
THE SERMON – ADVENT 3, December 15th, 2019. 

Isaiah 35: 1-10; Song of Mary; James 5: 7-10; Matthew 11: 2-11. 

Have you ever experienced going to a film, a play or a concert which you have really wanted to see, 

or read a book which people have raved about and then felt let down and disappointed when you 

actually experience it?  Somehow it doesn’t / hasn’t come up to expectations. 

Or, there is the person that you may have spoken to on the phone a lot and you have built up this 

mental picture of what they look like from their voice and then you meet them and they are nothing 

like you imagined them to be. 

One wonders if this is something of what John went through with Jesus. 

Tradition tells us they were cousins, that their mothers visited when they were pregnant, but perhaps 

they hadn’t met each other as adults. 

John’s Gospel tells us: 

“This is he of whom I said, 'After me comes a man who ranks ahead of me because he was before 

me.'  I myself did not know him; but I came baptizing with water for this reason, that he might be 

revealed to Israel."  And John testified, "I saw the Spirit descending from heaven like a dove, and it 

remained on him.  I myself did not know him, but the one who sent me to baptize with water said to 

me, 'He on whom you see the Spirit descend and remain is the one who baptizes with the Holy 

Spirit.'” 1   

So, when Jesus came for baptism, John may not have recognised him until in faith, he was able to 

testify to what he saw - the Spirit descending from heaven upon this Jesus of Nazareth. 

Time has passed between our reading last week, which focused on John baptising in the wilderness, 

proclaiming that one would soon follow him who was greater; and today’s reading which finds John 

in prison. 

John, imprisoned, staring at the four walls of a dank and dark cell, instead of the fresh, sunlit expanse 

of the Jordan valley … with time to ponder. 

Had he made a mistake?  Was Jesus the One, the Messiah? 

Certainly, to the religious authorities of his day, Jesus was far from what was expected of the long-

awaited Messiah!  He certainly did not conform to the popular messianic expectations of the time 

and he probably didn’t fit John’s. 

John’s message had been one of repentance, calling people away from how they had been living 

their lives, calling people back to God. 

We know that Jesus ate and drank and associated with sinners and tax collectors (11:19).  Why was 

Jesus doing such deeds that were so offensive to some?  What was the “logic” behind his actions?  

To know that, we need to listen to his words.  What was Jesus ‘saying’ by eating and drinking and 

being a friend of sinners and tax collectors? 2 

Jesus said; "Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick; I have come 

to call not the righteous but sinners." 3 

He associated with those who were outcasts, touched those who were unclean, spoke with Gentiles, 

and gave dignity and self-worth to women and children, and yet criticized those in authority, the 

scribes and Pharisees.  He certainly didn’t endear himself to those who would have been in the best 

position to further his cause.  And so, John is left wondering if this really was the great One.   

In this morning’s reading from Isaiah, the prophet shares a vision of the coming of the Lord: 

“Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped; then the lame shall 

leap like a deer, and the tongue of the speechless sing for joy.” 4   

What was the message that Jesus sent back to John? 



“the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are 

raised, and the poor have good news brought to them.  And blessed is anyone who takes no offense 

at me.” 5  

Then Jesus turns his questions on those before him: 

“What did you go out into the wilderness to look at? … What did you go out to see?” 

What drew them to John, what was it that they were looking for, yearning for?  What did they want 

to hear? 

Some message of hope in a world full of oppression?  Divine light in the spiritual darkness? 

Our readings this week do bring us hope, and joy.  Not yet the sweet innocent joy of the baby in the 

manger, but the deep joy of the exiled remnant of God anticipating returning to Zion as fast as their 

feeble knees will allow them; the courageous joy of the young Mary who glimpses that in her “Yes” 

to God, is the raising up of the one who will make real the promises of God; and the relief of John 

the baptiser in hearing the evidence of the one he baptised, was indeed the holy one of God, making 

real the promises of God in this broken world. 6 

Jesus may not have been the kind of Messiah that was expected, but he was the Messiah God sent. 

What are our expectations as we approach this Christmas?  How have we prepared ourselves for 

our encounter with the baby born in a stable? 

Each year we meet again this miracle.  Have we changed?  Have our expectations changed?  Will 

we be disappointed as we meet again the baby who grew into the man who changed the world? 

I close with some works of encouragement from James: “Be patient .. until the coming of the Lord. 

… be patient, strengthen your hearts for the coming of the Lord is near.” 7 

The Lord be with you.  Amen. 

Revd Sally Buckley tssf 

December 15, 2019. 
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