SERMON FOR THE THIRD SUNDAY IN ADVENT

John 1:6-8, 19-28

The witness of John the Baptist

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, be with you all.

The Word of God that is the basis for the sermon is the Gospel for today, which we heard before, John 1:6-8 and 19-28.

6 A man came, whom God sent, and whose name was John. 7 He came to testify, that is, to testify about the Light so that through Him everyone might believe. 8 He was not the Light but came to witness about the Light…

19 This is the testimony of John, when the Jews sent priests and Levites from Jerusalem to him, to ask him, “Who are you?”

20 He confessed and did not deny. He confessed: “I am not the Christ.”

21 They asked him, “What then? Are you Elijah?”

He said, “I am not.”

“Are you the Prophet?”

He answered, “No.”

22 Then they asked him, “Who are you, that we may give an answer to those who have sent us. What do you say about yourself?”

23 John said: “I am ‘a voice of one calling out in the wilderness: “Make straight the way of the Lord,”’ as the prophet Isaiah said.”

24 They had been sent from the Pharisees. 25 They asked him, “Then why are you baptising, if you are not the Christ or Elijah or the Prophet?”

26 John answered them, “I am baptising with water. There is One standing among you whom you do not know, 27 the One who is coming after me. I am not worthy to untie the strap of His sandal.”

28 This happened at Bethany on the other side of the Jordan, where John was baptising.

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through your truth. Your Word is truth. Amen.

Dear friends in Christ,


We should be cautious about a fuzzy use of the word “witness.” Literature about speaking the Christian faith to others often encourages Christians to think of themselves as witnesses of Christ. Strictly, you can only witness to something that you have seen personally. The chief use of witness or testimony is in law courts. The apostles spoke of themselves as witnesses of Christ and especially of His resurrection. They had seen Him after He rose from the dead. The apostle John claimed, for example, that his witness was true when he said that he had seen blood and water coming from Jesus side on the cross. The purpose of the Gospel according to John is to bear witness to Jesus as the Christ, the Son of God. People like us, who have not seen the risen Lord, speak more accurately if we say that we confess Him.


Jesus did not accept the witness of human beings, because He knew what was in man. He even declined to give independent witness to Himself (Jn 5:31). Yet He had come from the Father in heaven, and the Father supported His witness. He bore witness to what He had seen and heard from the Father (Jn 3:32; 3:11). He was the truth, and the Father had sent Him to witness to the truth (Jn 5:33). He said that the Scriptures of the Old Testament also bore witness to Him (Jn 5:39), and that the works that the Father caused Him to do bore witness to Him (Jn 5:36; 10:25). In the Gospel according to John, Jesus Himself is the only theme of His addresses (Jn 5:31; 8:31-32). In addition, our text says that John the Baptist “came to testify, that is, to testify about the Light so that through Him everyone might believe.”


Some disciples of John the Baptist quickly became disciples of Jesus. However, for quite some time after Jesus’ death and resurrection, there were still find disciples of John the Baptist. One was Apollos, a Jew from Alexandria, who later became a fellow-worker of Paul, and a group of about twelve men at Ephesus, who had been baptised only with the baptism of John the Baptist, and knew nothing about the Holy Spirit. We find him making particular denials in our text. He was not Elijah, not the prophet, and not the Messiah.


John the Baptist’s father Zacharias had called his baby John “the prophet of the Highest,” and Jesus once said that John the Baptist was more than a prophet. When the investigating commission from the priests and Levites asked, “Are you the Prophet?” they meant whether he was the prophet that Deuteronomy 18 foretold, who would be like Moses. John the Baptist answered, “No.” The Jews did not understand that that promised Prophet, who would be like Moses, and to whom the Israelites were to listen, would be the same person as the Messiah. When, at Jesus’ transfiguration, the Father said, “Hear Him!” He was identifying that promised Prophet with Jesus. Of course, John the Baptist said, “No.”


