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One Among You 

 

The Word of the Lord from John 1:26: “John answered them, “I baptize with water, but among 
you stands One you do not know…” This is the Word of the Lord. 

 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 

 
“Who are you?” 

 

That‟s the question John the Baptist hears. He‟s got the diet and fashion sense of Elijah, and he‟s 
out in the wilderness preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. He‟s an odd duck in 

so many ways, but with a message so compelling that all of Judea is going out to see him. “Who are 
you?” they ask, and it‟s especially the priests and the Levites who are sent to find out. It may be an 

honest “Who are you?” sort of question; it may be more of a “Who do you think you are?” sort of 

question. The Bible doesn‟t give us the tone of voice, just the words.  
 

It also gives us the answer. John says, “I am not the Christ.” That‟s big. There‟s still that 
expectation that God will faithfully send the Messiah, and there always seem to be false christs running 

around. Could John be the One—or the other? No. John himself puts that one to rest. “What then? Are 
you Elijah?” No, says John, he‟s not Elijah back from his whirlwind tour of heaven. They‟re getting warm, 

though. “Are you the Prophet?” No. Getting cold: John isn‟t a second Moses. The last thing these people 

need is more Law—John‟s been preaching to them how bad they are at keeping the Law they‟ve got.  
 

Guessing games are wearisome, and they press harder: “Who are you? We need to give an 
answer to those who sent us. What do you say about yourself?” So John gives the answer: “I am the 

voice of one crying in the wilderness, „Make straight the way of the Lord,‟ as the prophet Isaiah said.” 

 
Now, that‟s sayin‟ something. John‟s not the Messiah, but if he‟s the Voice prophesied in Isaiah, 

then the Word is on the way. The Messiah is drawing near. He comes with comfort, with tender words, 
with double pardon for all of their sins.  

 

So John‟s preparing the way—the way of the Lord, no less. But what‟s up with the baptizing, they 
ask. John answers, “I baptize with water, but among you stands one you do not know, even He who 

comes after me, the strap of whose sandal I am not worthy to untie.” The baptism is part of the 
preparing, the straightening of the paths and the leveling of mountains and valleys. Everyone is to 

repent. Everyone is to be baptized. No one is excluded—the Messiah comes for all. 
 

There‟s a startling announcement in that answer: John says, “among you stands One you do not 

know.” The Messiah isn‟t coming soon: He‟s there. The Lord is with them, among the crowd. The day has 
finally come. But…who is He? They don‟t recognize Him: nobody stands out. There‟s no one with 

“Messiah gravitas” or a glow of glory about him. This shouldn‟t surprise them: the same Isaiah who 
prophesied the voice in the wilderness also declared that the Messiah would have no special form, 

majesty or beauty that would make Him stand out. What an odd situation: the Lord is there, being 

Immanuel as promised, but they have no idea who He is. 
 

How will they find out? You know what happens in the very next verse after our text: “The next 
day [John] saw Jesus coming toward him, and said, „Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of 

the world!‟” That‟s what the Voice does: he speaks to reveal the Christ to all who will hear. 
 



+++ 

 
So who are you, O pastor? The expectations run rampant. Therapist. Computer technician and 

copier maintenance guy. Event coordinator. Chief Executive Officer. Fundraiser. Snow shoveler.  
 

The expectations upon the pastor are many: some okay, others completely unrealistic. And those 

are just the expectations others put upon you: you have expectations for yourself, too. You like to see 
success you can measure: I know I do, which is always a dangerous desire when you‟re dealing with 

matters of faith. You find yourself in situations that few others encounter—mixed up in events that are 
way beyond your control; and you might feel helpless and ineffective while they‟re happening, and then 

you blame yourself when all you see is failure at the end.  
 

There‟s yet another set of expectations, objective ones: your call document. Give it your best 

shot at fulfilling it, but remember that it‟s all Law. Your call document always accuses. 
 

