




THE VESSEL OF PREPARATION
Isaiah 40:1-5—“Comfort, O comfort My people,” says your God. “Speak kindly to Jerusalem; and call out to her, that her warfare has ended, that her iniquity has been removed, that she has received of the LORD’S hand double for all her sins.” A voice is calling, “Clear the way for the LORD in the wilderness; make smooth in the desert a highway for our God. “Let every valley be lifted up, And every mountain and hill be made low; and let the rough ground become a plain, and the rugged terrain a broad valley; then the glory of the LORD will be revealed, and all flesh will see it together; for the mouth of the LORD has spoken.”

Isaiah 64:1-4—Oh, that You would rend the heavens and come down, that the mountains might quake at Your presence—as fire kindles the brushwood, as fire causes water to boil—to make Your name known to Your adversaries, that the nations may tremble at Your presence! When You did awesome things which we did not expect, You came down, the mountains quaked at Your presence. For from days of old they have not heard or perceived by ear, nor has the eye seen a God besides You, Who acts in behalf of the one who waits for Him.

Malachi 3:1-4, 16-18—“Behold, I am going to send My messenger, and he will clear the way before Me. And the Lord, whom you seek, will suddenly come to His temple; and the messenger of the covenant, in whom you delight, behold, He is coming,” says the LORD of hosts. “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 like fullers’ soap. “He will sit as a smelter and purifier of silver, and He will purify the sons of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, so that they may present to the LORD offerings in righteousness. “Then the offering of Judah and Jerusalem will be pleasing to the LORD as in the days of old and as in former years.”…Then those who feared the LORD spoke to one another, and the LORD gave attention and heard it, and a book of remembrance was written before Him for those who fear the LORD and who esteem His name. “They will be Mine,” says the LORD of hosts, “on the day that I prepare My own possession, and I will spare them as a man spares his own son who serves him.” So you will again distinguish between the righteous and the wicked, between one who serves God and one who does not serve Him.

Mark 1:1-11—The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. As it is written in Isaiah the prophet: “BEHOLD, I SEND MY MESSENGER AHEAD OF YOU, WHO WILL PREPARE YOUR WAY; THE VOICE OF ONE CRYING IN THE WILDERNESS, ‘MAKE READY THE WAY OF THE LORD, MAKE HIS PATHS STRAIGHT.’” John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. And all the country of Judea was going out to him, and all the people of Jerusalem; and they were being baptized by him in the Jordan River, confessing their sins. John was clothed with camel’s hair and wore a leather belt around his waist, and his diet was locusts and wild honey. And he was preaching, and saying, “After me One is coming who is mightier than I, and I am not fit to stoop down and untie the thong of His sandals. “I baptized you with water; but He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.” In those days Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. Immediately coming up out of the water, He saw the heavens opening, and the Spirit like a dove descending upon Him; and a voice came out of the heavens: “You are My beloved Son, in You I am well-pleased.”

Our Father, again we just want to touch base realizing the importance of this hour and the importance of us hearing. We know that  only the Spirit can give us understanding, reveal to us, and open our hearts to pursue this preparation. We thank You for these precious saints who have gathered here for these days. Oh, speak to our hearts. Turn us around. Cause us to be perfected, pleasing, and ready for Thee. We thank You that the Holy Spirit can quicken our tired bodies. We believe that the Holy Spirit can quicken our understanding and rekindle our hearts with a love for Thee. Lord, we come in these end days and know that Your perfecting work is as much in secret as it is outwardly. And so we ask that You work and interpret and help each person here to receive something you are speaking. We commit this time into Your hands in Jesus’ precious name.  Amen. 

When we look at this passage in the gospel of Mark, we realize that the gospel of Mark was probably written based upon the preaching of Peter; therefore, we are not surprised to read this opening—“The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ”—followed by a vivid and powerful recounting of what happened in those days. There is a disconnect between us today and what happened in those days. However, by the Holy Spirit, we can experience something of the same thing they did because it is still the same God. He is still doing His wonderful work.

