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These are the Days of Elijah
Christmas     Part 15
Luke 1:13-17            12-15-2012 & 12-16-2012

Summary: Scripture heavily emphasizes the importance of John the Baptist. The angel told Zechariah that his wife would become pregnant with the forerunner promised in Malachi, and he would be the greatest ever. The bad priests of Malachi’s day complained about the lack of justice, and were told that the Day of the Lord was coming, but it would start with judging them. Prior to that judgment, however, God will send Elijah to restore hearts to God (mercy precedes judgment). John is the fulfillment of that for the first coming of Christ for all who would accept it. Before the Second Coming the two Witnesses of Revelation 11 will fulfill it. John’s message continues uninterrupted throughout the Church age. And greatness is a function of how much your life proclaims that message.
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Luke 1:13 But the angel said to him: "Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to give him the name. 14 He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, 15 for he will be great in the sight of the Lord. He is never to take wine or other fermented drink, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit even from birth. 16 Many of the people of Israel will he bring back to the Lord their God. 17 And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous--to make ready a people prepared for the Lord."

Introduction: Special Birth
I would like to tell you the story today of the miraculous birth of a very special child. It took place about 2000 years ago, and it was the fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy. It was a miraculous pregnancy, and I would like to speak this morning about the purpose of that miracle. God does not do random miracles. Most of the things God does, He does through providence, not miracles. So on the rare occasions God does something in a miraculous way, it is to prove a particular point. What point was God making in the miraculous conception of this special child, 2000 years ago? From the time of the creation all the way up until his birth, never had a child been born who would be as important as this particular individual. He was the greatest ever, and part of the reason for his miraculous birth was to make that clear to all mankind.
This child would grow up and at around age thirty, launch his public ministry in Israel, and would quickly become the most famous figure in the entire nation. He would have the attention of the highest religious and political leaders of the land, and would come into sharp conflict with both – the Pharisees and King Herod. Even at his young age he would rebuke them in the harshest terms. And as a result of those conflicts he never made it to his mid-thirties.  He was executed as a young man, but he nevertheless remains one of the most important men of all time.
And by the way – I am not talking about Jesus. I am talking about Jesus’ cousin. I have decided to take a break from our study through 1 Peter for a couple weeks so we can focus our attention on what the Word of God says about Christmas. And as I was studying the opening chapters of Luke, which tell us about Jesus’ birth, I was struck with how much space in God’s Word is devoted to telling us all about the birth of Jesus’ cousin, John – John the Baptist.
You have probably heard the old joke – What do John the Baptist and Winnie the Pooh have in common? Answer: Same middle name. He is referred to in Scripture as John the Baptist because there were a number of different men in the Bible named John, and so Scripture gives this John the nickname John the Baptist so we do not get confused about which John is being referred to. The word “baptist” actually means “baptizer.” It is not that John was a member of the Southern Baptist Convention. It is just that John was known for baptizing people, so he got this nickname. One of Jesus’ disciples was John, and most scholars believe he wrote the Gospel of John ,1, 2, and 3 John, and the book of Revelation. That is a different man. John the Baptist was not one of the twelve disciples. He was Jesus’ cousin.
And when Luke wrote his gospel account of the life of Jesus, Jesus is not even mentioned in the entire first section of the book. That whole section is devoted completely to the account of the birth of John the Baptist. And I got to wondering, why is the birth of John so important that it would merit such a lengthy portion of God’s Word? When I first mentioned a moment ago that I was not going to be preaching about the birth of Jesus today, some of you might have thought, “Why not? It’s Christmas time; why not preach about the birth of Christ? Why spend time focusing on John?” And that is exactly the question I had for Luke (and the Holy Spirit) – why focus so much on John at the beginning of a gospel about Jesus? And when I got my answer I realized that understanding the meaning of John’s birth is a very crucial component of the celebration of Christmas, and it has a major impact on your level of joy and on how pleased God is with your worship. During December we celebrate Advent, which is all about celebration of the first coming of Christ and preparation for the Second Coming. And to do that right, we must understand the significance of John the Baptist.
The Greatest
I mentioned that John was the greatest human being ever born up to his time. I get that from the words of Jesus Himself. 