John the Baptist also stressed his inferior role. People expected a slave to do many things for his masters, and a slave’s tasks included undoing and carrying his master’s sandals. John the Baptist said that he was not worthy even to do that. Self-effacement, humility, and reverence are appropriate for us all, because we are sinful, and we should be aware of the great difference between the holy, eternal Son of God and ourselves.


Malachi had foretold that God would send the prophet Elijah before the coming day of the Lord (Ml 4:4). In the Old Testament, King Ahaziah recognised Elijah by a description of his hairy garment and belt of leather (2 Kng 1:8). Perhaps John the Baptist dressed in this way to make it plain that his task was to call people to return to God through repentance, as Elijah had done. Some people at Jesus’ time were convinced that Jesus was this promised Elijah. After His transfiguration, Jesus told His three disciples that John the Baptist had been that promised Elijah (Mt 17:10-13). Mockers at Jesus’ cross deliberately twisted Jesus’ words about God’s forsaking Him as a belated cry of a false messiah for John the Baptist to come. Even today, when Jews celebrate their Passover, they leave a vacant chair in case Elijah returns to herald the coming of their messiah. John the Baptist, in spite of the fact that Malachi had foretold that God would send Elijah (4:4), and in spite of the fact that his task was similar to Elijah’s task, bluntly rejected the thought that he was Elijah in person who had come back from heaven.


John the Baptist was not the Messiah, not the Light; but he had come to bear witness to the Light. Jesus once called John the Baptist “a burning and shining lamp” (Jn 5:35), but this was only one of a series of contrasts to Jesus. John the Baptist was a lamp; Jesus was the Light. Jesus was the Bridegroom. John the Baptist was a friend of the Bridegroom. Jesus was the Word; John the Baptist was a voice. Jesus is God the only Son (Jn 1:18); John the Baptist was “a man” (Jn 1:6). Although Jesus came later in time than John the Baptist, Jesus had been before Him from eternity as God the Son. He denied that he was the Messiah. He pointed past himself to the One who was coming after him.


The expression, “The One who is coming” was a messianic title. John the Baptist was going to restore all things by preparing for the Messiah’s coming (Mt 17:11). John the Baptist was a preacher of repentance. His favourite description of himself as a voice in the wilderness came from Isaiah (40:3), and he included the prophecy that he would proclaim straight and level ways and paths. He meant that people’s hearts had to be penitent. The Pharisees thought that they needed to separate themselves from the Gentiles and return to strict observance of the Law of Moses. Proper preparation did not consist in their striving, but in God’s merciful forgiveness. All genuine calls for reformation of God’s people have begun with a call for repentance.


The prologue of the Gospel according to John begins with allusions to God’s creation as Genesis 1 reports it. Among the chief creative acts of God were light and life. The apostle John took up these in a transferred, spiritual sense. The apostle John said about Jesus, “In Him was life, and the Life was the Light of mankind.” John the Baptist came to bear witness to the Light. God had taken the initiative, and shone in sinful people’s darkened hearts by the light of His Son, so that they believed in Him. Jesus came as the Light of the world, to give true revelation about God and to be the Saviour of sinful human kind and give life.


God was going to give John the Baptist special revelation about the identity of the promised coming One. He would know when he saw the Spirit descending on Him (Jn 1:31-33). By contrast, John told the Jewish delegation, “There is One standing among you whom you do not know.” Saving knowledge can come only through faith in Jesus as God’s Son, the Christ, and the Saviour. Peter’s confession about Jesus, that He is the Christ, the Son of the living God (Mt 16:16) is the heart of our confession of Jesus. He is our Light.


John the Baptist probably deliberately carried out his work in the wilderness. It is a strange place for a prophet to be initially, because there were no people there to hear him. Yet, as God had attached His chosen people to Himself in the wilderness after redeeming them from Egypt, John the Baptist was to begin the restoration of the New Testament people of God in the wilderness, a place of renewal for them. That was where God would again display His signs and wonders, as He had done at the time of Moses, not through John the Baptist, who performed no miracles, but through His successor, Jesus. Yet the truly significant thing was not the place, the wilderness, or the river, the Jordan, but water, in baptism.


