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+ In the Name of Jesus + 
 
Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior Jesus Christ.  Our text is the Holy Gospel appointed for this fourth 
Sunday in Advent, from the first chapter of John. 
 
A voice cries:  In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD; make 
straight in the desert a highway for our God. Every valley shall be lifted up, 
and every mountain and hill be made low; the uneven ground shall become 
level, and the rough places a plain.  And the glory of the LORD shall be 
revealed, and all flesh shall see it together, for the mouth of the LORD has 
spoken. 
 
The prophet Isaiah penned these words some seven hundred years before 
Jesus walked the earth.  And the Gospels in the New Testament declare that 
the prophecy was fulfilled in John the Baptist, son of Zechariah the priest 
and his wife Elizabeth, the son of man who would prepare the way for the 
incarnate Son of God. 
 
John, like Jesus, was a child born as the result of God’s promise.  His 
parents, both well-stricken in years, would never have expected to beget a 
child at their age.  But they brought forth the son who would be the prophet 
of the Most High—who would go before the Lord to prepare his way.  His 
purpose was to give his people knowledge of salvation in the forgiveness of 
their sins, preparing the way of the Lord Jesus. 
 
A miraculous child he was indeed, and a most elevated position was his, as 
the one who had been foretold in the Scriptures.  And yet he was not the 
Christ.  A delegation of Jews from Jerusalem came to him as he baptized in 
the Jordan and inquired of him who are you?  They had heard of his 
preaching and his overwhelming popularity among the people.  Yet John 
confessed and did not deny, but confessed I am not the Christ. 
 
John was not the Christ, the promised Messiah.  But this simple answer 
would not be enough for those who sought his identity as one who preached 



and baptized.  If he was not the Coming One, then who was he to baptize the 
people and preach to them about the kingdom of the heavens?  Such a 
preacher could find himself treading on thin ice with the Pharisees and the 
Sanhedrin.  Who was this man who was preaching a baptism of repentance 
for the forgiveness of sins? 
 
He was the voice who cried out in the wilderness to prepare the people for 
the Christ.  It was he who was to call the wayward sheep of Israel back from 
their godlessness to their Shepherd who would forgive their sins.  He was 
the forerunner of Christ who preached that the long-awaited Messiah was at 
hand, and that salvation to them had come. 
 
The attentive churchgoer will have noticed by now that, in the Advent 
season, we hear almost as much about John the Baptist as we do about Jesus.  
Two of the four Sundays focus on him.  In the communion liturgy, the 
proper preface for Advent even speaks of our Lord Jesus as the one whose 
way John the Baptist prepared, proclaiming him the Messiah, the very Lamb 
of God, and calling sinners to repentance, that they might escape from the 
wrath to be revealed when he comes again in glory.  John receives such 
attention because it is in this season that we prepare our hearts and minds for 
our observance of the Nativity of our Lord.  The people of Israel needed 
preparation for the coming of the Messiah.  In the same way it is proper for 
us in the Christian church to prepare our hearts for his return in glory, 
through repentance of sin and faith in Christ to forgive. 
 
John prepared the way of Salvation, who is Christ Jesus.  As the voice of one 
crying in the wilderness, it was his task to make straight the paths made 
crooked by the sins of men and their straying from the sheepfold of God.  
The valleys had to be lifted up, and the mountains made low.  That is, the 
comfortable and secure sinners who did not acknowledge their iniquity had 
to be cut to size with the Law; and the poor, tormented sinners had to be 
soothed with the Gospel of the forgiveness of sins. 
 
Such is the preaching of repentance and forgiveness to this day, yet John’s 
preparation of the people was different from our preparations in the church.  
John preached a repentance that was a turning from unbelief in preparation 
to receive the Incarnate Son of God.   We celebrate this Incarnation, the birth 
of our Savior Jesus, at Christmas—the Festival of the Nativity.  And we hear 
the words of John the Baptist who prepared the way.  We hear his message 
of repentance and the forgiveness of sins, and confess that we are by nature 



sinful and unclean—that we sin daily against our Lord in thought, word, and 
deed.  And we receive the call to repentance. 
 
But our repentance is not one of coming out of unbelief, but rather as Luther 
describes Christian repentance in the Catechism:  contrition and faith.  You 
are the baptized and the redeemed.  And yet your earthly life is a constant 
cycle of repentance and forgiveness.  Contrition is the sorrow over your sins.  
Your conscience bothers you when you know you’ve sinned against God 
and you neighbor.  It eats away at your soul because God’s Law is written 
on your heart.  But repentance also includes faith in Christ Jesus to forgive 
you your sins. 
 
John was not the Christ, as he confessed to his inquisitors.  But there was 
and is a Christ to whom he pointed and whose way he prepared—Jesus.  
John preached to crowds and baptized, but he was not the Coming One who 
would bear the sins of the world in his body and atone for them.  Of all men 
born of women, there was none greater than John the Baptist, but he was 
unworthy to even loosen the strap of Jesus’ sandal.  John was not the Christ, 
but he strived to make the Christ known.  He was six months Jesus’ senior, 
yet he acknowledged Jesus as the One who was before him.  He pointed to 
him and said Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. 
 
Hear the words of John, and receive the One whose way he prepared.  
Receive the One who in the fullness of time came to his people to redeem 
them.  Confess your sins and abandon your prideful desire to earn favor with 
God.  Prepare your hearts for reception of the Word made flesh, who came 
to his people even though they did not receive him.  Believe his word.  Eat 
his body.  Drink his blood.  Be forgiven.  For you he died.  Your death he 
defeated.  Your soul he has cleansed.  Your peace he has won.  Your 
everlasting salvation he is and gives.  Heaven is yours. 
 
The peace of God which passes all understanding shall guard your hearts 
and minds in Christ Jesus. 