Matthew 11:11 I tell you the truth: Among those born of women there has not risen anyone greater than John the Baptist
That means he was greater than Noah, Job, and Enoch, who walked with God and was translated up into heaven without ever having to die. He was greater than Abraham, the friend of God. He was greater than Moses, with whom God spoke face to face. He was greater than David, Daniel, Elijah, and Elisha – the greatest man ever born up to his time. (Of course John didn’t hold that title for very long – only about six months. Then Someone infinitely greater was born – the Lord Jesus Christ. But prior to Jesus, no one had ever been born who was as great as John. He was the greatest.)
If you are my age or older you probably remember the boxer who named himself Mohammed Ali, and who always went around saying, "I am the greatest." I remember, as a child, hearing that and being shocked that anyone would say that. I think it was unusual for someone to be quite that boastful back then. Now it is commonplace – seems like every pro athlete talks that way these days. I think the culture of egoism among athletes we see today, where every one of them is a legend in his own mind, was started in large measure by Mohammed Ali claiming to be the greatest.
And the more time goes on it seems the more confused our culture gets about what constitutes greatness. What is the measure of greatness? Time Magazine will tell you who the “Person of the Year” is. And polls will tell you who the most admired person in America is. Forbes Magazine will tell you who the richest man in America is. We have the IQ test to figure out who the smartest person is. But what about the greatest person? I do not know of anyone who even tries to track that. I do not know of any magazine that has the top 100 greatest people. How would you even determine that? What is the measure of greatness? 
God said that John was the greatest ever – what was special about him? If we can answer that question then we can understand what Christmas is really all about.
The Prophecy: I Will Send Elijah
I said a minute ago that John’s birth was the fulfillment of prophecy. Look down at verse 17.
Luke 1:17 And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous--to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.
That is a reference to the last two verses of Malachi. If you look at the last two verses in Malachi you will see that prophecy about Elijah coming and restoring the hearts of the fathers to the children.
Context
Prophets Should Turn People from Sin
But before we zero in on those verses, let’s back up and take a quick overview of the whole book of Malachi. This book is basically God rebuking the priests for whining. In chapter 1 they are whining about how hard and burdensome their priestly duties were. And the result of that attitude – the attitude that doing God’s work is burdensome - was they didn’t do a good job. In chapter 2 God says, “You are supposed to be like Phinehas, who turned many from sin (v.6).” That is the main thing a priest, or any spiritual leader should do – turn people from sin. But they were doing the exact opposite. 
Malachi 2:8 you have caused many to stumble
The priests were getting divorces and failing to tithe (worship God with 10% of their income), and that was leading the whole nation into sin. So instead of leading people out of sin, they were leading them into sin through their example.
Judgment Day Is Bad News for The Unfaithful
Then at the end of chapter 2 they are whining about God’s failure to bring about justice and punish their enemies. At the end of verse 17 they are saying, “Where is the God of justice?" And in 3:14 they are saying, "It is futile to serve God. What did we gain by carrying out his requirements…? 15 But now we call the arrogant blessed. Certainly the evildoers prosper, and even those who challenge God escape." Where is the justice? And God says, “Oh, you want justice? You want Judgment Day to arrive? Let’s talk about Judgment Day…,” and God goes on to tell them how that Day will come, and that is the last thing God ever says until the time of Jesus. God had been speaking to His people through the prophets for 1000 years. The writing of the Old Testament started way back with Moses, and each prophet that came along after that added another book. And now, after doing that for 1000 years, God goes silent for 400 years. After 1000 years of speaking through the prophets, God sends one last prophet – the prophet Malachi. And Malachi makes it clear that Judgment Day is not going to be what they expect.
Malachi 3:1 "See, I will send my messenger, who will prepare the way before me. Then suddenly the Lord you are seeking will come to his temple ; the messenger of the covenant, whom you desire, will come," says the Lord Almighty. 2 But who can endure the day of his coming? Who can stand when he appears? For he will be like a refiner's fire” 
You want the Messiah to arrive and bring justice? He is going to do that, but you are not going to like it, because He is going to focus first on purifying His own people, and especially His priests. And that is not good news for unfaithful priests.
5 I will come near to you for judgment. 
The unfaithful in Israel will be destroyed. In 4:5 He refers to it as that great and dreadful day of the Lord.
The Day of The Lord
What is the Day of the Lord? Do you remember what Jesus said in Luke 22:53 when they came to arrest Him?