God Waits for a Voice

It says in Mark 1:4 that John the Baptist appeared. Now Peter did not give much background about all of this. John appeared in the wilderness, and he spoke a message of repentance and preparation, and the darkness was pierced by the light of heaven. It was really so simple. It is hard to explain how God’s people can be on the outskirts of a kingdom they professed to love. When this vessel prepared by God came on the scene and simply spoke those words, the people thronged to see him. Multitudes came out of Jerusalem and Judea to see Him. Some of his disciples, who later became Jesus’ disciples, had come from Galilee as well to hear. They heard; they were convicted; they were humbled; and they began to cry and repent and turn from their former ways. They were baptized with the baptism of repentance. 

Luke recounts this same event in his gospel: “Now while the people were in a state of expectation and all were wondering in their hearts about John, as to whether he was the Christ” (3:15). The people were in a state of expectation. Just think of that! John, who was a Spirit-filled prophet and speaker, came and spoke without doing any miracles. He spoke a word that awakened the hearts of multitudes of God’s people that were involved in the very center of religion.

This introduction of Mark, as it is understood by most Bible teachers, does not stop with the coming of John. It does not stop until Jesus comes immediately upon the scene. It says, “In those days …” In the context of this shocking new awareness, Jesus came onto the scene and was baptized by John in the Jordan. 

In verses 10-11 it says, “Immediately coming up out of the water, He saw the heavens opening, and the Spirit like a dove descending upon Him; and a voice came out of the heavens saying: ‘You are My beloved Son, in whom I am well-pleased.’” The actual Scripture says, “And the heavens were rent.” Now we can see what was happening in this moment of history set before us. That prayer “O Lord, rend the heavens and come down and reveal Yourself to Your people” was coming to pass right here. 

The Lord was waiting for a voice. For four hundred years God waited to find His voice again. You recall that at the end of the passage quoted from Isaiah 40 it says, “Then the glory of the Lord will be revealed and all flesh shall see Him together; for the mouth of the Lord has spoken.” This voice that spoke was not a human voice. It was the voice of heaven spoken through a human vessel. So we learn from this that it was this combination that our God was waiting for. God can do anything He wants, but He waits for a vessel to say what He wants to say. As soon as this vessel spoke, the heavens were opened—they were rent. God’s presence came down, and people were enveloped in the sense of His kingdom. During that period of time, the King Himself came. When God rends the heavens, His purpose is to bring His Son before us. And thus, Jesus came before the people because God had rent the heavens with a voice.

The Difference Between Talk and Voice

It is important to understand the subtle contrast of appearance and reality here. The people were pouring out from Jerusalem to see this man speaking in the wilderness. This was no small thing because it was at least a two or three days’ journey. It was not an afternoon picnic just outside town. They had to go down Jericho’s road and down to the Jordan. But the people were so hungry, and all the talk in Jerusalem was about this man who had isolated himself there in the wilderness. 

Now let us note the distinction here that we might receive help and understanding through this event that was taking place. Jerusalem was really the religious center, and it was full of kingdom talk. There were professional rabbis with schools for the students of religion. Daily they would meet, discuss and debate the meaning of certain Scriptures and how to fulfill certain laws. It was indeed a professional town. They even had professional musicians, and you could see men walking around with their instruments, tuning them up, getting ready for their course of worship in the temple. There were professional religious people with all kinds of garments and fancy adornments. There was always the smell of offerings in the air when people got near the city of Jerusalem. It was very much a religious place, and the talk was the talk of the kingdom. The worship was the worship of the kingdom, and the words spoken were of the kingdom; but there is a difference between talk and the voice.

It took a vessel prepared by God to bring the voice home to the people who knew all of the words. Sadly, that is the problem with the kingdom. There is a often disconnect between the people of God and the voice of God and His kingdom. There is an interesting Scripture in Acts 13 where Paul was speaking about the disconnect in Jerusalem. 

Acts 13:27 says, “For those who live in Jerusalem, and their rulers, recognizing neither Him nor the voice of the prophets which are read every Sabbath, fulfilled these by condemning Him.”

Now what Paul is saying is this: The rulers, leaders, rabbis, and the people who went to the synagogues and read the Scriptures knew all of the Scriptures, especially the ones about the suffering Servant. They knew Psalm 22 and Isaiah 53.  However, even though they knew the Scriptures they did not hear the voice. They did not hear the voices of the prophets; they merely read their words. They did not realize that they were fulfilling the Scriptures when they crucified the Lord Jesus. They read every word in the Old Testament, and yet they did not hear it. They did the very thing that they could not understand—that they could crucify the Messiah. 

