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In the name of the Father and of the † Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
In the wilderness around the Jordan River John the Baptist was “making waves,” and not just in the river 
itself. He dressed like a prophet, wearing a garment of camel’s hair and a leather belt around his waist. He 
preached like a prophet, proclaiming God’s Word of Law and Gospel with an unwavering spirit to all 
alike. He showed no partiality. He showed no fear.  
 
And the people noticed. St. Matthew tells us that “Jerusalem and all Judea and all the region about the Jordan 
were going out to him, and they were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins” (Mt 3:5-6). John 
made quite the splash, and the ripples of his ministry were reaching all over the place. In fact, the people 
were so impressed by John that they made more of him than was right. St. Luke reveals that “[All the 
people] were questioning in their hearts concerning John, whether he might be the Christ” (Lk 3:15). “Could John be 
the Messiah, the branch of Jesse’s tree, the son of David, the King promised of old, who will save us from 
our enemies and rule us in justice, righteousness, and peace” (cf. Jr 33:14-16)? So they wondered. 
 
And not only did they wonder. From St. John, the evangelist, we just heard that also the Jewish leaders 
wondered. “[The] Jews from Jerusalem sent to [John the Baptist] priests and Levites in order that they might ask 
him, ‘Who are you?’” (Jn 1:19). The church leaders, the Pharisees, the priests, the teachers and shepherds of 
John’s day, also wondered about John. They wanted to know, “Is John the Christ?” 
 
Now, at this point John the Baptist could have made much of himself. He could have made a grab for the 
Messianic title. After all, he already had quite the following, and the people seem to have been ready to 
jump on board. Even the leaders in Jerusalem might have gone along with it. Unlike his cousin Jesus, John 
had been born under less questionable circumstances, and he was the son of a well-respected priestly 
family. He could have been a pretty successful Messianic pretender. 
 
But John was not interested in that in the slightest. He was not out at the Jordan to make a splash for 
himself. He was not out to glorify himself or make his own name great. He was there to magnify the Lord 
and make His name great. Rather than getting in the way of the true Christ, John did everything to get out 
of His way, so that the others could see Jesus more clearly! 
 
And so, John’s crystal-clear confession: “He confessed, and did not deny, but confessed, ‘I am not the Christ’” (Jn 
1:20). Before they could even ask out loud, John removed the question from their minds. Not only that, but 
John refuses any other name or title with which they hope to label him: “’What then? Are you Elijah?’ He 
said, ‘I am not.’ ‘Are you the Prophet?’ And he answered, ‘No’” (Jn 1:21).  
 
Now, it’s true that Jesus later calls John the Baptist “Elijah.” In Matthew 11:14, for example, Jesus says to 
the crowds concerning John, “[If] you are willing to accept it, he is Elijah who is to come.” In addition, the angel 
of the Lord tells Zechariah, father of John the Baptist, that John “will go before [the Lord] in the spirit and 
power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the just, to make 
ready for the Lord a people prepared” (Lk 1:17). But when John tells the priests and Levites that he is not Elijah, 
he is not contradicting our Lord or our Lord’s messenger. He’s simply answering in a very literal way so as 
to avoid any confusion. For, although John was the figure like Elijah, promised by the prophet Malachi, 



 2 

who would come before the Lord to prepare His way, and though he had the spirit and power of Elijah, he 
was not Elijah himself come back to earth after being taken up into heaven by the whirlwind. This is what 
the Jews may have thought, and so John is giving them a crystal-clear confession. “No, I am not the Elijah 
who was taken up in a whirlwind.” 
 
Neither was John the Prophet like Moses whom God promised in today’s Old Testament lesson. That 
Prophet turns out to be none other than our Lord Jesus of whom the Father says, “Listen to Him” (Lk 9:35; 
cf. Dt 18:15). 
 
“No,” John says, “I am none of those. Rather, this is what I am: ‘I am the voice of one crying out in the 
wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of the Lord,’ as the prophet Isaiah said’” (Jn 1:23). John, by his own estimation, 
was only a voice. He did not come to call attention to himself. For what good would that have done for 
him or anyone else? For “all flesh is grass and all its beauty is like the flower of the field… The grass withers, the 
flower fades, but the Word of our God will stand forever” (Is 40:6, 8). John and any earthly glory or gain that he 
could have had would eventually have passed away and come to nothing. So too, any of his disciples, 
would have perished if he had not remained true to God’s call. 
 