Luke 22:52 Then Jesus said to the chief priests, the officers of the temple guard, and the elders, who had come for him, "Am I leading a rebellion, that you have come with swords and clubs? 53 Every day I was with you in the temple courts, and you did not lay a hand on me. But this is your hour--when darkness reigns."
“This is your hour” – and He let them arrest Him and crucify Him. Imagine a boxing champion setting his gloves to the side and saying to the challenger, “This is your round,” and keeping his hands at his side the whole round. And the challenger unleashes his most ferocious blows and down goes Jesus Christ – out cold. And the whole crowd roared with approval. That was man’s hour. But after man’s hour comes the Lord’s Day. And not only will Jesus come up off the mat, but the whole arena will be surrounded by 100 million angels who will lay waste that whole mob – everyone who was on the side of the challenger who did not repent.
The Forerunner
But what about those who did repent? What will that Day be like for them? The faithful will have a blast on the Day of the Lord.
Micah 4:2 But for you who revere my name, the sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its wings. And you will go out and leap like calves released from the stall.
Those who are ready for that Day will be so happy we will be jumping around like a freed calf out of the gate. So what is it that will bring people to that point of readiness? What is it that will bring people to repentance prior to the arrival of that great and dreadful Day of the Lord?
Malachi 3:1 "See, I will send my messenger, who will prepare the way before me. Then suddenly the Lord you are seeking will come
That messenger is so important, that the last two verses of the Old Testament are devoted to talking about him. Of all the things God could have said to end His Old Testament revelation to His people in thirty-nine books written over a period of 1000 years, of all the topics He could have placed there as the last word – this is what He chose. These are the final words of God that were left ringing in the ears of His people for the next 400 years while God was silent. It is all about that messenger. 
Malachi 4:5 "See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the Lord comes. 6 He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers; or else I will come and strike the land with a curse."
Mercy Precedes Wrath
What is the significance of that? Why is the forerunner so important? The fact that God will send a forerunner is incredibly important because it shows us a very key principle: mercy precedes judgment. What is the forerunner’s job? To turn the hearts of fathers and sons back to one another.
And the terminology used here is the language of conversion. The idea is not just that he will reconcile broken families, but that he will reconcile families that are broken because one generation has turned away from God and His covenant. They are estranged because the children have rejected the faith of their forefathers. Or in other cases the sons have remained faithful and the fathers have turned away. One generation remains faithful to God and the other generation turns away, and this Elijah figure’s job will be to go to those ones who turned away and restore them back to the ones who remained faithful. And the reason I am confident that that is the correct interpretation of this statement about fathers and sons is because that is how the angel in Luke 1 interprets it.
Luke 1:17 And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous--to make ready a people prepared for the Lord." 
That part about turning the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous – that is not in the Malachi passage. The angel adds that to make it clear what kind of restoring this is talking about. In Malachi 3:1 it says that forerunner will prepare the way for the Lord. How is that accomplished? In ancient times they would prepare the way for a king by building roads for him. In our day, if the President of the United States comes to Denver, they prepare the way for him by shutting down the roads his motorcade will take. But how do you prepare the way for the Lord? What needs to be done prior to the Lord’s arrival? It is not road work; it is heart work.
Malachi 4:6 He will turn the hearts…
What needs to be prepared are people’s hearts. Because when the Lord arrives it will be Judgment Day, and it will be too late for anyone to switch sides at that point. Everyone who is on the side of the challenger will be laid waste without mercy. 
Imagine a king who hears about a rebellious village that is working to destroy the kingdom. The king sends word to this village that they must cease and desist their treasonous activity or else he will come and put them all to the sword. But he is a compassionate king. He knows the traitors must be punished, but there is mercy and love in his heart even for his enemies. So he gathers his army and sets out for that village, but before he leaves he pulls aside his fastest runner. 
“I want you to get to that village ahead of me. Let them know the village is about to be destroyed, and get as many of them out as you can. When I get there and set that city ablaze, I’d love for it to be a ghost town. Let them know that if they will just leave that village and lay down their arms of rebellion, they will be granted full amnesty and immunity, they will not be punished in any way – just get them out of that village.” 
The rebels have had their hour, now the Lord is going to have His Day. But before He arrives He sends a forerunner to turn as many hearts as possible, so they will noy be included in the judgment.  You can see that is the purpose of sending the forerunner – look at the very last thing He says in verse 6.