In the days of Jesus, there was a great Messianic fever. There was so much discontent with the Roman government and its hold over the people of Israel that there was a lot of revolt, thoughts of revolution, many zealots and false Messiahs. Every so often the Roman garrisons would kill several thousand Jews in an uprising. Those governors who were stationed in Israel were always writing back to Rome to complain that the Jews were the worse people to try to govern of anybody in the world. They were always dissatisfied and trying to gain some kind of freedom with talk of overthrowing the Roman government. There was also all kinds of talk about a Messiah, and yet, when Messiah came, they could not hear.

God Is King Now

When we see this, we understand that there is a greater tragedy to man’s fall. The spiritual reality is this: God is King now. He always has been on His throne reigning and ruling over nature and all His created beings. He is the undisputed King of all. He is the King. That is the spiritual reality that man in his fallen state has lost sight of. 

Just last week, in New York state, decisions were made in our state government that had no reference to God at all. So it is with modern man. God, who is King over every life, has no place in the equation. Indeed, we know that man fell into a kind of darkness and lost out on his whole destiny and purpose because the other half of the equation is that God is not only the Ruler of this world and King over the kingdom, but man was created to rule with God. Man was created a little lower than the angels, crowned with glory and honor, and given dominion over the animals and various living creatures and plants. Man was meant to rule and reign with God. What a blessed world that would have been! When we say that sin is falling short of the glory of God, it is so much more than lying to your parents or cheating on your income taxes. Man has a glorious destination which we default daily if we live in a kingdom of darkness under the control of an enemy, who has usurped our destiny and providence, and has put us in bondage in this kingdom of darkness. Even though the kingdom is as near as their mouth and near as their heart, they do not know it. That is the tragedy. 

As we observe God’s people, the Israelites, we see this tragedy even played out among them. The kingdom of Israel was to be the earthly testimony of God’s reign. And we know by reading the history of that kingdom, there were moments when they were truly submitted to God and He was able to do wondrous things. We discover in Isaiah 64 that there were moments when God was able to show Himself righteous and do amazing and powerful and miraculous things. There were times when God’s children were ordered under their King, worshiping and serving Him alone. There were such moments in their history. 

Israel had Become a Wilderness rather Than a Kingdom

In our passage in the gospel of Mark, we find the people of God, the Israelites, with a testimony that would be better described as a wilderness rather than a kingdom. There is a shadow of the kingdom that God’s people can live in, but it is not the reality. There was a veil over the hearts of the children of God so that they could speak of the kingdom, acknowledge the kingdom, worship the God who is King, and yet there was a reality missing. 

Surely there is something in the picture of these people flocking out into the wilderness to hear John the Baptist speaking there. What are all those people coming down from Jerusalem for? In spite of all their religiousness, they were so dissatisfied. And as soon as they heard rumors that there was something real going on in the wilderness, they were willing to humble themselves and tread out to the wilderness to find it. It is just a testimony as to how much of their activities, hopes, desires, worship, prayers, and institutional practices were in vain. When people heard a report about something going on, how the word did travel! 

A Kingless Kingdom

As people returned to Jerusalem they said to others: “You have to go. Take a few days off; quit your job. Whatever it takes, you have to go and hear what this man is saying because something electric happens when you hear him. You are shocked by his words because it is as if the kingdom comes upon them in full color; it is no longer black and white. You see what is right and wrong because you are in a light.” There were many hungry people coming from all over Judea. The Judean people may not have been as professional as the ones who came from Jerusalem; and, of course, the people from Galilee were considered another degree less holy; yet, all of them were hearing the voice about a kingdom and realizing they were kingless. There’s was a kingless kingdom. Of course, it was still possible to carry on with a kingless kingdom, but the center of the whole life is missing. 

