want to see more of God at work in my life and in the lives of others. I want to hear God speak more often and much more clearly than I do. 
So as I prepare myself for Christmas, I want to prepare more than just the party trimmings. I want to make ready my heart for God. I want to be a clear channel through whom; God can reach out to others, don’t you?   

So how can you and I make room for Jesus this year?

How can we be ready for his coming, how can we prepare ourselves for a deeper, closer relationship with God?

Well! The answer lays in our passage and in the ministry of John the Baptist. 

6 months before the angel visited Mary, an angel also visited Zechariah, and the angel told Zechariah that his wife Elizabeth would conceive and have a child. The child was to be called John and he too would have a very special ministry. John’s purpose in life would be to prepare the people; to get them ready to receive Jesus.  

John was a prophet; a prophet is someone who comes with a message from God for the people. So John was sent by God to bring a specific message that would prepare the way for Jesus to come into the lives of His people.

John was called the voice in the wilderness. Nobody liked prophets; they always seemed very strange types. People just didn’t know how to handle them and often they were not welcome within the walls of the city. So John the Baptist is found outside the city in the desert. 

He lived a very simple lifestyle which challenged the religious leaders of the day, who lived in considerable luxury. He was an extremely brave man who brought a radical message that made men hate him. 
It was not a comfortable message at all and yet he was an extremely humble man, who saw himself as an unworthy servant who was not even fit to tie the shoe laces of Jesus. He is simply his master’s voice; a lone voice, crying out in the wilderness to any who would hear.
People probably went out into the desert originally just to see the spectacle of this strange man who lived on locusts.

But that wasn’t true for everyone, you see God had been silent for a very long time, it was said that there had been a famine of hearing the word of the Lord for about 400 years. In other words God’s voice was rare in those days and so many people would have been desperate to hear what God was saying. 
There perhaps would have been a great swell of excitement amongst many of the people as they made their way out into the desert longing to hear God speak. 
It is very fitting that God chose to speak to his people in the desert. It is often when we are going through the desert experiences of our lives that we find God speaking to us more clearly. It also meant that the people had to journey to meet with God. They had to go out to Him in the desert.
Do we have that same kind of enthusiasm for hearing God speak to us? How desperate are we to hear God’s voice?
Both Kelvin and Sheena have just returned from separate retreats, time that they set apart to be with God. Space carved out of a busy schedule just to wait upon God and draw closer to Him. Sometimes it is necessary to get right away from all the distractions in order to refocus and to hear God more clearly.

John’s message, just like his clothes was not a comfortable message to hear. It was a hard message, the voice of one calling out in the desert “repent! For the kingdom of God is near”

Repent! We don’t often hear a talk on repentance do we? I wonder if you can remember the last time you heard a talk on repentance. It isn’t a nice comfortable message and yet this is what the people needed to hear if they were to be ready to meet with Jesus; the Son of God.
John was telling them that the one that they had been waiting for, for so long, was very near. The promised saviour was so coming, the time was ripe for all the promises that God had made in the scriptures to be fulfilled. The one they longed for was coming and it was happening in their day. Therefore they needed to be ready.

There was a need to get themselves cleaned up, to put their lives in order. The message was Repent. And repentance doesn’t just mean saying sorry. We can say sorry and not really mean it.

Repentance actually means to turn around and go in the opposite direction. It means to actually stop doing the things that we keep saying sorry for. It means to draw a line in the sand and then not cross back over it again.
You know sometimes the sin in our lives is not obvious to us. Sometimes bad habits just have a way of creeping up on us; little by little like the little white lie that gets repeated again and again until we have dug a hole so deep there is no way out. 

There are things that block our relationship with God; things like un-forgiveness, or gossip, criticism and fault finding. Sometimes when things go wrong in our lives we blame others and even God or we turn away from God. Even moaning and groaning, just ask Moses.

All of these things can act as a barrier between us and God.

But this season of advent gives us that opportunity to take stock. It is a time when we can ask ourselves some searching questions. During this waiting period, instead of rushing around like headless chickens worrying if we have done all the necessary tasks that we need to do. Perhaps we should stop for a moment or two and try to prepare our heart to meet with God. As the archbishop of York said this week, “it’s time for a spiritual M.O.T.”

John the Baptist came as a forerunner to prepare the people for God’s coming. If we want to find God this Christmas or if we want to draw closer to him then perhaps we need to heed the words of the voice calling in the wilderness and repent. 

Because God will come, whether we are ready or not, the only difference will be that some will see, hear and receive him and some will not. 

Those who are truly ready, who have searched their hearts and repented, that is turned away from their sin will welcome Him in and Jesus will meet with them and make himself known to them. But those who refuse to admit their sin and fail to turn from it will be left out in the cold; wondering why Jesus never speaks to them.

 John says to us, Jesus is drawing nearer every day; he will soon be amongst us, are you ready for his coming? 
As I have been thinking about this message this week, I have been thinking about how it affects me and what I need to do in order to carve out more time for God.

And you know I spend an awful amount of time at my computer. For something that is supposed to save us time it has an uncanny way of wasting so much of my time. I get frustrated with it when it goes slow, or when things go wrong and it is all too easy to send an e-mail rather than speak to someone face to face.

Now it has its good points too, it isn’t a bad thing in itself, it’s just that it swallows up so much of my time.

So, I made a decision. I decided that I am not going to turn my computer on everyday. I am going to have one or two days a week when I will not even turn it on. 

You see it’s no good me just saying sorry lord each evening for wasting so much time. I have to take action-I have to do a U turn and repent of wasting so much valuable time and I have to spend my time more profitably.

So that’s my 1st act of repentance this Advent, I wonder what you will do to make room for Jesus.

Perhaps a good start would be to ask God to show you what you need to repent of. You see repentance is also a gift. If we ask the Holy Spirit to search our hearts and convict us of our sin He will. 
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