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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 
Our text, This is the testimony of John, when the Jews sent priests 
and Levites from Jerusalem to ask him, “Who are you?” He 
confessed, and did not deny, but confessed, “I am not the Christ.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 As we said last week, these middle two Sundays in Advent 

are all about John the Baptist. Now, in this year in which the 

lectionary follows the Gospel according to St Mark, we find that 

Mark’s brevity means we sometimes need to borrow from the 

Gospel according to the disciple John in order to keep the same 

themes of the particular Sundays. So, here we are in the apostle 

John’s gospel record of the forerunner John, with words very similar 

to what we heard in last week’s account from St Mark.  

 Perhaps because we’re hearing much the same as last week, 

the additional details therefore became all the more noticeable. For 

example, last week we heard St. Mark refer to the prophecy of 

Isaiah, “the voice of one crying in the wilderness, ‘prepare the way of 

the Lord.’” AND, we heard John say, “I baptize with water, but after 

me comes one the straps of whose sandals I am not worthy to 

untie.” HOWEVER, what we did not hear last week were a few key 

details that our text for today records.  



  2 

                                                                   2 

 First, though we heard St. Mark refer to the prophecy of 

Isaiah and apply it to John, today we hear that John himself sees 

himself as the fulfillment of the prophecy. That’s no small point! John 

knew he was the forerunner; John knew his place in history. Verse 23 

records, “He said, ‘I am the voice of one crying out in the  

wilderness…’, as the prophet Isaiah said.” John knew his place in 

God’s plans for the Messiah, and he faithfully fulfilled his place and 

purpose in those plans.  

 Again, that’s no small point. In fact, our gospel text spends 

most of its time and energy highlighting this great reality that John, 

though a sinner like you and me, did not overstep his purpose or 

overreach his place, but – when the Jews sent priests and Levites 

from Jerusalem to ask him, ‘Who are you?’, the text says, “He 

confessed, and did not deny, but confessed, ‘I am not the Christ.’” 

 Now, why would the text spend time on that? Why would 

the Holy Spirit inspire such a strange phrase as “he confessed, and 

did not deny, but confessed, ‘I am not the Christ’”? And, how are we 

to read that word, “confessed”? Does that mean, “He admitted” 

(almost as in shame, like when we confess our sins), or does it mean 

“He boldly declared” (as when we confess the faith)?  Actually, the 

word for “confess” is always the same word. Because whether you 

are confessing your sins or confessing boldly the faith, in both cases, 

you are “same-speaking” the truth. It is the truth (and God knows 

it’s the truth) that you have sins to confess and acknowledge and 
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“same-speak” back to God. It is the truth to which you are appealing 

when you “same-speak” the faith. Thus, when John confesses and 

does not deny, but confesses, he is emphatically holding firm to the 

truth – no matter how unbelievable the cynical priests and Levites 

consider it – John does not wither and fall back, but he holds his 

ground and says, “I am not the Christ, but I am the one of whom 

Isaiah spoke, ‘the voice crying in the wilderness.’ 

 So, John resolutely stands for the truth. He does not deny or 

wilt under pressure. Nor does he overstep his bounds and claim a 

greater role, perhaps tempted to say, “Yes, actually, I am the Christ.”  

 You might say, “Well, of course John wouldn’t say that. That’s 

silly. Who would get caught up in claiming to be the Christ before the 

crowds?” But it happens all the time! 

 Religious leaders claim to have a new gospel, a new vision 

from heaven which ‘the Spirit has put on my heart.’ The papacy is 

built on the notion of being in the shoes of Christ on earth because 

Christ is stuck up in the heavens. Muhammed claimed to be the new 

prophet to improve upon the teachings of Jesus. And even those 

who do not directly claim to be the Christ often consider their value 

and their wisdom to be greater and more trustworthy than the 

Christ. Have we not lived for the last nine months under the well-

intended, but misguided leadership of those governing officials who 

are following a new Christ, namely “the experts”, those who “know 

the Science.” Yes, they command, do not ask questions, do not worry 
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about skyrocketing suicide rates among the youth and collapsing 

businesses and depleted life-savings and the aged dying from a 

failure to thrive in endless isolation… No, don’t worry about any of 

that, they say. Just trust us, stay away from your churches, and care 

nothing of your neighbor’s livelihood, and just keep trusting the 

Science and the experts, for they will bring you life. And – if we 

follow them long enough – they supposedly can even promise to 

bring a great reset to the human existence the likes of which not 

even the cross of Jesus could bring! 

 Now, this all sounds over-the-top. But, it’s not even the worst 

example! What’s worse is that every individual sinner – including you 

and me! – at times thinks himself the Christ… and, by that I mean, 

each of us at times says, “I know what I want, what I need, to fix my 

problems… if only God would give it to me the way I feel is best. If 

only he would deliver to me the Messiah I have promised myself… 

then I would be content.”  

 Yes, how sinful we are in overreaching our place or wilting 

away from the truth of Christ when we feel the scorching heat of 

tribulation or even the cynical stare of scoffers like the priests and 

Levites eyeing John. Let us all repent of trying to make ourselves 

little Christs, of depending on ourselves and our own wisdom, and 

not on the truth and certain foundation of the Word of God as given 

by the mouth of the prophets.  
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 Thus, what renewed thanks is ours for the forerunner, John. 