The King Invades the world

When I was younger, I went to college and then on to seminary in 1966. As a two-year old Christian I was hoping to learn all I could. In the New Testament department of this seminary, all the talk was about a professor from Cambridge who had stirred up the whole field of synoptic gospel studies. He was the main contributing editor of the New English Bible which was just being written in those days, the New Testament having been printed in 1961. I just happened to be in seminary at that time, and people were getting hold of this version and reading it. There was quite a commotion because of the way C. H. Dodd translated this portion in the New English Bible: “Repent for the kingdom of God has come upon you,”—not near; not almost here, not nigh. He translated the Greek word “come upon you”; and he said that the opening of the gospels of Mark, Matthew, and Luke depict a moment when God invaded this world with His gospel and His King and actually brought in the kingdom. Hence, these gospels recount the moment. This shocked all the theologians because when they talked about the kingdom coming, they always taught that it was not here yet; but Dr. Dodd says it is here. You have to admit that this view would wake you up. If someone got up here and preached: “The kingdom is here—now. You had better repent because He is here now.” In fact, that is what John did, and it sent shockwaves through Judea. They had been living in a kingdom without a King, and suddenly the King was in their midst. 

I would like to make a parallel here. Are God’s people today much different from the time when John came as a voice speaking from heaven? The church today is bigger and busier than ever. We have programs, preaching, teachings, and ministries on DVDs. There is all kind of information. You do not have to study the Bible anymore; you can go online and listen to other people’s preaching. The web is so full of Christian words—the kingdom, teachings on Jesus’ return, the events of the second coming. There is Messianic fever: When is He coming? When is the three and a half years? Has it started yet? There is so much speculation. But with all of the busyness that is going on, where is the King? Where is the throne? Where is that authority in the church that is evidence of His presence among us? Where are those disciples who are being disciplined—disciplined disciples? This is what we want to ask ourselves.

Is the Kingdom a Reality or Just Talk?

Today we Christians live in both the church and the kingdom. The two make up a single spiritual reality; but the fact of the matter is that the kingdom side is almost unknown in large segments of the church today. There seems to be a formula. It works like this: The less the reality, the more the kingdom talk. 

There is something that interests me as a former musician and someone who has been worshipping the Lord for a number of years. I believe we have come into a stage—at least during my short lifetime—where songs are so sentimental about the kingdom, the Lord and the throne—“We want Your presence; we love everything that You do.” There is something about these songs that are being written and sung today. People’s hearts must surely be sincere when they sing these songs; but they are so sentimental. There seems to be a decline in songs of robust faith - kingdom themes not as sentimental—of taking up our cross, denying ourselves, being dealt with by God, absolute obedience. These things are hardly spoken of these days.

All of Grace

There are two kinds of people who use the expression ‘all of grace’. There are those who truly mean it is all of grace. All of His dealings are by grace, and His grace is sufficient in everything including our radical obedience to Him. We have to say ‘Amen’ to this because it is all of grace. However, there is another group who use all of grace to mean that there is no need for responsibility or obedience. These will say, “Do whatever you feel; the Lord is leading you. By the way, if you do something wrong, He will forgive you anyway; do not make a big deal about it.” Unfortunately, I have to say I have known some, not a few, who could go to worship meetings and sing these sentimental worship songs and then afterwards go bar hopping and not see the disconnect there. 

Thank God, we are all saved; we love His church and the spiritual reality of His kingdom that the Lord wants to recover in His church. The last words that our Lord Jesus spoke in Revelation were, “I am coming quickly” (see Revelation 22:7, 12, 20). The Lord is waiting for a church that is ready to receive Him, a bride who is perfected and ready, ones who have been through necessary discipline, most of which expresses the kingdom side of our life. Character is produced in us that enables Him to say: “The bride is ready.” The Lord wants to rend the heavens but, in fact, He is waiting for the bride’s voice to ask Him to. And He is waiting for a vessel so prepared that when it speaks, its words are not idle words. May the Lord shock us with the nearness of His kingdom!

The Vessel that Will be Able to say: Rend the Heavens

When we touch the reality of His kingdom, there is one thing we can say that is probably true across the board. If we are touching kingdom reality, we are out of our comfort zone because there is something by God’s grace that He is asking of us. There is a precious cost with a precious end. The church is so comfortable that it quite easily slides into the Laodicean frame of mind. Here in the United States we are all so blessed, so rich, and so increased with goods. We know how to talk the Christian talk; but the Lord is looking for some folks who are not quite sure what to say except, “Lord speak, Thy servant heareth.” The Lord is looking for those who are willing to get up on the wall, as it were, and say, “Oh Lord, rend the heavens and come down.” There is a great cost to that kind of prayer because when He comes down, it is in the way of righteousness that immediately causes adjustment in our lives. The repentance of the kingdom is not merely for the sins we discover in the light of His presence, but the very fact that He has been right here all this time and we have not even realized it. He has been so near. He has been pressing our hearts so long but because of our still fallen darkness, we can somehow live in this world without a real sense of that kingdom dimension in our lives.