Around the time of Jesus, Jews were practising a form of baptism for converts to the Jewish faith, alongside of circumcision. The thinking was that, because the mothers of Gentile people had not presented the appropriate sacrifice for purification on the fortieth day after birth, they and their children continued to be ceremonially unclean. So what was John doing when he offered baptism to people who been practising the Jewish faith all their lives? Well might the official commission of inquiry from the Jewish Council, who knew about Jewish practices of purification, ask, “Then why are you baptising, if you are not the Christ or Elijah or the Prophet?” Pharisees strictly observed the burdensome regulations about ceremonial uncleanness. They did not think that they were unclean. Like Nicodemus, they thought that what John the Baptist was doing was both unauthorised and an insult to Jewish people. They were not Gentile converts! When they refused to be baptised by John the Baptist, they rejected God’s plan for them. They, too, had to learn that the only way for people to prepare for the coming of the Messiah was to repent and be baptised for the forgiveness of sins, like recent converts. 


John made a distinction between his baptism and Christian baptism. The Messiah would baptise with the Holy Spirit. He would offer the Spirit with baptism and through baptism only after He had completed redemption by His death and resurrection. In spite of loose talk today, as though speaking in tongues is a Spirit baptism, both inferior to baptism, and subsequent to baptism, we assert that the gift of the Spirit Himself is among the chief benefits of baptism, together with forgiveness, life and salvation. The baptismal seal of the Spirit is the guarantee of our inheritance in Christ. These benefits are ours by believing in Him.


The apostle John wrote, “so that through Him everyone might believe.” We not only believe in Him, but through Him, yes, even because of Him. The Gospel excludes all thought of merit. A person is worthy of the Gospel of Christ only because he receives it. Our right to stand in God’s presence rests solely on what Christ, very God from very God, has done on our behalf, so that God reckons His righteousness to us through faith. Because of much false talk these days about accepting Christ, we must say that there is often a great difference between accepting and receiving. Accepting usually includes a decision of the will. If a child does not accept that he wants or needs a bath, he receives one nevertheless. Our faith in Christ is not our doing, not our decision, not a good work alongside love and other virtues, but in origin faith is purely passive, although in its nature faith clings desperately to the Saviour. God works faith through baptism, by the working of His gracious and mighty power (Eph 1:19-20; Col 2:12). Faith is the reception of God’s gracious benefits for Christ’s sake, and we praise God that through Christ we believe, and have become heirs of His light and life.


Thank God for John the Baptist’s call for repentance and His witness to Jesus as our Life and Light! Amen.

The peace of God, which is beyond all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.

PRAYER FOR THE THIRD SUNDAY IN ADVENT


O God, Shepherd of Your people, You have led Your flock in mercy throughout long years of promise. You have sustained them, and given them hope through Your Son Jesus Christ. Give us all steadfast faith in Your mercy, that we may rejoice and give thanks each passing day, and be ready for Jesus’ second coming.


In Your presence, we offer You our prayers, petitions, and thanksgiving. Forgive us our sins and wipe out our many transgressions. By Your Holy Spirit renew us with Your gracious gifts.


Open the eyes of those who are spiritually blind. Guide those who are lame and stumbling. Heal those who are diseased in their thoughts, words, and deeds. Lead all people to believe in Him whom You have sent, and to follow the things that are good, true, and lasting, and pleasing to Your Son Jesus Christ.


We pray for Your Church throughout the world. Bless all who preach and teach Your Word, that many more may come to know You as the only true God and Saviour of mankind. Rule over the hearts of all people. Guide the decisions of those in authority, and sit in the councils of the nations, that peace and justice may prevail everywhere.


Bless all who have gathered here today in Your house. Be with those of our congregation who are sick or afflicted in any way in body, mind, or spirit. Grant that in their trials they may learn of Your gracious power, and of Your readiness to help in every time of need.


Pour out Your grace on us all, that we may be enabled each day to show forth the glory of Your name, and to witness to Your saving truth in Jesus Christ, our Lord. Give us these things, and whatever else You know we need, in the precious name of Jesus. Amen.

 

 

