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A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
Getting ready to receive Jesus

I’m calling our advent series ‘Preparing to receive Jesus and it’s been prompted by the carol ‘Thou didst leave thy throne …. O come to my heart lord Jesus’.

Last week’s big theme, largely based on Matthew 16 & Eph 2, was ‘Before we can receive Jesus, Jesus has to do something for us’. We talked about how God shows us in the bible that by nature we’re spiritually dead and cannot respond, cannot receive Jesus – he needs to regenerate, make us alive first.

This week we turn to Matthew and Luke to see the ministry, or rather the message of john the Baptist. 

Read Matthew 3:1-12.

John’s life mission was to prepare the way for Jesus. Rather like the warm up act that gets the audience ready and in the mood for the main act; sets the atmosphere, produces a sense of expectation.

So having seen God’s part we now turn to our part – what can we do to ensure we personally don’t miss the blessing of Jesus coming? Well, 

1. Prepare! 

V3
Most of us will do some preparation for Christmas – whether a few sprigs of holly or some lights in the window or inflatable snowmen in the garden – or whatever! There will be presents to buy and wrap, cards to write as well as shopping to be done, cakes to make, especially if you’re having family/friends round. Many people move things around in the house as well – to make room for the tree and other decorations. Things often get tidied up and something get thrown out to make way for the new things that are coming. 

Matthew tells us that this was exactly what needs to happen in our lives if we are to properly receive Jesus. He quotes from the prophet Isaiah (600 yrs before Jesus – just to add tension to what’s happening – this was what had been waited for, hoped for all that time).

According to Isaiah & Matthew JB was calling the people to ‘prepare’ – and that’s a word which people used when they were having a clear out, getting rid of rubbish, tidying up, getting ready for something about to happen.
‘Prepare the way for the Lord’ picture here is specifically preparing the road – filling in the potholes, getting rid of the fallen branches and other obstacles; making the road easy, pleasant for the dignitary.

Before I highlight a couple of ways in which JB says to prepare I just want to pause to emphasise that it’s really no different with us if we want to give Jesus a good welcome and receive him. Not just at Christmas but at anytime. 

Whenever we hope to meet him it’s important to prepare, to show him he’s welcome and to show him that you want him to stay.

It’s often one of the reasons people leave church or quiet time and feel nothing. No prep. 

So how do we prepare our hearts?

2. Confession – 
v6 

John main message to the people was to repent and be baptised. But before they did that they did something else – equally important - they confessed their sins. They openly admitted their offences and crimes against God. They admitted the things they’d done wrong.
We must not miss this, because if we do we’ll likely miss the blessing as well. Admission and confession of guilt is very important; we like to get to the forgiveness part and sort of gloss over our sins and crimes. We know we’ve done wrong and will admit that but we tend to brush the specifics under the carpet. Not so the people coming to john, they admitted and confessed what they had done – openly.

Now don’t be alarmed I’m not about to start to require open confession of sins here (though sometimes that is important) – but we are reminded here that we cannot just rush in regardlessless. We too need to admit to God, and ourselves, our failures, rebellions, etc, etc. Bring them out of the closet and admit them. Confession is specific. Have you been specific lately? Name them – you might even shock yourself as you do. 
Lord, I admit that I’ve been a gossip this week, I have hurt people with my words, I’ spoke unkindly, unnecessarily harshly to so and so; I looked rather too long at that woman, I went to high and for too long on the TV channels. Lord, I admit and confess that I lied  to get myself out of trouble, I deceived, I stole, etc, etc. I hurt others and I admit I’ve offended you.  

It’s very difficult to be proud when we have to confess our own sins isn’t it. When we see the plank in our own eye we’ll less likely want to point out the speck in someone else’s! 
When we come to the Lord’s table in a few minutes I will leave time for confession. The second part of prep prescribed by John was:  
3. Repentance
To repent, you may know, means ‘to change one’s mind’, and to change it so decidedly that it has an impact on your behaviour. Real, genuine repentance involves a change of heart and change of actions. It results in living differently to before. 

I want to focus on this next week so won’t say much here. Suffice to say that it is much more than simply admitting what we’ve done and saying sorry! There are too many that do that and then pretty much carry on as before. No, says john, you’ve got to stop what you were doing, you’ve got to change your ways.

So here’s a challenge for us this AM – how much repenting do we really do? Without it it’s very likely that you’re kidding yourself about being a Christian. You might believe and to a degree follow, but that’s not what it’s about. 
Repentance is about cleaning up our act so that Jesus can come in and feel at home. Only he can forgive them – and he will – but you have to put the rubbish out at the gate of your heart for him to deal with. If you store it up, leave it around the house and garage of your heart because you can’t really bear to part with it, because it has sentimental value it won’t get dealt with. 

You’ve got to confess it’s wrong, then bag it up and put it out and ask Jesus to take it away. Then you’re heart will be ready for him to enter.

This is as far we’ve time to go this morning. I’m going to stop now and we’ll come to communion because I want us to have some time just with our Lord. Time where we can confess to him our sins, and where we can bag up something and give them to him to deal with. 
Let’s sing as we come to this precious time of remembrance and thanksgiving:

Purify my heart
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