God wants this vessel in order to rend the heavens with the return of His Son, our Lord and Savior. But He is waiting for that prepared vessel.

Our God Reigns

Now I do not know why He did not come a thousand years ago nor why He did not come May 21, but I do know something, and I think we have to start here. Our God reigns and Jesus reigns at His right hand. He has a plan that is completely under His control. He is on time with His plan. In His mercy, He has given us some time to be made ready. He knows what He is doing. His timing is perfect, and He is in control.

We see the proof of that in this simple Scripture we have before us. The simple fact is that He is in absolute control. The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ in Mark opens up by saying this: “It is written.” Seven hundred years before John the Baptist came as a servant of preparation, his coming was written. God had a plan all those years. When John the Baptist came on the scene, he was the fulfillment of this wonderful verse in Isaiah: “BEHOLD, I SEND MY MESSENGER AHEAD OF YOU, WHO WILL PREPARE YOUR WAY; THE VOICE OF ONE CRYING IN THE WILDERNESS, ‘MAKE READY THE WAY OF THE LORD, MAKE HIS PATHS STRAIGHT.’” The voice came as it is written. The vessel is prepared as it is written. Our God is in control.

The Lord Prepares a Vessel that can Prepare the Way

The second thing that we notice here is that it is also clear from Scriptures that the Lord prepares a vessel that can prepare the way. This vessel is the preparatory, penultimate stage in His coming back. Isaiah 40 is about this messenger who would come and prepare the way of the Lord. This preparatory vessel standing for the Lord and speaking for Him prepares the way for His coming. Of course, in the gospels, it was John. However, the Lord is also looking for such a vessel today.

In Malachi 3, we see the same thing. There was a prediction of a vessel who would prepare the way for One who would come into His temple to purge and cleanse everything. The Lord raises a preparatory vessel, and that is clear when we look at these Scriptures.

The rending of the heavens outwardly may seem like a sudden, extraordinary, surprising and shocking event. The fact of the matter is that there has been preparation going on in the secret place well before the rending of the heavens takes place. Those people in the Judean countryside were shocked with a new awareness that the kingdom was there, but John had been prepared by God in the wilderness over time. The Lord is looking for such a vessel who will be willing to be prepared by Him. 

Epoch-Making Vessels

Throughout the whole Bible, whenever there was a new expression or fuller dimension of the kingdom of God to be seen, there was always a vessel who had been prepared. Whether it was Noah, Abraham, Moses, Samuel, Elijah, or others, there was always somebody who had been prepared, and just like John the Baptist suddenly appeared on the scene. God could move and change the age through an epoch-making vessel. They are seen through the history of the Bible and also in the history of the church. When God wanted to move in recovery, reuniting of the church and the kingdom together in a wonderful reality, there was always a John Huss, Martin Luther, Nicolas Zinzendorf, or John Wesley—a vessel who had been prepared. So we believe that just before the Lord comes back, He is preparing a vessel to prepare a people to receive the Lord when He comes again.

The Lord Wants a Corporate Vessel

We also learn a second thing from Luke that is very precious. Although John the Baptist is in the forefront of this Scripture and the fulfillment of Isaiah, Luke shows us that the vessel is more than an individual. The fact is, there was a corporate vessel being prepared for the coming of the Lord, and it was Luke who takes us back to a precious scene. Luke begins his gospel before Jesus. He begins by talking about Zacharias and Elizabeth, two faithful people from the priestly family of Aaron, who all their lives had been serving God and yet had remained childless. The  preparation in their lives led to the birth of their child John. I doubt very seriously that Zacharias and Elizabeth were alive when John came preaching in the wilderness because they were quite old when John was born. John came on the scene after thirty years of age. Nevertheless, they were part of that corporate vessel. 

