Malachi is this weeks prophet, who is trying to prepare our hearts for Advent or the coming of Christ.  And once again, as we hear the prophet's message, we hear things that were completed in the coming of Christ and his incarnation 2000 years ago and we hear things that are still to come when Christ returns to earth in his second coming.

We hear in verse 1 of the calling of John the Baptist, the one who will prepare the way of the Lord.  We see that John was a messenger of God.  This word messenger is also translated angel, which takes us back to the previous discussion of Rahab and the spies who were called angels.  There, we saw them as agents of God, those who are bringing about God's will.  We see Malachi, the last of the prophets before John the Baptist, saying another would come who would prepare or take actions of any kind to ensure the path was clear.  

In the gospel stories, we see John the Baptist doing just this.  He was willing to live a unconventional lifestyle, wearing camel hair, eating locusts and honey.  He was willing to give up his followers to Jesus.  He was also willing to speak for God's ways even if it endangered his life.  But even from prison, his concern was that the path was clear for the one who was to come.  This had been the focus of his life since he first leaped for joy in his mother Elizabeth's womb when Mary came near.

We then, also have the coming of Jesus himself.  Suddenly, Jesus did appear in his temple.  Eight days after his birth, his parents took him to his temple.  It was there that Simeon and Anna held him in there arms and praised God for the fulfillment of their desire.  Their hearts were now at peace and ready to enter into God's arms, because his promises to them had been fulfilled by Jesus entering and fulfilling the promise of God made through Malachi.

Yet, as we reach verse 2, we reach some questions that at first sound silly with Jesus birth story.  Who can endure the day of his coming?  Who can stand when he appears?  From the sounds of it, old people, those who are on their last days can.  All the teachers of the law can, they can even sit around with him and debate the teachings with him.

Is this your mighty refiner's fire or launderer’s soap Malachi?  Is this how you are going to bring about righteousness?  Well if it is, it doesn't seem like it completely worked.  Where is the fear and the trembling that the questions seem to conjure up?

It is here, that we live in the tension between the first and second coming of the Messiah, Jesus of Nazareth.  As we look the two examples Malachi gives us, unless we are a adolescent boy, only the fire gives us anything close to fear.  Most of us do not fear soap anymore and we have a healthy respect of fire, but no real fear.

But we are not just talking about any type of fire or any name brand of soap.  This is the word of God and God spoke very purposefully.  This is a specific kind of fire and soap, a refiner's fire and a fuller's soap.  There are adjectives carry the meaning of the nouns home.

The refiner's fire is a very delicate fire.  In the process of refining gold and silver, if the fire is too hot, the gold itself is damaged.  If it is too cold, it does not remove the impurities.  It is not your standard burning fire, where you throw some logs on the fire and walk away, only to return a few hours later, it is one where the one doing the refining must sit and watch the fire.  He must wait until that moment where everything is as it should be, the temperature is just perfect, and then remove the metal from the flame.

Since most of us do not do too much refining, the closest way I could relate it to our everyday lives is popping microwave popcorn.  I recently had my microwave die and was borrowing a turn timer microwave until a new one arrived.  The turn timer no longer let me punch in the 2:45 that I had concluded was the time needed for my popcorn to be done.  So instead, I had to sit and listen to it pop.  We should all know, you don't want to overcook the popcorn.  Even a few burnt kernals will ruin the bag.  At the same time, we want a reasonably full bag.  So we must stand there, even with the microwaves we have perfected and listen to it pop if we want the full bag.

Now, my good friend Orville Redenbacher tells me that when popping slows to 1-2 seconds between pops, I should stop the microwave.  How does the refiner know when the gold or silver has reached perfection?  It is when his reflection can be seen in the metal?  We know that as his disciples, when we are pure in heart, we shall be blessed and see God.  When Christ returns, the full process of refinement will happen.  But as we live in the between times, we are called to begin our refinement, because Christ has come.  He has told us what to look for and how to live.  He has sent the Holy Spirit to live in us and begin the process.  But some day, the fire will be turned up to full heat and remove any last pieces of sin in our lives.

That will be the day none of us on our own can endure, when no one will be able to stand.  For we will be fully aware of our standing before God and fall to our knees asking for mercy and final purification.  When Christ is finished with us, we will be able to bring offerings in righteousness, because we will be able to bring ourselves before the altar of God.

The launderer’s soap reinforces this concept.  Launderer’s or fullers soap was what was used to remove the impurities from wool.  Sheep look all nice and clean from a distance.  But in the course of enduring a winter in the elements, the wool was not pure.  The fields where sheep lay were definitely not free from excrement, dirt, water, leaves, or debris.  So after the wool had been shorn, it was the Fuller or Launderer’s job to purify the wool.  To make it just wool, not wool and something else.

This process had a chemical side to it with alkaline rich materials being used.  It also had a very physical beating and scrubbing aspect to it.  The wool was worked over and beaten before being laid out in the sun to be bleached out.  This was not just a wash and rinse process, but a kneading, trading, and beating process. 

 It is a type of process we are in now as disciples of Christ.  It is a process the 1 Peter tells us about, "Now for a little while you may have to suffer various trials, so that the genuineness of your faith, more precious than gold, which though perishable is tested by fire, may redound to praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ.”  We a currently in the process of having impurities worked out of our lives through the trials and tests that we daily face.  These trials either weed out things that prevent us from making pure offerings to God or bond them deeper in us.

If we are willing to endure the full process, everything will be removed in the end.  If we are only willing to endure what is convenient or comfortable, the fire in the end might consume more than it leaves behind.  Let us be people who anticipate the final purifying fire, the final rinsing by the fuller, for the one who is to return, when he was with his disciples and was transfigured before them, was whiter and brighter than anything man alone could do.  We know the day is coming when he will call us to be of the same purity and brightness.  Let us begin the process with the help of the Holy Spirit, so that when that day comes, we as followers of Christ on bowed knee, might be able to see God as he returns.To the God of all grace, who calls you to share God’s eternal glory in union with Christ, be the power forever! Amen. 

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 or a launderer’s soap.  3 He will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver; he will purify the Levites and refine them like gold and silver. Then the Lord will have men who will bring offerings in righteousness,  4 and the offerings of Judah and Jerusalem will be acceptable to the Lord, as in days gone by, as in former years. 