For he does not wilt in the scorching heat and the cynical stare of 

scoffers. Nor does he make himself to be something that he’s not in 

the hopes of winning attention for himself. He simply stands 

steadfast in the truth of the Christ. “Who are you?” they ask of him. 

“What do you say about yourself?” they demand of him. “We need 

to give an answer to those who sent us.” 

 Well, baptized child of God, will you stand steadfast when 

questioned thus? When the mob angrily comes and demands to 

know whether you will cave to them or stand resolute with Christ 

and says, “Tell us what you say about yourself, for we are going to 

report to those who sent us” (and you know that their disdain does 

not end with the report, but will mean future ramifications… just as 

John knew imprisonment not long after this)… when they come and 

demand of you, “What do you say of yourself?”, will you admit that 

you are a follower of Christ, a baptized child of God, one redeemed 

by the blood of the Lamb of God who has come to take away the sin 

of the world? Will you confess? Or will you deny? 

 Thank God for John… who makes straight the paths not just 

by calling to repentance but by showing, by giving an example, of 

what it means to confess Christ before men.  

 Now, if we feel unprepared for such a challenge should it 

soon come upon us, then let us take note of (and remember for the 

future) that other detail in our text that Mark’s account from last 
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week did not include. Last week, from Mark’s gospel we heard John 

compare his baptism to Jesus’ baptism and say (in effect), “Even in 

my baptism, all the authority belongs to Jesus, whose sandals I am 

unworthy to untie.” That was last week’s text, and we hear 

something very similar about untying sandals in this week’s text. But, 

what we did not hear last week, what is new to our meditation today 

and will help us remain strong and resolute when it is our turn to 

confess the faith before scoffers and not deny the truth, the one 

detail to recall is that John says, “I baptize with water, but among 

you stands one you do not know, even he who comes after me.”  

 In other words, John knew that Christ was already on the 

scene, even right in the background and among the crowds. John 

could stand so resolute and confess, and not deny, but confess the 

truth because he knew Christ was already on the scene… the 

Messianic mission was already present tense… and the march to the 

cross was already underway.  

 You have an even more sure comfort, when confessing 

before the world AND (as we said from the outset, the word confess 

is the same when confessing the faith and when confessing sins)… 

you have even more sure comfort when confessing before the world 

AND when confessing sins before God Almighty. Before Almighty 

God, you have the certainty that the very Lamb that same Almighty 

God sent to bear the sins of the world has done his job, has 

completed his mission. For, as John says, he was even there standing 
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among them without their recognition… just as many who do not 

receive the disciples whom Jesus sent out are told, “Nevertheless, 

the kingdom of heaven has come to this place.” Yes, just as Jesus was 

very actively among them on his way to his cross, so also after the 

cross and after your completed salvation, He is still very actively 

among you. And that means you can confess your sins before 

Almighty God, not with expectation of condemnation and wrath, but 

with certain expectation of mercy and forgiveness, for pleading on 

your behalf is the High Priest who was himself the Lamb of God, the 

Lamb chosen by God, the Lamb pointed to by the forerunner, the 

Lamb who took upon himself your sins and the sins of the whole 

world, the Lamb, so long expected (the hymn says) who comes with 

pardon down from heaven… Even now, He is among you in His Word 

and Sacrament, and that means He is for you before the throne of 

God, that you may confess your sins to the Almighty and receive 

words of consolation and forgiveness and mercy. 

 And, just as certain as it is that you may confess your sins 

before Almighty God, so also is it equally certain that you may boldly 

confess and assert the truth of the Christ before all cynics and 

scoffers. Let John be not only the Christ’s forerunner, but also a first-

runner in the faith… your example of confessing Christ before men. 

You may confess, and not deny, but confess with all boldness that 

you are a follower of Christ Jesus, a baptized child of God, a citizen 

and heir of heaven. True, the cynics and scoffers may give an answer 
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to those who sent them, and may report your confession and may 

encourage “doxing” and smearing and pressuring and cancelling. And 

the Christian may have to learn anew to steadfastly join John in the 

dungeon or Peter and Paul in prison or the martyrs in the gallows.  

 No matter, Christ is still Christ. John is not the Christ. You are 

not the Christ. I am not the Christ… and thanks be to God we’re not. 

For all too easily our faux messiahships could be snuffed out. But, 

with John, we bear witness about the light… bear witness to the 

light… and live in the certain confession that the darkness will never 

overcome that light.  

 Thus, with confidence in Christ, as John calls the whole world 

to repentance, you also ought hear the cry in the wilderness as being 

directed at you as well: repent, and make straight the way of the 

Lord. For just as the Christ once stood among them unbeknownst to 

them, so also He comes and dwells with us, unbeknownst to the 

world, and one day He will come and stand over the whole world, 

unbeknownst to no one… And, “when the world is wrapped in fear, 

He will shield us with His mercy and with words of love draw near.”  

  
In the Name of the Father 

And of the Son 
And of the Holy Spirit. 

+ AMEN + 
 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
December 13, 2020 