Jerusalem was filled with professional pundits, rabbis, preachers, false Christs, priests, devoted worshippers and Levites; but there was a group of people there that cannot be numbered, a remnant who were waiting for the consolation of Israel. They were waiting for the kingdom to come. Some of them are mentioned—Zacharias and Elizabeth, Mary, the hand maid of the Lord, Simeon and Anna. At the end of the gospel of Luke, Joseph of Arimathea is also mentioned as another man who was waiting for the kingdom when he came to take the body of Jesus. Who knows the number of hungry ones, that remnant who were waiting for the kingdom? This was a corporate vessel that prepared the way. It was not just an individual; nor is God looking today for an individual voice. God is looking for a prepared vessel of precious ones who are waiting for the Lord to come back and are willing to do whatever He wants.

We can picture Isaiah on the wall with his two sons. On one side he has “Remnant-shall-return”, and on the other side he has “Judgment-is-coming-and-it-is-swift.” That is what he named his two kids, so he had to keep them close. On the walls of Zion they gave God no rest day or night, pleading and asking for Zion to be restored. There was a remnant—mentioned a number of times in Isaiah—who were praying.

In Malachi, we hear about a messenger who would come and prepare the way. Then we also read in Malachi 3:16 about a remnant who feared the Lord and esteemed His name. They talked and fellowshipped and prayed, and the Lord wrote it down: “These are mine.” The Lord is looking for a vessel who love Him, are devoted to Him, giving their lives for Him, waiting for the kingdom, praying, being prepared, being dealt with by God.  This is the vessel of preparation that will speak as the voice. The heavens will open, and the Son of God will come down and bring in His kingdom.

Four Characteristics of a Prepared Vessel

Realizing then that the sovereign rending of the heaven is preceded by a deeper secret work in His vessel, let us look at some characteristics of that vessel. We will take these different ones from Luke 1 as a composite picture of those who were waiting for the consolation of Israel. I would just like to mention four things that we see within this precious prepared vessel for the coming of the Lord.

The Vessel is Very Humble

Obviously, the first thing about this vessel is, it is very humble. Let us consider John for a moment. John was in his heyday, at the top of his popularity. The people were in expectation, as we read in Luke 3:15, and the questions were asked: “Are you the Messiah?” And he said, “I am not.” “Are you the prophet?” “No, I am not.” “Are you sent from God? Have you a special purpose here? Are you Elijah?” “No, I am not.” “Who are you?” “I am a voice.” 

In another place John said, “I baptize with water but there is One coming after me and I am not worthy to untie His sandals.” Now I know we have an idea of John as a pretty severe person, but I am not sure that is really true. However, I do know that he was humble to the very core. 

Was it not this same man who taught us: “He must increase but I must decrease” (John 3:30)? What a humble man! He was the one who said, “If more people are being baptized by Jesus than me, well, only God can do that anyway. I am just happy to be a friend of this great One who has come.” Now there is a truly humble servant. In his character, he was just reflecting his Lord who was so humble as well. 

I recently was arrested by a comment that I heard someone speaking on the matter of the Lord’s prayer. There was a brother here in the United States who took a sabbatical from the ministry for a while and decided to mediate on the Lord’s prayer for six months. After six months, he could not get past this phrase: “Hallowed be Thy name”. Sadly, most people today do not understand what that means. When Jesus said it, it meant: “Our Father, who art in heaven, may everything I do be done in reverence of You. I reverence You. I respect You. I want to hallow Your name in everything.”

This was the heart of Jesus, and it became the heart of His disciples. It should be the heart of all who call upon His name. Can we say that our whole life is to hallow our Father in heaven? “Everything we do, we want it to be pleasing to You.” 

Isn’t it amazing that Jesus could say in a few places: “Everything I do pleases the Father.” How would He know that? Is He just surmising that? Is He presuming that? Or has He checked to be sure that everything He did hallowed the name of the Father? When you hear Jesus speak the name “Heavenly Father,” there is something so reverent in it. Probably none of us can speak in such a way. At least, it is indicative of the basic humility that we see in such a servant. Such a one is not haughty but is so humble.

