
 1 

Sermon for December 5, 2021—“The Way It’s Supposed to Be” 
Second Sunday of Advent, Year C—Texts: Malachi 3:1-4; Luke 3:1-12a, 15-18 

Have you ever thought to yourself, “This isn’t the way it’s supposed to be?” Maybe it 

was a story about yet another shooting somewhere, or someone plowing his SUV through 

a crowd of people, or a peaceful protest turned violent somewhere in the country. Maybe 

it was a story that hit closer to home. Maybe it was something that happened to you: the 

latest argument you had with a friend or family member; a diagnosis of some illness—

you or someone close to you. Whatever it is, it causes you to say: “This isn’t the way it’s 

supposed to be.” 

If you have—and I’m guessing most of us have—then you’ve a sense of the biblical 

concept of sin. Of course—it’s not really that simple. It’s more complex that we may 

realize. But two things are actually going on when you say, “This isn’t the way it’s 

supposed to be.”  

First of all, simply stated, you have a sense that something’s not right. The second thing 

is a sense of what is right. A vision of what things are supposed to be like. So sin, in the 

biblical sense, is a derivative concept. Which means that first, you have to have some 

sense of what’s right. Only then can you say that something’s wrong. 

Biblically speaking, the vision for how things ought to be is known as “shalom.” I 

imagine it’s a word with which most of us are familiar. We translate this word as 

“peace,” certainly an appropriate word on this second Sunday of Advent. But it means 

much more than that. It’s also more than just the absence of warfare or a calm state of 

mind. Shalom in the scriptures—especially in the Old Testament—means universal 

flourishing, wholeness, harmony, even delight.  

The prophets, Isaiah in particular, described a time of shalom. A time when crookedness 

would be made straight. When rough places would be made smooth. When flowers 

would bloom in the desert. When weeping would cease. When the lion would lay down 

with the lamb. When the foolish would be made wise, and the wise humble. When 

humans would beat their swords into ploughshares. When all creation would look to God, 

walk with God, delight in God. 

One theologian, Cornelius Plantinga, wrote that shalom is a  

“…rich state of affairs in which natural needs are satisfied, and natural gifts fruitfully 

employed. A state of affairs that inspires joyful wonder, as its Creator and Savior 

opens doors, and welcomes the creatures in whom he delights.”  

Shalom—peace—is the way things are supposed to be. Sin is a violation of shalom. It’s a 

condition. It’s a state in which things are not as they’re supposed to be. It runs contrary 

to God’s plans and intentions for people and—for that matter—all of creation. It corrupts 

that which God made, and called good, and uses them to serve unworthy ends. You don’t 

have to look too far, or try very hard, to find specific examples. 

Now, all this talk about sin sounds a bit depressing. I get it, we’re trying to get into the 

holiday spirit here. We’re decorating the house, trimming the tree, listening to Christmas 

carols, making plans for Christmas. 
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Perhaps we even came to church this morning feeling, generally speaking, merry. Last 

week, with all the talk about the end of the world, is well behind us. But instead of a 

comforting word, what do we get? We get John the Baptist! We get a strange guy, 

wearing strange clothes, eating strange food, talking about strange things. Things like—

repentance. Specifically, for the forgiveness of sins. Not exactly, “We Wish You A 

Merry Christmas!” But here’s the really strange thing: People still came in droves to hear 

him and we still refer to this message as “good news.”  

I ended the Gospel reading, as I usually do, with “This is the Gospel of our Lord, Jesus 

Christ.” That is to say, “This is the Good News of our Lord, Jesus Christ.” The response I 

heard was “Thanks be to God.” You all heard it—right? But I have to ask: Did we mean 

it? Really? I’d have thought at least a few would say “No way!” Seriously. 

I mean—let’s be honest: do we really think that someone yelling at us, wagging his finger 

at us, calling us sinners, and telling us we need to repent is good news. If we accept it at 

all, it’s only because it’s a prelude to the real good news, the birth of a savior, and a hard, 

but necessary message that prepares us for that important event. And that would be 

correct—at least in part. 

