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Sermon for 31.1.21 Candlemas
Malachi 3:1-5; Hebrews 2:14-end; Luke 2:22-40

May the words of this sermon and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable to you, O Lord.

Do you know what your Christian name means? Have you ever tried to find out?

I have a mug, given to me by my mother a long time ago, with a shortened version of my name, it's meaning and a poem on it. According to the mug, Kathy means GENUINE! Take that whichever way you will. Please send answers on a postcard as to whether the meaning fits me!

When I Googled the meaning of Kathryn it came up with at least two.

The Hebrew meaning is INNOCENT!

If taken from the Greek it's PURE!

So that's me, innocent, pure and genuine. 

If only it were that simple to be given a name and automatically be able to live up to it.

CHRISTIAN

Now there's a label. We think we know what it means but do we and how good are we at living up to it?

PAUSE
We heard a reading today from the last book of the Old Testament, Malachi. It was written by one of the twelve prophets referred to as minor prophets. 

Names were very important in Biblical times as we know. So, what does Malachi mean? Well, it means 'My Messenger' or 'God's Messenger'. That fascinated me. Was he actually called Malachi when he was named and lived up to that name by becoming a messenger of God? Or, were his prophecies just written up as the words of  'God's Messenger' in which case we don't actually know who he/she was. Scholars don't really know either. 

If, like me, you rather like watching those programmes on TV where people trace their ancestors to find out more about their family history you may appreciate the mystery of this too. 

As usual with a prophet, Malachi speaks God's words to the situation at hand. His words are addressed to the priests in this case. After all they are supposed to give a good example to the rest of the people as to how God wants them to live. One commentary says,

"The priests had strayed from their faithful worship, and led the people astray."

This is happening some while after the return of the exiles and the rebuilding of the temple. It's important that the people are well advised about the joint commitment they have to God and God has with them. Often called the Covenant, this passage  seems to particularly reference the part of the covenant that involves the role of the priests. They are important people in the life of the community and they are letting God down.

The Messiah is foretold. The Messiah will come not only as 'Deliverer' but as 'Refiner' too. 

As those wonderful words say, set to music in Handel's Messiah, 

" But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he appears? For he is like a refiner’s fire...... and he will purify the descendants of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, until they present offerings to the Lord in righteousness."

The descendants of Levi are the priestly class. 

This all reminds us of the responsibility we have as Christians. God's grace is freely given but we know that we have to show that grace in our lives. We have to pass our experience of it on to others. And, we have to keep striving to do better, to learn more about who we are and how we can be more obedient children of God.

One thing I noticed about the meanings connected with my name was that they seemed to be rather passive. Malachi is not a passive name, it's a proactive name. Messenger! He can't sit still and do nothing. He has to get out there and say unpopular things to powerful people.

So, what about Christian! Do we think that means being passive or proactive?

Well, whatever we may think, Christian should mean that we are proactive. Sometimes we may have to say unpopular things to powerful people but whatever we do should be for the building up of others; support for the weak etc.

So what is our covenant as Christians; our agreement, if you like, with God? Malachi reminds us that God's anger is aimed at those who are,

"sorcerers, against the adulterers, against those who swear falsely, against those who oppress the hired workers in their wages, the widow and the orphan, against those who thrust aside the alien, and do not fear me, says the Lord of hosts."

We are to be honest, fair, compassionate and welcoming. We are to fear God which doesn't mean that we should be terrified of God but that we should always bear in mind what God wants. In a sense fearing God is the same as loving God; taking note of God; working in Godly ways.

Malachi also tells of our urgent need to be doing all this. He warns that,

"The Lord will suddenly come to his temple."

We need to be prepared, be ready. We mustn't take our eyes off the ball as they say in football. We must show a sense of urgency in what we do and say.

PAUSE

Our Gospel reading tells of two people who were prepared and ready for the coming of the Messiah, Simeon and Anna.

Their stories and testimony are to my mind ultimately what faith looks like. They are humble in the face of God made man. They have been watching and waiting for this day to come.

Simeon is described as " righteous and devout and the Holy Spirit rested on him."

We can do nothing in our own power but, if we call on the Holy Spirit to lead us and help us, anything God asks of us becomes possible.

The name Simeon can mean either,

"God is listening" or 

"He who listens [to the words of God]" "He who listens."

As Christians, like Anna, we should all reflect that second meaning and be,

"Those who listen to the word of God."

But what then?

Simeon and Anna looked forward to the coming of the Messiah with hope and certainty built up by their great faith and their constant service to God.

We have certainty because the Gospel writers tell us that Jesus, the Messiah, the baby that they saw in the temple, fulfilled all of God's promises to his people. Jesus brought us God's message; lived our human life and sacrificed himself on a cross for our redemption.

How are we to show our faith today?

I think that we should all adopt the name Malachi! We are messengers too! If God's message is to be spread around today then it's up to us to share what we know with others in whatever way we can. It's not a story to be held in secret like entries in a diary. Our story, the story of our faith journey, needs to be shared again and again just as prophets and apostles shared theirs.

And, just as Malachi, Simeon and Anna did, we must show our faith in the way we live our lives by listening, praying and taking action in whatever ways the Holy Spirit leads us. 

Amen

