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

 

Our text, our gospel reading beginning with these words, 
“When John heard in prison about the deeds of the Christ, he 
sent word by his disciples and said to him, “Are you the one 
who is to come, or shall we look for another?” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 Advent is a season of repentance, and – for the penitent 

– it is also a season of hope. In fact, the first of the four Advent 

candles is considered the candle of ‘hope.’ Hope, of course, is 

the faith that clings to the promises of the past, to see those 

promises come to pass in the future – whether the distant 

future or the possibility of coming to pass mere seconds from 

now, right before one’s very eyes. And, where faith lives with 

that hope in those past promises, it lives in peace (which, by 

the way, is the second candle of the Advent wreath). And hope 

and peace can live a long time waiting for those ancient 

promises to come to pass, in fact one’s entire life can be one of 

hope and peace awaiting the fulfillment of promises. But as 

soon as the heart begins to hear that the promises are coming 

to pass, that it’s no longer a future possibility but a present 
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reality, that hope and peace burst forth in joy (the third candle 

of the Advent wreath).  

 Today is the day that Advent preparation for that of the 

distant future pivots into Advent preparation for that which is 

so imminent that we begin to hear (even if as on the horizon, 

or as if just beyond the tree line) that the promises of old are 

coming to pass. Now, we can (with the Introit) “rejoice in the 

Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice” – now we can rejoice at 

all times for news of the unfolding fulfillment is filling our ears.  

 Of course, that joy – as we said – bursts forth from 

peace grounded in hope. And that peace and hope had hung 

their hat on the promises of the past… even the distant past. 

Which means, we ought learn to see from our text how much 

Jesus points us to the past, the Old Testament, that we might 

have hope, peace, and joy.  

 Now that might sound strange to us because we often 

think of the Old Testament as “the Law,” as if it simply lays 

down rules for us to follow, and then, when God sees we can’t 

successfully do so, He brings the New Testament along and 

says, “Never mind, here’s your Savior.” But that’s not the 

relationship between Old Testament and New Testament at all, 

nor it is the makeup and content of the Old Testament.  
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 The Old Testament is promise. When we hear it often 

referred to as the Law, we must keep in mind that the first five 

books of Moses were referred to as the Law and the histories 

and prophets are all based on that “Law/Torah/Pentateuch.” 

But those first five books are full of promise… promise that 

begins in shattered Eden and is carried through the covenant of 

the rainbow after the flood of Noah to the covenant made with 

Abraham and down through that lineage as the entire Old 

Testament is to live in hope and peace based on those 

promises of Old. But when the people of God begin to doubt 

and despair and give up on the promises, they lose hope and 

therefore they lose peace. And God must call them back to 

himself through repeated calls of repentance, even making an 

example of some, that He might save others. And yet, even that 

call to repentance is wrapped in words of hope that can bring 

peace to weary hearts for the long-promised Messiah will 

come! 

 Indeed, the Old Testament is not merely about rules 

that lead to moral improvement and self-righteousness; it is a 

testament of promise in which God’s people – in order that 

they might wait in hope – must be disciplined as sons, called to 
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repentance, that they might be refocused on that distant 

fulfillment of the long-ago given promise: the Christ is coming. 

 So, notice how much of our Gospel reading points us 

back to the Old Testament. It begins, “When John heard in 

prison about the deeds of the Christ…” Notice, the text isn’t 

saying that what caught John’s attention was the fact that Jesus 

was doing “great things.” What caught John’s attention is that 

what Jesus was doing matched what the Old Testament 

promised about the coming Christ.  

 So, John sends word by his disciples to see if his hope is 

unfounded, or if it can indeed burst forth into joy that the 

future promises have become present reality: “Are you the one 

who is to come, or shall we look for another?” And Jesus 

answers,  

 
“Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive 
their sight and the lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the 
deaf hear, and the dead are raised up, and the poor have 
good news preached to them.”  

 
Now, what’s the point of Jesus’ response? Is it to say, “Look at 

all these great miracles I can do, John!” No, rather he points 

them back to Isaiah 35 (a passage hopeful descendants of Israel 

know well) and he says, “You can tell John that you not only 
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hear but that you see these things.” Why is that important? 

Because sight is only a present-tense sense. I can hear 

something that is coming but is still ‘in the future.’ But I can 

only see that which is presently before me. In other words, 

Jesus says, “Tell John you can not only hear but that you see 

the Old Testament being fulfilled.” Yes, nothing short of that. 

All of the promises of Old are beginning to manifest themselves 

in fulfillment, for the deeds of the Christ can only be done by 

the Christ, who is now presently on the scene! 

 (By the way, this is the purpose of the miracles, isn’t it? 

– to show that Jesus is the Christ. If you enter the Christmas 

season hoping God will work miracles in your life, you have 

misunderstood miracles… though He has worked the greatest 

miracle for you, that you would have faith and die a Christian… 

that – the forgiveness of sins – is the great miracle worked in 

every Christian life. But, if you want the “Hallmark Christmas 

movie miracles,” you’ve misunderstood miracles. They served 

to point to Jesus as the coming Christ made manifest; thus, in 

the Creed, there is no explicit reference to miracles, for they 

are wrapped up in the phrase, “Jesus Christ.” The miracles 

proclaimed the fulfillment of the Old Testament and the arrival 

of the Christ. 
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 Now, if this is what John (or John’s disciples) needed to 

understand about what they were hearing and seeing, then 

what about the crowds? Jesus turns to them, “Now tell me 

what you think about John. In John, what did you go out to see 

(meaning, what did you hope to see) and what did you see?” 

