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Preparing for Jesus: St. John 1:19-28
Sermon for Advent IV (December 21), 2008
It’s a wonderful thing to see little children on Christmas Eve so excited about the coming of Santa Claus and the prospect of seeing and opening their Christmas gifts.  Their expectations are sky high.  And they will have trouble falling asleep on Christmas Eve, anticipating with great excitement that thud on the roof, that tinkling sound of sleigh bells, or that “Ho ho ho” of merry St. Nick cutting through the night air.
The Jews living in the Holy Land in the years just before the birth of Jesus were also in a state of great excitement.  Rumors were flying that the Messiah, the great Davidic king predicted by Isaiah and the other Hebrew prophets, was about to appear and usher in a new era of peace, justice, prosperity, and freedom for God’s people.  The Messiah would demolish the hated Roman rule over Judea and Jerusalem, and the Jews would emerge victorious and respected by the nations of the earth.
We can see this Messianic expectation in our Gospel reading for today, when emissaries are sent from the religious authorities in Jerusalem to find out just who this strange man John the Baptizer is.
“Are you the Messiah?” they ask John.
“No,” he responds.
“Are you Elijah or the prophet whom Moses predicted would one day come?”
Again, John said, “no.”

“Who are you, then?” they asked.
“I am the voice of one crying in the wilderness, Make straight the way of the Lord.”
Here John is quoting from Isaiah 40:3: “The voice of [one] that crieth in the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the LORD, make straight in the desert a highway for our God.”
John the Baptist was a straight shooter.  He told the truth about himself and did not claim to be something he wasn’t.  He stands in contrast to many in his day as well as ours.  Ours is an age of self-promotion, a time when the news is filled with people attempting to get every possible personal advantage out of their position.  We see many examples today of people who are not what they say they are.
Who are you?  That is an important question.  John the Baptist was a faithful witness who gave truthful testimony about his identity.  He said his job was to prepare the way for the coming of the LORD.  And what he did was to preach a message of repentance and then to baptize in the Jordan River those who confessed their sins.
John’s message was that it wasn’t enough for the Jewish people simply to claim their status as God’s chosen people, the descendants of Abraham.  Rather, they had to take personal responsibility for their lives, to examine themselves, to recognize their sins and to step forward and confess their sins, and then to receive baptism by John.

This is exactly the same pattern we too need to follow today.  We need to examine ourselves in light of the Ten Commandments as well as Jesus’ explanation of them in the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5-7.  We need to recognize where we’ve fallen short and then to confess our sins and ask God’s forgiveness.  You can do that privately with God, during the General Confession we are about to say together in the Holy Eucharist, or you can come to me for sacramental confession and absolution.

Advent is a wonderful time to do some spiritual housecleaning.  If you haven’t done this during the previous three weeks, start to do so today.  Use the time between now and Christmas to come clean with God.

John the Baptist’s message was that folks need to prepare themselves for the coming of the Messiah.  And that’s also the message of the Advent season as well as the manner in which all Christians should live: watchful and in a state of readiness.  One reason for this is that once the Messiah, the Lord Jesus Christ, appears, it will be too late to prepare.

So let’s use the time we have, starting right now, to prepare our hearts and souls and minds and bodies for Jesus.