Malachi 4:6 He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers; or else I will come and strike the land with a curse."
That word translated or else means so that not. God will send the forerunner so that God will not end up having to strike the people with a curse. God’s mercy runs out ahead of His wrath to clear as many out of the way as possible. 
The Call to Repentance
And the prophet Malachi calls that forerunner “Elijah.” In what sense will he be like Elijah? Well, Elijah was the greatest of the Prophets, and he was known for calling apostate Israel to repentance. The entire nation had turned away from God (with very few exceptions), and Elijah confronted them with the mandate to choose – Baal or Yahweh. So this forerunner will be like Elijah in that he will be a very great, very powerful figure who will call apostate Israel back to God. The forerunner’s job will be to restore wayward hearts before the Messiah arrives and ushers in that great and dreadful Day of the Lord.

The Fulfillment 
Now let’s take a look at the fulfillment of the prophecy.
Luke 1:13 But the angel said to Zechariah … “Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to give him the name John. … 17 And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous--to make ready a people prepared for the Lord." 
That is a very clear reference to Malachi 4. John is the fulfillment.
To Fulfill His Promises, God Must Be Sovereign 
And it is an awesome thing to see God at work when He fulfills His promises. Think for a moment about all the things God said about John before he was even conceived. 
15 … He is never to take wine or other fermented drink
I believe that is an indication that John was a lifetime Nazarite Total abstinence from any kind of alcohol was part of what was known as the Nazarite vow. When a person took a Nazarite vow they would abstain from alcohol, refrain from cutting their hair during the vow, and avoid any contact with a dead body for the duration of the vow, which was normally a matter of days. It  is true that only one of the three criteria are mentioned here, but the same is true of Samuel.  – which means he was set apart for the Lord in a very special way right from birth. Only two other men in the Bible were ever lifetime Nazarites – Samson and Samuel. And then this amazing statement: 
15 … and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit even from birth.
Filled with the Spirit from birth. Not bad. Look at verse 41.
Luke 1:41 When Elizabeth heard Mary's greeting, the baby leaped in her womb, and Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit.
Luke 1:67 His father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit 
That is one powerful family – everybody is filled with the Spirit!
But how can God say all this about someone who does not even exist yet? Remember, at the time the angel is saying these things, Elizabeth is not even pregnant. John the Baptist does not exist at this point, and God is telling Zechariah that not only will his son be a believer, but he will be great in the eyes of the Lord, filled with the Spirit from conception, etc. This is an important passage for those who tend to choke on the doctrine of election. Election is the doctrine that God chooses who will be saved ahead of time – before you are born. And very often people will object to that doctrine because to them it seems like it would conflict with free will. They figure, if God decides, then you do not decide. They think that if it is God’s decision, it cannot really be your decision; and if it is your decision, it cannot really be God’s decision, and so you cannot have both election and free will. Either God has freedom to choose or we do, but not both.
But here we see that there is no question that God chose John prior to John doing or saying or believing anything. And yet, we see during John’s life that his free will was intact. John was not a robot. He was just like everyone else. In fact, at one point in his life, shortly before he died, he was doubting whether Jesus was even the Messiah!
There is no conflict between divine election and human free will. “But how can they go together?” I don’t know; I just know they are both true. And I also know that if we rely on our human reasoning so much that we reject what God’s Word says about election, we put ourselves in great peril, because we invent a situation where God cannot really be trusted. If God is not in control of everything then He cannot be trusted with everything.
Aren’t you glad that the angel did not say this in verse 13? Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to give him the name John. And hopefully he will be a joy and delight to you, and God is really rooting for many to rejoice because of his birth.  And if all goes according to plan (knock on wood) he will be great in the sight of the Lord. And he may or may not be filled with the Holy Spirit. Ideally, he will bring many of the people of Israel back to the Lord their God. And we are keeping our fingers crossed that he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah.” Zechariah asked the angel, "How can I be sure of this?” And the angel answered, “You can’t. You just have to hope for the best.” Aren’t you glad you never see phrases like, “hopefully” or “odds are” or “ideally” in biblical prophecy? 
How can God make all these authoritative, absolute statements? Because He is sovereign even over the human heart. Does that mean God is the author of our sin in any sense? Absolutely not. But He is most certainly the Author of our righteousness, and He is sovereign over everything.