We indeed need to acknowledge, and accept, the fact that we’re sinners, and that we need 

to repent. We then need to actually do it. That’s hard. What makes it so is that repentance 

isn’t merely confessing our sins, and saying a prayer of some sort, as we did earlier—and 

as we do pretty much every week. No—it’s much more than that. In fact, what it is, is 

darn near impossible. It’s a conscious choice to consider who we are, and what parts of 

our lives need to be changed. A choice to really try, and do something about our lives to 

make the necessary changes. I mean really make them. 

So—is this hard? Yes. Is this important? Definitely! Is it good news? Yes? No? Maybe? 

It’s like our doctor who tells us that we have to give up fatty foods, and start exercising, 

may be telling us a truth we need to hear, but how many of us will rejoice and burst into 

song when we hear it. Repentance is more than simply a feeling. We can resolve to 

repent. We can convince ourselves that we need to change. We can even tell God that 

we’re sorry.  

But until we actually do something different—until we actually change—we haven’t 

really repented, we’ve only talked about it. We can have the very best of intentions, but if 

we do nothing—well, we all know that the road to you-know-where is paved with good 

intentions. So it’s not like repentance is optional. Let’s not kid ourselves. 

But—it’s hard. I get it. I struggle with it as much as the next person. But what makes it 

hard for so many is that it involves surrender. And that strikes a mighty blow to our 

egos—our pride. But as we know “pride…” according to the King James Bible, “…goeth 

before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall.” 

Let me offer two illustrations to hopefully put this in perspective. The first is a story I 

heard years ago about the Japanese surrender at the close of World War II. Aboard the 

battleship Missouri, as the Japanese admiral offered his hand in surrender to Douglas 

MacArthur, the general said, “Your sword first please, sir.” 

The second is from C. S. Lewis. In his classic book, Mere Christianity, Lewis wrote: “We 

are not merely imperfect creatures who must be improved; we are rebels who must lay 
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down our arms.” This echoes John the Baptist’s message of repentance; that we must 

surrender our weapons of rebellion, before we can ever hope to be reconciled to God.  

But while we associate surrender with weakness, in this context—it’s anything but. It 

means that you’re strong enough to let go. Because as long as we cling to our selfishness, 

our egos, our pride—we remain separated from God. A God who—by the way—wants 

very much to be reconciled with us.  

So—again—let’s not kid ourselves about this: as long as denial or deception remain, no 

repentance has taken place, no repentance can take place. When we acknowledge sin as 

willful defiance and lawless rebellion, we must also acknowledge that surrender—not a 

cure—is needed. The bad news? We can’t write our own prescription. The good news? 

God’s got us covered, and the cure—no not more cowbell—is placing our lives in God’s 

hands. 

Remember those bumper stickers? The ones that said, “God is my co-pilot”? And then 

the one that said, “If God is your co-pilot, swap seats”? Repentance is like that. In other 

words, let Jesus take the wheel. He will never steer us wrong. 

So, I’m wondering—and here, brothers and sisters, is the thing—if maybe we’ve gotten 

John’s message all wrong. Think about it. When we juxtapose John’s message of 

repentance in preparing a way for the Lord, with Isaiah’s original version—we’ve told 

ourselves that we’re the ones tasked with leveling every mountain and hill. We’ve 

believed that raising up valleys, and smoothing out rough places was our job. But I really 

don’t think it is, or that it ever was! 

I realize that it’s often hard to see it that way, after all, sin does have a way of distorting 

things, but John’s message is a word of grace. And all his talk of lifting up every valley., 

making every mountain and hill level, all the crooked places straight, this isn’t talk about 

what we must do, as part of our repentance.  

No, it’s actually talk about what God does in us, in return for our willingness, and our 

effort to change. It’s a result of our turning toward God, acknowledging our need for 

God, and our willingness to drop everything, pick up our crosses, and follow Jesus. It 

begins with us looking at our lives, and realizing that, “This isn’t the way it’s supposed to 

be.” 

God has created us for loving relationship with him, and with those around us. So much 

so that he gave us a gift—a precious gift—to enable that to happen; the gift of Jesus. God 

continues to give himself to us without qualification, condition, or hesitation. None. In 

Jesus, born as a child in Bethlehem, God came to live with us, and within us—and to 

establish peace between us and God. Why? 

Well, because that’s the way it’s supposed to be. 

Come Lord Jesus! Amen and Amen. 

 