 “Did you hope to see a reed shaken in the wind?” In 

other words, “Did you want to put your hope in someone who 

will hold his finger to the wind and tell everyone what they 

want to hear, so that - as long as everyone gets to live in their 

safe space and be comfortable - who cares what wrath and 

devastation is coming upon the world?” No, when pressed on 

that, we know such blowing in the wind is useless.  

 How about a man dressed in soft clothing? Did you think 

the heart of John’s preaching was that your hope in all those 

past promises was fulfilled in worldly riches and the things of 

earthly kings? No, that’s not what you found in John.  

 So then, if hope and peace are not going to die a slow 

death of disillusionment and internal conflict, what did you 

need John to be? A prophet? Yes. After 400 years of silence, 

you needed the prophets to rise up and again proclaim in full-

throated and unapologetic voice that the promises of God 

remained true, that the holy Law of God remained firm, that 
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the coming Messiah of God remained in the ancient plans of 

deliverance.  

 In fact, Jesus says, you needed more than a prophet, 

you needed Elijah who is to come. Elijah who is to come – the 

very last promise of the Old Testament, the very last words of 

the Old Testament… and, yet, according to the promise, the 

first of the signs to be fulfilled. And when Elijah who is to come 

arrives, you can hear that – right on the horizon – the Old 

Testament is beginning to be fulfilled. You can hear that the 

Christ is coming, bringing with him His righteous sacrificial 

offering for your salvation. And this is why you went out to see 

John. For if John is presently in your sight, then you can know 

that the Christ will soon be seen and that the Prophets and the 

Law and all the Old Testament is now finding its fulfillment in 

flesh and blood. And that is reason to rejoice! 

 Now, friends, let’s take all this in rightful order. First, we 

know the truth of our sin and the weight of our sin… that no 

matter how much we try to embrace it, excuse it, rationalize it, 

deny it, ignore it, deflect from it, the reality of our sin leads to 

condemnation and thus yields nothing but darkness, despair, 

and hopelessness. If we are to have hope and peace, it must 

come from God alone. And so, we ought learn to love his Old 
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Testament – not as a means of keeping rules to earn his favor – 

but because the Old Testament is founded upon, built around, 

and replete with the promise that He has planned to overcome 

our sin by sending the Messiah, the Christ, the Chosen One. 

But, as we forget that God’s timing is not always our timing, the 

years and generations go on and our hope in these promises 

(and the resulting inner peace) begins to fade… we worry God 

has forgotten the promise, or forgotten us and that we have no 

reason to hope.  

 But, just when things seem their darkest and when the 

call to repentance has fallen silent for 400 years, suddenly we 

hear in our ears just how mindful the Lord is of us. And on the 

scene we hear that thrilling voice – so strong before the 

impenitent, so clanging to the confused, but so sweet to the 

faithful who had begun to lose hope: “Repent, for the kingdom 

of heaven is at hand. Cast away the works of darkness, O you 

children who hope in the Light of the Day!” And, as we not only 

hear John, but see him, we realize that the Old Testament was 

not forgotten… it wasn’t an old, dusty storybook of fairytale 

promises… it was true, and it now is – in John – beginning to 

manifest its fulfillment in truth. And, if we see John, the Elijah 
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who is to come, then we know that the Christ is on the horizon, 

and our future hope bursts forth into present joy.  

 This is not only the truth of salvation history, but it is 

also the truth of how the Christ brings that salvation history to 

you here in time (Word and Sacrament) and how he will bring 

you to salvation’s deliverance in His final advent. Note two key 

phrases Jesus speaks in our text; the first – “blest is the one 

who is not offended by me.” And the second, “He who has ears 

to hear, let him hear.” 

 Note that, in these admonitions, Jesus again appeals to 

hope and joy. Those who hope in Jesus and have the ears of 

faith have every reason to hope in His Word, for we know its 

authoritative and efficacious to bring to us all the promises of 

forgiveness and life and salvation. And, simultaneously, those 

with ears to hear will not be offended by him before men, not 

be embarrassed by His Gospel nor by the apparent slowness of 

his timing and the need for patience and perseverance while 

we await His final deliverance. No, our hope in such things is 

not put to shame, but – Jesus says – we are blessed, a present 

reality of the Gospel applied to us, that our hope may even 

now burst forth in joy.  
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 Consider how James says it in our epistle reading: 

“Establish your hearts, for the coming of the Lord is at hand…” 

Notice that, remain firm in your hope, for the coming of the 

Lord is near (both weekly in His gifts, and finally in His glorious 

return)… remain firm in that hope, that your hope may burst 

forth in joy. How does James continue: “Behold, we consider 

those blessed who remained steadfast. You have heard of the 

steadfastness of Job, and you have seen the purpose of the 

Lord, how the Lord is compassionate and merciful.”  

 Indeed, you have heard the Word, the Word that gives 

the promise and disciplines sons to remain steadfast no matter 

what befalls them, you have heard it… and you have seen in the 

forgiveness of sins, in that Word attaching itself to visible 

means of water and bread and wine, you have seen the 

compassion and mercy of the Lord to forgive… thus, remain 

steadfast and establish your hearts, for just as we anticipate 

anew the good news that allowed joy to burst forth from hope 

in the Old Testament, so also we anticipate the promises of the 

New Testament and our final deliverance, we anticipate with 

great hope how those promises will one day no longer be 

matters of faith and hope, but we will one day see them, and 

future hope will burst forth in present joy. 
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In the Name of the Father 
And of the Son 

And of the Holy Spirit. 
+ AMEN + 

 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
December 11, 2022 