Within this past month, I went to the memorial service of David Wilkerson, a dear brother and faithful servant of the Lord from New York. There were a series of testimonies from different people, but I was particularly struck by one brother who is now a minister on the staff at Times Square Church and used to be a man on the street. When brother Wilkerson went out onto the street, it was the only time he really felt at home. He did not feel comfortable with the big building and all these people calling him reverend so and so. He really had a hard time with all of that. If you could let him out on the street and meet someone down and out, as this man and others testified, there was an immediate connection with the humble because he felt so unworthy himself. They said that you felt the love of God pour right through him to them. He would talk to people who were ugly, dirty, smelly, and lost and tell them there was hope for them and a way in Jesus. He would pray for them humbly. He was truly a humble man, and the testimony was very clear.

So this is the first thing we see—God’s servants humble before their God at the footstool of the Lord Jesus.

Travailing Prayer

The second thing we notice from this little passage in Luke’s introduction is that the vessel is prepared by travailing prayer. This vessel that is preparing the way of the Lord is itself prepared through travailing prayer. That wonderful story of Zacharias and Elizabeth, which had such a happy ending in the birth of John the Baptist, actually is fraught with travail. This couple was faithful, and under the covenant of God, they should have had a house full of children. But they had no child. Not only that, they were barren and past the age of having a child. Surely they had prayed: “Oh God, please give us a child.” 

In the fullness of time, the lot fell to Zacharias to give the offering of incense in the holy place. This was the one time in his life he would get to do that. And when a priest did that as a representative of the people, he could not pray his own prayer. When he was in there, the prayers were for Israel, the Messiah, and the kingdom. There was a routine of prayers that was carefully followed. 

So when Zacharias went in to the altar of incense and started praying for Israel, Gabriel came in and said, “Now God is answering your prayer.” Though they always wanted a child, the one time he could not pray for the child but rather for the kingdom was the very time the angel came and said: “Okay, now you have prayed for the kingdom and I will give you a child. Not only that, the child will be the connection to the coming of the King.” Now there is an answered prayer! But oh, the travail of the years! You can imagine the shadow they must have lived under all those years without a child. Elizabeth was so excited that she stayed at home and waited and waited. Her reproach had been removed. It was when Zacharias’ eyes were turned onto the kingdom and greater things that God answered the prayer giving birth to ‘the voice’. So we learn this important lesson regarding the travail of prayer.

How many Christians in this world really pray the Lord’s prayer? How many people do you know who travail in that prayer—“Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is heaven”? We see the vessel of preparation travailing and waiting for the kingdom and for the consolation. They are not satisfied with the things of this earth. They are waiting and praying.

A Vessel Separated from the World

The third thing we notice about John the Baptist is that from before birth he was a Nazarite. This basically means that the vessel of preparation lives apart, separate from the world. John lived a separated life. Most said he grew up in the wilderness, so he certainly had many hours of isolation in which the Lord worked in his life. He was given to the Lord. He was an offering to the Lord—a life-long offering—and a servant for the Lord. Whatever he did, his life spoke of being given to the Lord.

More examples of this separation can be seen in Simeon’s and Anna’s lives. These vessels of preparation had wasted their lives for the Lord. Anna was a young woman when she was widowed, and she spent the rest of her days in the temple praying and fasting. You might say, “What a wasted life! Now she is forty, go and get married. Now she is fifty, sixty; stop going to the temple every day.” But she spent her whole life praying for the kingdom of God.

Simeon, the prophet, said, “Lord, I know I am getting old. Just do not let me die till I see the Messiah. I am waiting for Him. This is all I care about. I have forgotten the comforts of home. I want to see the consolation before I die.” God granted him the desire of his heart; but he wasted his whole life praying for it. As a result, he held this Consolation in his hands and prophesied. When we look at that Scripture, we do not feel that it is a wasted life at all, do we? This was the confirmation for this vessel that his separation was not in vain. 

The Power and Spirit of Elijah

The fourth characteristic of a prepared vessel is sen in John the Baptist who came in the power and the spirit of Elijah. That is what was prophesied of him to Zacharias in Luke 1: “This child of yours will come in the spirit and power of Elijah to bring the darkness into the light.” This was a wonderful prophecy of John the Baptist’s life. 

This vessel of preparation had been so dealt with by the Lord in the outward man that his spirit came through. John was jealous like Elijah. Not only that, John was zealous like Elijah. John’s life expressed this spirit. 

