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In our house we are preparing for a birthday.  In fact, quite apart from Christmas, talk recently has 

been of two birthdays.  Andrew's is this week, and Jennifer has calculated how many days until she 

is a teenager (I forget how many, but less than forty).  When we are young our birthdays are of 

enormous importance, eagerly looked forward to and long remembered.  We hope and we plan, and 

we get excited and count down the days - very much as we do for Christmas as well.  And a lot of a 

child's excitement is because for a day they will be important, and on that day they will be given 

things.  And that is nice and how we hope birthdays (and Christmas) will be for all children. 

When I was young - maybe this was true for you as well - I used to get so excited about birthdays 

and Christmas that I couldn't sleep the night before.  I remember once running round and round the 

garden before bed-time in the hope that I would be so tired I would sleep - but of course all I did 

was get myself more excited.  I remember one girl in my family who started to plan her seventh 

birthday party the day after her sixth birthday.  For a whole 364 days she planned that party, 

sometimes actively, sometimes in her mind.  And of course, you can guess, that when it came 

around, no matter how much time and effort was put into it - and it was - that party was a flat failure 

in her eyes, and she was disappointed.  Probably even a ball at the Crystal Palace would not have 

been up to what she was expecting.  Long held expectations can take on a life of their own and 

depart from reality without our noticing it. 

That is Malachi's point when he talks to his people.  For years and decades and centuries, people 

had been waiting for the "Day of the Lord".  They had gone through exile waiting for it.  They had 

returned to their land.  They had rebuilt the city and the temple, still waiting for the Day of the 

Lord, and as they waited their hopes began to  drift away from reality, from what God had promised 

them.  They began to think of the Day of the Lord as the day when all their troubles would cease, 

when they would be proclaimed at the world's top dogs, when their enemies would bow down to 

them, when heaven on earth would be given them.  After all there had been promises given them 

along these lines by earlier prophets.  No one had promised quite all that, but if you put the 

prophecies together you could easily come up with this sort of picture. 

What Malachi's people had forgotten was that the promises they looked to were part of a covenant 

agreement.  God had promised to be with and help his people, to come and save them, to send his 

Messiah to ransom them; and they had promised to serve and love and obey him.  And the first part 

of the covenant was dependant on the second part.  And so Malachi warns his people that they need 

to remember this.  He warns them that a messenger is coming before the Lord himself appears - he 

may have seen himself in this role.  The messenger's job is to prepare things for God; to prepare the 

people for God.  Because they should not forget that God's covenant - that covenant in which the 

people delighted - meant that God would be looking for something from his people: he would be 

looking for righteousness.  That means he will be looking for people who are committed to doing 

thing in God's way, as God has asked, to living with his love and forgiveness for others, to giving 

with his generosity, to living in selflessness, and of course to keeping the law.  Malachi was greatly 

afraid, in fact he was pretty certain, that God would not find what he was looking for in his people, 



and so he warned them that their vision of the Day of the Lord might not be quite how it was going 

to be. 

What a change from what Paul, writing in the time of the new testament, or covenant, in which we 

too still live, says in his letter to the Philippians.  He too talks of a Day to look forward to - the day 

of Jesus Christ. By this he almost certainly means the day when Christ will come again.  But any 

day can be the day of Jesus Christ, if it is a day when he calls us to himself, for encouragement, to 

do work for and with him, or when he calls us in death.   

Paul is confident that when that day comes the Philippian Christians would have God's good work 

in them brought to completion.  The end result is to be the same as that which Malachi said God 

would be looking for - that on that Day God's people should be pure and blameless, but the way it is 

coming about is very different indeed. 

Malachi talks of refining, of fire, of fuller's soap.  He talks in particular about the Levites, the 

religious tribe, the one that is supposed to lead the rest of the nation to God being purified.  And 

what a purification!  The refiner's fire would burn up all the impurities in molten metal.  The fuller's 

soap would be used to wash all the impurities out of raw wool: the farmyard muck, the dead insects, 

the twigs and the animal smell, so that the wool might become something a person would be happy 

to use to clothe his or her body.  Neither process is exactly gentle, whether it is being burned in fire 

or pounded with strong soap.  Malachi is warning people that if they don't get ready by living in 

God's righteousness, then God will have to do it for them - or perhaps to them.  It won't be what 

they are expecting. 