It is so important to understand the sovereignty and power of God. It is not enough for God to just be loving and compassionate. What good is it if God looks down and sees a football player murder the mother of his child and then himself, or look down and see man go into a school and murder 20 elementary children, and He feels lots of compassionate and sorrow but is powerless to do anything about it? What good would it be if God looked down on a society where mass murder of children in schools is becoming a fad? And where fornication is a joke, and homosexuality is a virtue, and where believing the creation account in Scripture is a sign of stupidity, and where the word of the psychologist is revered far above the Word of God? What good would it be if God looked down on a culture like that and felt the same knot in His stomach that you feel when you watch the news, but also felt the same sense of being powerless to do anything about it? A loving, compassionate, powerless god is no god at all.
But we read here about a God who has the power and authority to send a messenger and promise us ahead of time that this messenger will restore all things – including the wayward, sinful, rebellious hearts of men.
That’s our only hope when we turn on the news and hear of another shooting. We hear news like that and we shake our heads and say, “Oh, what is this world coming to? And we talk about how horrible some people are. And then what do we do? We go out and add to the mountain of sin and rebellion against God’s law in this world. We shake our heads in disgust at other people’s sin, and then every day go out and add even more. More evil thoughts, more sinful words, more selfishness, more violations of conscience and God’s Law, more gossip, more lying, more vengeance, more impurity. The problem just gets worse, and all our solutions are throwing spitballs at a freight train. Passing laws about gun control, treating murderers with more psychology or drugs, putting up more surveillance cameras – none of the world’s solutions will work. We are all trapped in the bottomless abyss of sin and all our efforts to fix the problem do nothing but make it worse – only God can redeem. And in the promises preceding Christmas He made it clear, He will redeem and restore this fallen world.
And when we get all upset about a man who shoots little children, and we cry out, “Where’s the justice? Where is God in times like this? Why doesn’t He do something about the problem of injustice and evil?” When people say that they are like the priests in Malachi, who complained about God’s delay in bringing justice and failed to realize God was delaying out of mercy, because Judgment Day starts with them, and God was waiting for them to repent. And so God responded to their complaints with a promise of a plan to first restore their hearts, and then come in judgment. 
Christmas is not just about Luke 2 – it is also about Luke 1! Only God has the power to redeem and restore and then judge, and He has the willingness. That’s the significance of the coming of the Elijah figure.
Joy
So when John was born in fulfillment of the great promise in Mal.4, that was good news of great joy –worthy of celebration along with every other aspect of Christmas. 
Luke 1:14 He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, 15 for he will be great in the sight of the Lord.
And the people did celebrate. 
John 5:35 John was a lamp that burned and gave light, and you chose for a time to enjoy his light.
Even the people who did not ultimately accept John’s message rejoiced at first. After a continual stream of prophets and communication from God for 1000 years, and then God goes silent for 400 years, after four centuries of waiting to hear from God and watching for that forerunner of the Messiah to arrive - when John the Baptist came on the scene it was a time of celebration in Israel. 
If you want a single word to describe the prophecy in Malachi 4, I would suggest this – it is the Advent prophecy. Advent is all about two things: waiting and rejoicing. Waiting for His coming, and rejoicing over the promise of His coming. And that is exactly what Malachi 4 did – put the people of Israel in a posture of waiting and anticipating for 400 years.
Two-Part Fulfillment
But what about for us today? Where does this fit in our celebration? If you just look at today’s text, there is no question that John the Baptist is the fulfillment of the Elijah prophecy in Malachi. The angel makes that very clear. But there is a problem. When John grew up and began his public ministry, the priests and Levites suspected he was the Elijah figure of Malachi 4, so they asked him directly. And John flat-out denied it.
John 1:21 They asked him, "Then who are you? Are you Elijah?" He said, "I am not."
What are we to make of that? Thankfully, the disciples once asked Jesus about this. After Jesus revealed Himself as the Messiah at the Transfiguration…
Matthew 17:10 The disciples asked him, "Why then do the teachers of the law say that Elijah must come first?" 11 Jesus replied, "To be sure, Elijah comes and will restore all things. 
“Will restore” – that is future. So that makes it sound like the Elijah prophecy is still future. But then look at the next verse:
12 But I tell you, Elijah has already come, and they did not recognize him, but have done to him everything they wished. In the same way the Son of Man is going to suffer at their hands." 13 Then the disciples understood that he was talking to them about John the Baptist.