Over the years I have grown in my understanding of what it means to be filled with the Spirit. Back in the early days, I used to think it was an outward thing. You were clothed with the Holy Spirit, and there was an anointing upon you to perform some supernatural things. I always wanted to be more filled with the Spirit in that outward sense. But here is John who was filled with the Spirit beyond what we commonly see today. It was that release of his spirit by the Spirit that enabled him to be the voice. 

What is it that God really wants to say? What would you say? Nine times out of ten, we would say something of what we are thinking. John had been so dealt with by the Lord that he could come and express God’s voice with this zealous spirit. Oh, his words were powerful; make no mistake about that. If you had any kind of heart, you would have been convicted by the words he spoke. These people came and said, “What shall we do?” He said, “You brood of vipers. Do this and do that.” And they were convicted. They saw it was right, and they knew it was from the Lord. You know, there are some preachers who are awfully strong, but you get the feeling they are angry with everybody. Why is that guy preaching so strongly? I do not know; maybe he is angry with his wife. On the other hand, here is a man who speaks forthright and powerfully like John but you know it is from the Lord. The Spirit has come through. He is speaking in the spirit of Elijah. He is on fire and you can sense it. When he speaks, it comes through. 

For most of us, our soul veils our spirit. It is very hard to know what somebody’s spirit is like because it is veiled with all kinds of Christian cosmetics which the Lord has to deal with and strip us of. He has to break us until we are so broken that His Spirit can come through us. How the Lord is waiting for a vessel who expresses a heart of love for the Master! Here John is speaking to us in the spirit of Elijah.

Before the heavens are rent and the Lord Jesus can come back, there has to be an inward work in this vessel. There needs to be some hearts which are rent before the heavens can be rent. And there needs to be some knees exercised, dealings with our flesh and outer man, some character forged into us that is robust and full of faith, and in the end finding the voice of what God wants to say.

Have We Found His Voice?

Have you found His voice in you? This is a common expression today. I was reading a man who is a well-known writer of novels. He was telling his life story and said, “It took me till the fourth novel to find my voice.” Have you heard that expression? “I knew what I wanted to say, but it took me a while before I found my voice.” I am not exactly sure what all that means, but maybe it means that he found the way to convey his thoughts that truly expresses him. He says it in a way that implies many people have appreciated his voice.

Have we found His voice? Do we know what He is saying today? Is it possible that this week, as we are listening to various brothers sharing through this week, His voice can speak to us? It would bring the kingdom very near. The kingdom is very near. As Jesus said, “The kingdom does not come with outward observation so that you can say: ‘Look there it is!’” 

Here is the question: “Is the kingdom in our midst?” That is the reality. Is it among us and within us? Oh, that the Lord could restore His kingdom in the lives of the saints and do that kind of preparatory work wherein He has a vessel that can speak with a voice to many, many hungry people. Many multitudes of Christians today are running in that hamster wheel of perpetual Christian motion, and yet they are so hungry for reality. If they could just hear the Lord’s voice, they would come running out to the wilderness, confess their sins, and find life again. May the Lord recover his voice to His church! It presently seems so anemic. There is a lot of talk, but where is that robust faith, people laying down their lives, people sacrificially serving, people who have heard the Lord speak and can speak? This is indeed what we are seeing in these last days. The Lord is coming again, and our sovereign God is preparing a vessel who will say, “Come”, and He will come. May we be such a people!

Let’s pray:

Oh Lord, we thank You for the times that you overshadow us with a sense of reality of Your kingdom. You shock us out of inertia with a great sense of purpose, plan, preparation, and working; and suddenly the cross is before us and repentance is necessary. Oh, may it be. Oh Lord, that Your righteousness may shine in your church again and all the mud can be cleansed out. May we be a people who stand apart in holiness and righteousness and are dealt with by You. May we be able to hear Your voice that we might be those who learn to pray with power, even kingdom praying that can bind and loose. Oh Lord, we want to live in the land of reality. We know that our Lord Jesus has come as King and He sits enthroned at the right hand of the Father. Oh, make that real to us in our lives so that everything we do hallows the name of our Lord Jesus. Oh, help us to be faithful in these end days, we pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.