In advent we have lots of expectations.  We expect some fun and festivity, dark nights, bright lights.  

We don't always expect as much snow as we had this past week, but we do expect that the minister 

will be busy!  Happy expectations.  We should not let them blind us to what God is still asking of 

his people; that they live in his righteousness.  But the demand that Malachi expressed is different 

from the righteousness that is a part of the new covenant or testament under which we now live.  It 

is not different in being a lesser righteousness: God's standards have always been perfection, which 

is why his people have found them pretty much impossible to accomplish.    

But in Paul's letter, written after the birth, life, death and resurrection of Christ, the looked for 

righteousness is God's work in us.  It is no longer our part of the covenant to be righteous, but 

Christ's.  The covenant is now between God and his Son Jesus, and because Jesus became one of us, 

we are all included on his side of the agreement, and covered by his accomplishing all that was 

asked of him, which no one else could ever do.  Christmas begins with, but is about so much more 

than a baby. 

It is because of Christ and because God has given us his Spirit, that God undertakes to put his 

righteousness within us, transforming us.  His righteousness will be shown, as Paul prays, in love 

that overflows, that can't be kept in, that has to make itself known in action; it is shown in 

knowledge and insight, as we grow in understanding of God and his ways, and his love, and 

therefore of one another.  It is a righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ: through what he has 

done to redeem our unrighteous lives, by his perfect life, death and resurrection. 

In both visions of a special day, the day of the Lord and the day of Jesus Christ, God is looking for 

change and purity, but with what a difference.  In one God will come to make the people (and 

especially the Levites) change, by burning them, scrubbing them with caustic.  In the other God's 

Spirit works with us, perfecting us in his way and time, clothing us with the righteousness of Christ, 

so that the day of Jesus Christ, that is the day when he returns to the earth, or the day when he calls 

us to himself, is to be looked forward to, not dreaded. 



There are so many expectations.  Birthdays in our house, and then school parties, school concerts, 

village parties, trees to be put up and decorated, presents to wrap, cards to write and receive.  You 

may be involved in parties at the golf club, the bowling, for the car scheme volunteers, at work.  

You may have family to look forward to receiving into our home, or journeys to plan so that you 

can go to visit others.  It's great to have happy expectations.  However, such is the way of life in the 

world, some things that you expect will not turn out as you hope.  The weather may interfere, or 

someone may become ill, or in the interaction with others, your ideas may not be the ones that are 

acted on. You are all mature enough to take these set-backs in your stride, as a child might not.  

Little changes of plan will not ruin your enjoyment and celebration of the birth of Christ Jesus. 

God's expectations of his people don't change, and in Jesus they are not disappointed either.  It is in 

Jesus that he is able to look on us, with all our flaws, and see us as righteous.  And it is because of 

Jesus that we find his love spilling over in our lives, so that we want to change and be what God is 

looking for in terms of love and giving, helping and forgiving. 

Amid all our plans and hopes and excitement, let's keep God's love in Christ central in our 

consciousness.  It is so sad that in so many homes the festive Christmas season is the time when 

there is most tension, most violence, even, and least love - even though there is giving.  People 

party unwisely and then feel out of sorts and take it out on those who are handy.  That is not the way 

of Christ.  That is not preparing for, living for the Day of the Lord.   

It is also the time when people feel the need to spend more than they have to fulfil the expectations 

of others, particularly of their children.  As Christians we should be thinking about how we can help 

relieve the pressure that the world puts on the financially stressed; how we can undermine the 

world's expectations of getting and getting, by showing that our God is one who gives and gives.  I 

heard a brilliant little saying this week.  It went like this: do you remember what you were given for 

Christmas last year?  If it doesn't immediately leap to mind that proves that it is the thought that 

counts, not the gift that matters!  In these weeks which are like no other in the year, if we can help 

relieve the pressure and stress of expectations on others, if we can live with forbearance and joy, 

then we will be working out of the righteousness of Christ, and if we can help people see that God's 

love is the real reason to celebrate, then we will be doing the work of spreading the kingdom of 

God.  

Amen 