So amid all these expectations, let‟s get this straight, this answer of who you are: you‟re a voice.  
 

You‟re a voice in the wilderness, with thorns and thistles: you‟re not in the Promised Land of 

heaven yet.  
 

You‟re a voice, not the author. Like the apostles, you‟re sent out to repeat what the Lord has said 
in His Word.  

 
You‟re a voice. You‟re not Elijah. You‟re not here to do great works, call down fire from the 

heavens and raise the dead. Fire from heaven never saved a single soul, anyway: but the Word which the 

Lord entrusts to you to speak is the power of salvation to all who believe. 
 

You‟re a voice. You‟re not another Prophet Moses who‟s here to give the people more laws to 
follow. God knows that they do a terrible job with the Law He‟s given them already: that‟s why He sends 

you to warn of sin and comfort them with double pardon for all their iniquities. A whole bunch more rules 

and guidelines may make for a tidier life and better morale, but that‟s just tidier path to hell.  
 

You‟re a voice called to make the path straight. You preach the same Word to all who will hear. 
The theology of the world says that God views different people differently, and you can tell it all by how 

their life is going; but that‟s a theology of glory destined for the rubbish heap. You speak the Word: the 

Word flattens mountains and raises valleys: it declares that all face God‟s wrath for their sin apart from 
Christ, and it declares that God offers eternal life to all for the sake of Christ.  

 
So if you feel useless and ineffective for being a voice that proclaims the Word, repent. (Grab a 

nap too, if you can; it never hurts.) You ought never be dismayed for being faithful to your vocation. The 
Spirit is at work in the Word He gives you to proclaim. It‟s your job to sow the seed; He‟s the one who 

does the harvesting. The devil is going to do everything he can to get you off message and shut you up. 

Even if you see no results, you have the Lord‟s Word that the Gospel you proclaim sends him scurrying 
away, for the ruler of this world is already judged.  

 
If you feel that the Word is useless, ineffective and in need of your innovation and addition, 

repent. The Lord doesn‟t need your innovation to save anybody—He doesn‟t need you either, for that 

matter. To add to the Word that the Lord has given, or to disguise it, always leads to the same 
conclusion: the Gospel is lost. The people aren‟t forgiven. Addition here is the worst subtraction of all. 

The devil will always push his theology of glory on you so that you think you‟re successful when the 
numbers are up. It ain‟t necessarily so: sowers sow in all kinds of soil. If you‟ve got a fertile patch, thanks 

be to God for the privilege and keep speaking. If you‟ve got some weeds and rocks, thanks be to God for 
the privilege and keep speaking. 



 

Keep speaking, because you take the Word seriously: “How then will they call on him in whom 
they have not believed? And how are they to believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how 

are they to hear without someone preaching?” (Romans 10:14) Here is the great joy you have in the 
office you hold. Though the Lord doesn‟t need you, He chooses to use you. To a world of restless souls 

who know Law and condemnation but no Savior, like John the Baptist you say, “He is among you.” 

Better, “The Lord be with you.” Better yet, “I baptize you in the name of the Father and of the Son and 
of the Holy Ghost;” or, “Take and eat: this is the true body of your Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, given 

unto death for your sin.” The Lord Jesus is not far away, but as near as His Word: but people will not 
know without a voice, and you have the privilege of pointing to the means of grace and proclaiming, 

“Look! The Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.”  
 

It is for them, and it is for you. Your status before God‟s face is never built on numbers, 

statistics, success stories or anything of the sort. It is founded on Christ, the Lamb of God who takes 
away the sins of the world—who takes away your sins. Be of good cheer, brothers: as you proclaim 

“Christ is born for you” to others, hear that Christ is born for you, too. As you declare that Jesus has 
redeemed them, rejoice that that Word is Gospel for you as well. The Lord is among you too, for you too, 

in His means of grace; and so, in the name of Jesus, I forgive you all of your sins. 

 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 

 

 


