
Sermon for 12-17-17 
Text: John 1:6-8, 19-28 
 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father 
 And from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 
 
The wilderness had always been a place of refuge for John.  

Since his admittedly miraculous birth  
to the aged Elizabeth and Zechariah, 

his very existence had been the center of more attention  
than he generally appreciated.  

Neighbors would stop and stare as he passed them in the street,  
and the familiar sound of tittering whispers  

seemed to follow him wherever he went. 
 
John learned to avoid crowds. 
 
He preferred the solitude of the wilderness,  

where the only whispers were the wind  
dancing among the dusty rocks.  

The wind and rocks didn’t judge him,  
didn’t comment on his family,  

or gawk at the miracle child. 
 
John appreciated their restraint. 
 
It was quiet out here most of the time  

and gave him time and space to think and pray.  
For as much as he disliked being the center of attention for it,  

John knew his life had been set apart from the very beginning.  
 
The angel had told his father as much  

when he had appeared and announced John’s arrival.  
His father’s doubt in the angel’s message  

had left him mute until John’s birth. 
The Almighty had a purpose for him,  

John was sure of it,  
and he intended to fulfill it.  



So he came to the wilderness to pray,  
to listen for the voice of the Lord,  

and to figure out his life’s work and purpose. 
 
It was here, in the wilderness,  

where the crowds caught back up with him. 
He should have known.  
 
The Almighty was always sending prophets into the wilderness  

and people were always following them  
in hopes of hearing a word from the Lord.  

 
Now they weren’t coming to whisper and gawk.  

Now they wanted to John to speak,  
to give them answers and hope. 

 
So he did, or at least he tried. 

 
He told them about the one who was coming,  

the light who was coming into the world.  
He baptized them to get them ready for the light’s arrival.  

He testified and told the crowds what he knew  
about the one who was to come. 

 
Word began to spread –  

somehow when it came to John’s life word always seemed to spread –  
and the leaders in Jerusalem heard  

about John’s baptizing ministry in the wilderness.  
 
John knew it wouldn’t be long before they sent someone to investigate.  

The leaders in Jerusalem were always curious  
about anyone who stirred the people. 

 
Sure enough, some priests and Levites showed up  

asking questions one day when he was baptizing people  
in the Jordan river.  

 



“Who are you?” they asked. 
 
Growing up in a priest’s house,  

John knew the question that hid within that question.  
His people had been waiting for so long –  

it was the first question on any Israelite’s lips  
when someone seemed to be sent from the Lord. 

 
So John skipped the pleasantries and got right to the point:  

“I am not the messiah.” 
 
Of course, the priests’ curiosity wouldn’t stop there.  

“What then?  Are you Elijah?” they continued. 
“I am not,” John said. 

“Are you the prophet?” 
“No.” 

“Who are you, then?   
We came all this way – we need answers!  
What do you say about yourself?” 

 
John could feel the weight of generations of expectations  

gathering in the air around him.  
Like starving people drawn to the scent of cooking,  

these people were desperate with longing.  
How many more years would they have to wait  

for the Almighty’s promised messiah?  
Wasn’t John here to save them?  
Wasn’t the miracle child here to lead them to freedom  

from the Romans? 
 
There was a time, when he was very young,  

John’s pride might have led him to believe he was.  
But he knew better.  

He had seen the light of the world and knew it wasn’t him. 
 
What do you say about yourself?  

The priests and Levites wanted to know. 



The wilderness had prepared him for this.  
John spoke so all the crowds could hear him,  

“I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness,  
‘Make straight the way of the Lord.” 

 
Who are you? 
What do you say about yourself?  
 
The religious leaders wanted to know this about John the Baptist.  

The world asks the same question of us,  
we who claim the name of Christian.  

They ask of us,  
“Have you been sent to redeem the world from all that is broken in it?” 

 
There’s a lot of brokenness that needs redeeming.  

Students fear they’ll never find a job  
that will allow them to pay back their loans.  

Retirees fear they haven’t saved enough to live on.  
Hospitals and doctor’s offices are full of people  

who are afraid of what their medical bills 
will do to their family finances.  

Black mothers fear for the lives of their children.  
Families of police officers fear for them, too.  

Neighbors fear each other too much  
to venture far beyond their locked doors, 

the stories of violence and pain 
are too close, too real. 

  Unknown people are dangerous. 
   It is too risky.  

There’s more than enough fear to go around.  
We could really use a Messiah right about now. 

 
So the world asks us, “Are you here to free the captive and oppressed?” 
 
There are many people crying out for freedom –  

for the right to walk the streets at night unassaulted,  
for safety in schools and churches,  



for healthcare that doesn’t bankrupt, 
for clean air and water, 
for the end of war,  
and to be treated as fellow human beings 

and not just cheap labor to be exploited.  
There are so many voices crying out for justice in an unjust world.  

We could really use a Messiah right about now.  
 
When I think of all the reasons we need a Messiah,  

I feel completely powerless.  
There is so much wrong,  

so much broken in the world and it has been this way for so long.  
How can it ever be made right? 

 
People often turn to us, the church,  

for answers to these questions. 
If there’s a God and if God is so good,  

why do horrible things happen?  
They look to us to play the role of Messiah,  

to fix all that is wrong in our world. 
 
And it is so tempting to try –  

to think to ourselves that if people just believed as we do,  
behaved as we do,  
just listened to us,  
the world would be fixed!  

All would be well!  
Pain and suffering would be gone! 

 
People of God, this is not who we are.  

We are not the Messiah.  
We have not been sent to save the world.  
We cannot heal every hurt 
  Or right every wrong.  

That task belongs to Jesus and Jesus alone. 
 

 



We are not the Messiah,  
but we ARE very much like John the Baptist.  

We have been born anew in the waters of baptism  
for a purpose  

and that purpose is to go out into the wilderness of this world  
and testify to the light.  

 
We are to go to the places that seem most dark and deserted  

where people are lost and longing for hope  
and we are to point to the one who is coming,  

to bear witness to Jesus,  
who IS the Messiah,  
who will heal the world, 
who is among us, even now. 

 
This is who we are, people of God:  

We are the messengers.  
We are the voices crying in the wilderness.  
We are the witnesses and testifiers that Christ is coming.  

And as witnesses and messengers,  
our lives should point to Christ. 

 
How? By living differently from the fear-filled world around us.  

Where the world has fear, we have love.  
Where the world has despair, we have hope.  
Where the world has greed, we have generosity.  
Where the world has lies and deceit and mistrust,  

we have faith in the Truth.  
 
We point to Christ by living in the faith, hope, generosity,  

and love he has given us.  
And when others ask us who we are  

and how we can live that way, we can say,  
“We have seen the Messiah, the light of the world, and it isn’t us.  

It is Jesus.” 
 
Thanks be to God. 