So, Elijah came, but they did not accept him and they put him to death; but there is still another future fulfillment of the prophecy. Another, future Elijah will come. One other important comment Jesus made about Elijah: 
Matthew 11:13 For all the Prophets and the Law prophesied until John. 14 And if you are willing to accept it, he is the Elijah who was to come.
So if we put all that together we can see that the fulfillment of the prophecy about the Elijah forerunner figure is fulfilled just like the prophecies about the Messiah – in two stages. The Old Testament prophets said the Messiah would come and die and deliver His people and conquer all and judge the world and reign forever. But they never knew that those prophecies would be fulfilled in two comings. Jesus came once and fulfilled part of it 2000 years ago, and the rest of it He will fulfill when He comes a second time in the future. And it is the same with the Elijah prophecy. It was partially fulfilled by John the Baptist 2000 years ago, but it will be fulfilled in a greater way in the future.
And that makes sense – if the Messiah comes twice, you would expect that both times He would have a forerunner. In fact – especially the second time, because if the principle of the forerunner is that mercy precedes wrath, then there would for sure be a forerunner before the Second Coming because that is when Judgment Day comes.
And if you want to know about that future fulfillment, many theologians will point to Revelation 11.
Revelation 11:3 I will give power to my two witnesses, and they will prophesy for 1,260 days, clothed in sackcloth." … 6 These men have power to shut up the sky so that it will not rain during the time they are prophesying; and they have power to turn the waters into blood and to strike the earth with every kind of plague as often as they want.
When they fill out their spiritual gift inventory form they discover that they have the gift of plagues. They can strike the earth with plagues at will. And it is interesting – who is famous in the Old Testament for being able to bring one plague after another on the land? Moses, at the Exodus. And the other thing that is mentioned is the ability to prevent it from raining for 1260 days (3.5 years). Who is famous in the Old Testament for stopping the rain for 3.5 years?
James 5:17 Elijah was a man just like us. He prayed earnestly that it would not rain, and it did not rain on the land for three and a half years.  
So these two prophets are just like Moses and Elijah. And that day that Jesus was telling the disciples that there would be a past and future fulfillment of the Elijah prophecy was immediately after the Transfiguration. And what two figures appeared with Jesus at the Transfiguration? Moses and Elijah. So it is very possible that the final, ultimate fulfillment of the Elijah prophecy in Malachi 4 will be in the two Witnesses in Revelation 11 who will do the exact same thing John the Baptist did – call people to repentance.
John the Baptist was a partial fulfillment. Jesus said John was Elijah for all those who accept his message and repent (which would include us). We have listened to John’s message and have repented so that our hearts are ready for that great and dreadful Day of the Lord.
Conclusion: 
John’s Ongoing Message
So what does all that teach us about how to celebrate Advent and the Christmas season? It has massive importance because there really are not two separate fulfillments of this Advent prophecy in Malachi. They are not two separate fulfillments, because the ministry of John the Baptist continues unbroken from the time of John all the way until the Witnesses in Revelation 11 and the Second Coming. There is no interruption.
Think about it - what ever happened to John’s message? If you wanted to hear one of John the Baptist’s old sermons, you cannot just go on his website and download it. But actually, his message is still available.
Matthew 3:1 In those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the Desert of Judea 2 and saying, "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near." 
Several verses later Matthew says this:
Matthew 4:17 From that time on Jesus began to preach, "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near."
Jesus’ message was word-for-word the same as John the Baptist’s. So then what did Jesus do with that message? Did He also pass it on?
Matthew 10:7 As you go, preach this message: 'The kingdom of heaven is near.' … Mark 6:12 They went out and preached that people should repent.
John’s message was taken up by Jesus and then passed on to the Apostles.
Acts 3:19 Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out, that times of refreshing may come from the Lord
Acts 17:30 In the past God overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent.
And when Paul summarized his life’s work…
Acts 20:21 I have declared to both Jews and Greeks that they must turn to God in repentance and have faith in our Lord Jesus.
There are some today who teach that repentance is not for our age. Other say it is only for the Jews. Some of the really extreme Dispensationalists teach that Peter preached repentance, because he was the Apostle to the Jews, but Paul was the Apostle to the Gentiles so he did not preach repentance. But…
Acts 26:20 First to those in Damascus, then to those in Jerusalem and in all Judea, and to the Gentiles also, I preached that they should repent and turn to God and prove their repentance by their deeds.
