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Through John the Baptizer, God forms a community of hope centered on the Messiah’s 

promise of forgiveness 
 
Introduction -  
The wilderness has always been an important place for God’s people. Miles and miles 
of desolate, rocky, rough terrain was always a place of testing, of trial, of revelation. 
Prophets would preach from the wilderness. God’s people had trekked through the 
wilderness. Elijah would retreat into the wilderness to find solace and safety, and hears 
the voice of God calling to him. 
 
And now, in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, etc...the Word of the Lord 
comes to another prophet, the caboose in the line of Israel’s OT prophets, the Word of 
the Lord comes to this prophet named John and John goes, where else? - out into the 
wilderness to begin his preaching ministry.  
 
For all that tied John to the history of Israel - the typographical wilderness, the 
preaching of the Word, calling God’s people to repentance, there was also much that 
distinguished him. John entered the wilderness not just to preach, he entered the 
wilderness to prepare God’s people for something new. He entered the wilderness to 
get them ready for this brand-new chapter in salvation history. He entered the 
wilderness to inaugurate a new community that would gather around this new chapter, 
this new thing that was happening.  
 
This morning as we continue on in our Advent and Christmas sermon series called 
“Hope Rising”, we’ll see how John begins to prepare the way for Jesus by inviting 
people into a new kind of community, a community of hope because they are right on 
the cusp of the arrival of the Messiah, the Savior of the World. And although we are 
post-resurrection people, people not preparing for Christ’s first coming but for His last, 
we’ll also see what this has to do with us here and now.  
 
Trouble in the Text -  
It strikes me as odd, Israel’s history notwithstanding, that John picked the wilderness to 
be his preaching station. Of course it does have significance for the Israelite but if one 
had big news to tell the People of God, hiking out into the wilderness doesn’t seem like 
the most strategic place to do that, does it? To prepare the way of the Lord seems more 
like a city job, does it not? Shouldn’t John be shouting from the rooftops in Jerusalem? 
Shouldn’t John be traveling from village to village, preaching his message as he went?   
 
Well, perhaps John’s location in the wilderness, by the Jordan River wasn’t so bad after 
all. See, as pious Jews made their way from Galilee to Jerusalem in order to worship at 
the temple, they would avoid that little territory in the middle of Israel called Samaria. In 
fact, they so badly didn’t want to traipse through that they would go all the way around, 
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cross the other side of the Jordan, and then cross back over the river, and walk from 
Jericho all the way up to Jerusalem. 
 
It is perhaps at this point of the river, where pious Jews would cross back into Israel that 
John set up shop as oddball preacher extraordinaire. And to these pious, religious Jews 
John would shout, “You brood of vipers!” That is, you offspring of snakes! Could it be 
that he was harkening back to the Garden of Eden? Calling his audience children of 
Satan? Perhaps… 
 
But he continued, and for some reason they stuck around. You brood of vipers. Repent! 
Be baptized! Bear fruit in keeping with this repentance.   
 
What is perhaps alarming to his hears is this call to baptism. Such a ceremonial 
washing had by and large been reserved for gentiles converting into Judaism. But John 
is calling the people, this is God’s people, heirs of Abraham, heirs of God’s covenant to 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, he’s calling these people to a baptism of repentance for the 
forgiveness of sins. 
 
This would be a weird thing, right? To the people it would seem so unnecessary. It 
seems so demeaning, even.  
 
Grace in the Text 
But what John is doing is calling together a brand new community. It’s a community that 
has nothing to do with ethnicities, family trees, temple worship, dietary practices, or 
circumcision. Being prepared for the coming Messiah has nothing to do with any of this. 
Being a child of Abraham is no longer a contributing factor. One’s former community, 
one’s former life is no longer relevant because John is calling all people into a 
community of repentance. Inaugurated through John’s baptism, which is different from 
the Baptism that Jesus will institute, John’s calling is to bring people into the community 
through the forgiveness that only God can offer...a forgiveness that comes through the 
Christ who is still yet to come. 
 
So it’s a community of repentance and forgiveness. This is what is required for this new 
community of hope which John is forming on the dawn of the appearing of the messiah.  
 
It’s only then...that John begins to talk about the fruit that comes through that 
repentance. Bearing fruit is not a requirement into the community but rather the result of 
forgiveness found in the Lord. Notice, though, how John frames this new life. It’s not 
about quitting jobs and becoming preachers. It’s not about leaving house and home. It’s 
about continuing on in one’s vocation and doing that job faithfully. The community of 
hope repents, is forgiven, and then is transformed to live a life of honesty and integrity.  
 
This is how John is preparing his hearers. 
  
 
Trouble in the World 
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For you and for me, then, I wonder, how are we preparing for the coming of the 
Messiah? Are we in need of preparation, too? And if so, what do we need to do? 
 
While there are significant differences between us and John’s original audience, the 
method of preparation is entirely the same. Advent, like Lent, comes around each year 
as an opportunity for our community of hope to repent, too. It’s an opportunity to say 
more than just ‘I’m sorry’ but to actually turn away from our sin and turn towards God.  
 
And, actually, this gift/opportunity to repent, is something that we have been given and 
invited into every single day, and every single week. God invites us to confess and 
repent individually and corporately. But I wonder, do we take this seriously? Or do we 
just say a trite ‘i’m sorry’ to God during that little moment of silence and then go about 
our lives on Sunday afternoon like nothing happened? 
 
Can we add our half-hearted repentance to the list of things that we need to repent of?  
 
Perhaps. Perhaps we can add it to the list of those thoughts, words, and deeds that 
have led us to believe that our church-going pedigree is what saves us. Or that we don’t 
need the church at all. Or that we have abused our power or authority. Or that we have 
sought our individual gain above all else. 
 
So with John’s hearers, we too ask, “what shall we do?” And the answer is the 
same...turn away from our sin and turn toward God. For that is where we find 
forgiveness.  
 
Grace in the world 
And more than that, this is where we find true change and transformation. The reform 
that we proclaim is not change in order to please God. Rather we proclaim a change 
that comes because God has taken up residence in sinful humanity and is working his 
kingdom in the lives of real people. 
 
Those who heard the preaching of the Baptizer asked, “what shall we do?” And we have 
asked that question of ourselves, too. But perhaps we can also imagine another 
question being asked. This time it’s Jesus asking this question. It’s Jesus looking at all 
of our messed up lives, cluttered with sin and he asks, what shall I do? 
 
Rev. John Bell in his book “Cloth for the Cradle” imagines the answer like this: 
 

Light looked down and saw the darkness. 
‘I will go there’, said Light  

 
Peace looked down and saw war. 

‘I will go there’, said Peace. 
 

Love looked down and saw hatred. 
‘I will go there’, said Love. 
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So he, 

the Lord of Light, 
the Prince of Peace 

the King of Love 
 

came down and crept in beside us.  
 

We join together, you and I, in this community of Hope for this very reason. Not because 
we are good at repenting or because we have the ability to affect change at the deepest 
levels of our own lives. No, we join together in this community of Hope because Jesus 
asked this question, what shall I do?  
 
And the answer? To bring light where there is darkness, peace where there is war, love 
where there is hatred. And hope where there is despair. Amen. 


