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Rev.  John F. Koerner                                                                      Luke 3:1-6
  
Every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low, and the crooked shall
be made straight and rough ways made smooth; and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.       
(Luke 3:5-6  N.R.S.V.)

O God, Help!

I saw a cartoon once of a very strong man standing in an old fashioned bathtub with the broken
off tub handles in his hands.  The caption said, “I really think I could have lifted myself off the
floor if the handles hadn’t broken.”

I thought about that as I looked at our lesson from Luke today.  The message is that Jesus Christ
came to do for us what we can not do for ourselves.

It is a message that is hard to hear if you are well set in life, successful, competent in what you
have set out to accomplish.  We live in a society that celebrates the rugged, independent, 
individual.  We are often told that if you are smart enough and work hard enough, you can
accomplish anything.  In short, we live in a society that doesn’t like to talk about failure.

I read a story about a young pastor who was being interviewed for the position of bishop.  The
young man was smart, driven, and highly accomplished.  But he lost the position largely because
of his answer to one question.  The question was, “How do you handle failure?”

The up and coming young pastor answered, “I can’t recall ever having failed.”

The Archbishop believed that there was no place in the upper leadership of the church for
somehow who has either,  never experienced failure,  or who is not willing to admit that failure is
a reality.

I think the Archbishop was right.  Oh, I am not knocking positive thinking and a good attitude. 
But the reality is that all of us find ourselves sooner or later in bad circumstances that we are
powerless to change.

In our lesson for today, John the Baptist comes as the prophet foretold.  He is a voice crying out
in the wilderness, that help is on the way.

The wilderness is a metaphor for the situations that we find ourselves in.  The wilderness is a
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place with no familiar landmarks, a place where it is easy to get turned around and lost.   The
wilderness is a metaphor for the places and times in which we cannot lift ourselves, we need
help.  The message of the gospel is, “hang on, help is on the way.”

In a previous church, one of the members of the church worked in the finance office of a large
corporation.  He had an important job.  He was the one who signed everybody’s paycheck.  Then
the company downsized and offered him a buy out if he would retire.  So at 55 years of age, this
man took early retirement.

He wasn’t really ready to stop working, but he figured that he could easily get another job.  After
all, he had been working since he was 16-years-old.  He had never before had trouble finding and
keeping a job.  It was a terrible shock to this man’s identity to discover that none of the jobs that
he wanted were willing to hire him.  For the first time in his adult life he found himself
unemployed and unemployable.

Fortunately for this individual, he had saved and invested wisely.  So he didn’t absolutely have to
work.  But for awhile he found himself in the wilderness.   He found himself in a situation that he
was powerless to change.  In time and with God’s help he did adjust, but it was not easy.

Another individual I know came to talk to me because his adult son was killed in a car accident
by a drunk driver.  This individual, I’ll call him Jim, was bitter and lost.  Jim had wrapped his
whole identity up in his son.  When his son died, Jim’s life lost all purpose.  He was adrift in the
wilderness.  The drunk driver was given a lengthy prison sentence, but that didn’t help Jim.  Jim
felt that the sentence was too light.  Jim was mired in the wilderness of bitterness and hate.  He
could not bring himself to forgive the drunk driver and he was angry at the thought that God
might forgive this drunk driver.

I tried to help Jim as best I could but he was resistant.  I only saw him a couple of times and then
he disappeared.  I pray that he did turn to God and allowed God to help him out of that
wilderness, but I just don’t know.

Some of you within the sound of my voice are going through the wilderness.  It may be failing
health, or relationship problem, or money problems.  I can’t know what you are going through,
but I do know that the promise of scripture is that help is on the way.

Jesus Christ came to do for us what we could not do for ourselves.

One of the failures of modern Christianity is the belief that God is caring, loving, and empathic
but never actually gets around to doing anything.  This particular belief is not really new.  It is the
ancient heresy of Deism.  That heresy, or wrong belief, posits that God created the world in the
beginning and set up natural laws and consequences.  After that, according to this wrong belief,
God simply watches from a distance and it is all up to us to rise or fall on our own.
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I know that sometimes it can feel that way.  Because God doesn’t work on our schedule and God
doesn’t always give us the answer we want.  But the promise of Advent is that God does act. 
God does intervene.

The good news of the gospel is that when God saw that humans were lost in sin and unable to
save ourselves, he sent his son to take on human flesh, to be born as a baby in a manager, to live
among us and teach us God’s ways, to die on the cross for our sins, and to be resurrected to glory
with the promise that those who believe in him will also be resurrected to live with him.

I want you to hear this and think about what this means.  God intervened to help us.  God did not
just sit off somewhere in heaven and watch us from a distance.  God came down to earth, entered
human history, to save us.  We serve a God who still acts, still intervenes, still helps us do what
we cannot do for ourselves.

In today’s lesson, we hear John the Baptist preaching.  He is a voice crying out in the wilderness,
prepare the way of the Lord, help is on the way.

Just before this section we read about how God intervened in the lives of two very old people,
Zachariah and Elizabeth.  They were way too old to have children, but nothing is impossible with
God.  Elizabeth learns the glad news that in her old age, God has granted her a child.  It is a
wonderful miracle!  The child is non other than John the Baptist.  He who will go on to prepare
the world for the coming of Jesus.

If today you are in a comfortable spot, secure in your own sense of accomplishment and well-
being.  Then this is a tough message for you to hear.  But if you are in the wilderness today, there
is good news.  Help is on the way.

I have entitled this sermon, “O God, Help!”  There have been times in my life in which I was so
lost in the wilderness that I couldn’t even figure out how to pray.  All I could do was say, “O
God, help!”  I am here to tell you that God honors that prayer.  Sometimes I think that it is the
very best of prayers.   Because it acknowledges our desperate need for God’s help.  And God
already knows what we need.  O God, help!

The Bible is full of accounts of when God has intervened in history and in human lives to help. 
But no where is that more powerfully stated than in the Advent story, Christ is coming to be born
among us.  Help is on the way.

I don’t know what your situation is today.  But I do know that help is on the way for you.  God
does not always come in the timing that we want, nor does God always give us the answer we
think we have to have.   God is not ours to command or demand.  But nevertheless God does
intervene.  God does answer prayer.  God does come and live among us.   God comes to help,
deliver, rescue, save, and guide us.

In a world that is often hopeless and helpless, here is the good news.  Help is on the way.
Amen.