So, that message of repentance was preached by John, then by Jesus, and then Jesus commissioned His Apostles to preach it to the world. And they wrote that message down in the twenty-seven books of the New Testament, and you are holding it in your lap right now.
So every time I get up in this pulpit, if I am faithful to what the Word of God says, I am carrying on the work of John the Baptist and the fulfillment of the Advent prophecy in Malachi 4. God did not just send an Elijah before the first coming and another before the Second. In-between He gave us a whole line of preachers who continue to deliver this message. The fulfillment of the Advent prophecy is an ongoing reality. The song gets it right - these are the days of Elijah! 
What does that mean for you? It means you are the recipients of the mercy that precedes wrath. Jesus said John is Elijah for those who are willing to accept it – that’s us! So here you sit, listening to the very message of John the Baptist again. God has called thousands of pastors around the world now, before the arrival of the King, before Judgment Day, to offer you total amnesty and full immunity if you will just repent. Get out of the doomed village of this world. And you do that through placing your faith in the Lord Jesus Christ – entrusting your life to Him completely, so that whenever He says, “This is the way to go,” you believe Him rather than trust your own judgment and you strive to go His way. Your presence here in this room right now is God's invitation of mercy to you today. Repent, because the kingdom of heaven is near. For you, Judgment Day might arrive this week. A distracted driver, a blood clot, an accident – any one of us in this room could be thrust into eternity to meet God before the sun goes down today. And then it will be too late to repent. Now is the time. And if you have already repented, spend this season praising God and rejoicing over the ministry of John the Baptist that prepared your heart to be ready for the Messiah. Praise Him for the fact that His mercy always runs out ahead of His wrath and that it got to you in time.
Greatness – The Degree to Which Your Life Points to Christ
And one final word of application. Go back to where we started – with the question of what makes someone truly great. John was the greatest ever born up to his time. Verse 15 says he was great in the sight of the Lord – that is really great! If God regards you as great, that is true greatness. 
But why? What made him great? He was not rich. Nobody ever remarked about his intelligence. Nothing stands out in that category – no formal education. I do not know how far he could throw a football, or if he could sing. He probably was not much to look at. He wore camel’s hair clothes and lived in the desert. He did not invent anything. He did not found any organization. He was born to a very, very plain and common family. Even his ministry was brief. His fifteen minutes of fame was very short. His appearance on the world's stage did not last long. In fact, he even worked to make his own star fade once Jesus arrived on the scene. Culturally, he was a weirdo. He ate locusts. He never held any office. He was a convict. No magazine would have put him on any top 100 list of any kind. And yet Almighty God points to him and says, “Greatest!” Greater than Moses or David or any of the great men and women listed in Hebrews 11? It was his ministry. He was the one God chose to point to Jesus and say, “Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” But do you want to hear something amazing? 
Matthew 11:11 I tell you the truth: Among those born of women there has not risen anyone greater than John the Baptist; yet he who is least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he.
We are greater that John. Greatness is a function of how much your life is a proclamation of John’s message. And because of the amazing truth of the indwelling of the Holy Spirit – we have greater ability even than John to proclaim and reflect and magnify the glory of the Lord Jesus Christ to the world. So in all our striving for greatness, let’s leave behind the trivia of the world’s ideas of greatness – money, political power, sports, music, fame, fans, physical beauty – and let’s strive for true greatness – lives that are walking billboards pointing to the glory and goodness of the Lord Jesus Christ. 
Benediction: 2 Peter 3:10-14 the day of the Lord will come like a thief. The heavens will disappear with a roar; the elements will be destroyed by fire, and the earth and everything in it will be laid bare.  11 Since everything will be destroyed in this way, what kind of people ought you to be? You ought to live holy and godly lives  12 as you look forward to the day of God and speed its coming.  

1:25 Questions
What could you do this season to help yourself be more alert to the marvelous truth that His mercy runs ahead of His wrath? 
If you are a believer, mercy has arrived with John’s message and you have exited the doomed city. However, we still have leftover pockets of rebellion in our lives. Areas that are provoking God’s discipline. But before that discipline comes, mercy comes, calling us to repent. Can you see anything in your life right now that may be God’s merciful messenger, sent to rescue you from discipline? 