So, instead, he prepared the way for the One who ranked before him. At the Jordan River in the midst of 
the crowds stood a man, Himself in the form of a servant, meek and lowly, flesh and blood like us, but 
hidden in Him was all the fullness of God. Hidden from the eyes of the crowds was the Lord Himself. The 
eternal Word, through whom all the world was made, that Word was made flesh and dwelt among us (Jn 
1:14). To Him would John point with his finger and say, “Behold! The Lamb of God who takes away the sin of 
the world” (Jn 1:29). John prepared the way of the Lord by pointing the crowds, the priests, and Levites to 
the Way, the Truth, and the Life. “Not I, but this One, is the Christ. He is the Lamb of God.” He, the eternal 
Word and Son of God, is the Way to the Father because only by His death are our sins removed, and only 
by His death is our death undone. Only through Him may we be reconciled to the Father and have 
everlasting life. 
 
John knew this, and so John did not want to get in the way. He did not want people to get the wrong idea. 
He didn’t want to gain glory for himself. He only wanted to point faithfully to his Lord and Savior so that 
people like us might hear his witness, repent of our sins, and believe in our Lord Jesus, the Christ. 
 
That would be enough application for us today: simply to hear the witness of John the Baptist, to be called 
away from any false Lord or false Christ or false gods, to repent, and to continue on the Way with our Lord 
Jesus Christ. 
 
But John does give us something else to ponder today, and that “something else” is in his quotation from 
Isaiah: “I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of the Lord’” (Jn 1:23). Surely, 
we understand from this that John himself was that voice prophesied by Isaiah. He was the one who 
prepared the way of our Lord Jesus by making his path straight—by preaching repentance and working to 
remove any and every obstacle to faith in Jesus, including the people’s false ideas surrounding John 
himself! 
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But, if we look at the King James translation of that same Isaiah passage, we might notice something 
helpful. The King James goes like this: “The voice of him that crieth in the wilderness, Prepare YE the way of the 
LORD, make straight in the desert a highway for our God” (Is 40:3). “Prepare ye” means that John is the voice 
that cries, “YOU make straight.” “Y’ALL make straight.” That “ye” brings out more clearly the Greek and the 
Hebrew, and that “ye” is a command word for all of those who hear John’s words to make straight the way 
of the Lord. 
 
In a sense, then, John is calling us to imitate him. Just as he prepared the way of the Lord by removing all 
obstacles to Christ, including himself, and by pointing clearly to Christ, so are we to do. Just as he was not 
out for his own glory but to give glory to Christ in everything that he said and did, so, too, are we to do. 
 
So, let us examine and ask ourselves today, “How might I be getting in the way of Christ? How have my 
actions, my words, or lack thereof, hindered my witness to Christ? How have I hindered others from 
following Christ? Perhaps I have been so concerned of how I look in the eyes of this world, that I have 
avoided talk of Jesus at all costs. Perhaps, in order to get along with others in my own family and so as not 
to face rejection by them, I have been silent regarding someone’s need for repentance. Perhaps I have not 
done the hard work of gently rebuking my brother or sister in Christ. Rather than caring more that they 
hear the Word and have opportunity to repent and receive Christ’s forgiveness and eternal life, I have 
cared more about my earthly relationship with that person, which I know will someday perish.” Or, as a 
parent, “Perhaps I have set up stumbling blocks for my own children. Perhaps I have let other things 
obstruct the way of the Lord, keeping my child from receiving His Word in the midst of this congregation. 
Perhaps, by a poor example, I have magnified and glorified other things over and above Christ, so that my 
child has been misled to believe that something else is more important.” Or, as a congregation, “Perhaps 
we haven’t always prioritized faithfulness to Christ and His Word above everything else. Perhaps we have 
been judging ourselves based upon worldly standards of success rather than faithfulness to Christ. And, in 
doing so, perhaps we have kept ourselves from paying attention to what matters above all else: our Lord 
Jesus and His Word.” 
 
If so, then let us hear the words of John, “Repent!” That is, “turn around!” Let us forsake these sins and let 
us take refuge in our Lord Jesus, who will never despise a broken and contrite heart! 
 
And now, as those who follow Him, let us “bear fruits in keeping with repentance.” In other words, 
“Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make ye straight His paths.” Let us leave today, praying that the Lord 
would give us a spirit like John, so that we might boldly and clearly confess Jesus Christ in our words and 
in our actions; that we might work to remove any impediment to following Christ in our own lives and in 
the lives of those whom we are called to love; and that, like John, we may give all glory to our Lord Jesus 
Christ. God grant it for Jesus’ sake. 
 
In the name of the Father and of the † Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
  


