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It’s our third year with the sanctuary bedecked with rose, but it still sticks out and maybe even shocks, much as the 
corresponding candle in an otherwise blue circle stands out. The rose stands out like John the Baptist. It is no ordinary 
color, and so it is that it is used on the day we hear of no ordinary man. Dwelling in the harsh Judean wilderness amid 
beasts. Clothing and a diet that none of us would choose for ourselves. Most unusual of all is that he did not play 
favorites. All the crowds, the hoi polloi, were bid to repent of their sins and receive baptism. But so also were the Pharisees 
and scribes with their high learning and self-confidence. No watered-down call to them. The demand just as stern, just as 
necessary. And Herod and his adulterous shack-up? All of Hollywood does it, not even just the celebrities anymore, just 
about everyone nowadays. No matter that it’s the king. No matter the polls show its acceptance. John lets loose that fiery 
bolt: “Repent.”  
 
No, he’s no reed shaken by the wind. He doesn’t test the cultural waters to tweak his preaching or tone down his rhetoric. 
He’s no man in soft clothing, doesn’t seek favor with his hearers to guarantee a comfortable living. He sits in prison, 
surrounded no longer by the beasts of the animal kingdom, but the monsters locked up in the neighboring cells. John is a 
prophet, after all. And so he is like all the other prophets of old. Joseph with his dreams, cast into a pit and sold as a slave. 
Elijah, driven off into the wilderness and a foreign land by threats of death. Jeremiah, thrown into a muddy well. Isaiah, 
likely the one the Book of Hebrews speaks of being sawn in two (11:37).  
 
John, like all the prophets of old, will not bend to what is popular, to what men want to hear, and so they seek to break 
him. He stands out like a rose candle on an Advent wreath. He is as strange-looking as a church decked out in pink. Not 
just because he is a prophet, but because he is more than a prophet. As much as the people went out to see a man who 
made no accommodations, no compromises, who cared nothing for his own comfort or image, they went out to see a 
prophet, something Israel had not seen for four hundred years. Not only not seen, but not heard, not since Malachi’s 
prophecy ended: “Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and awesome day of the LORD 
comes. And he will turn the hearts of fathers to their children and the hearts of children to their fathers, lest I 
come and strike the land with a decree of utter destruction” (4:5–6).  
 
Prophets are not sent to be seen as much as they sent to speak. Granted there was John’s unusual appearance, along with 
that of many of the other prophets who did various actions to illustrate their preaching. If you feel bad for John and his 
strange attire and diet, he’s in good company, and perhaps got the better end of the deal. Isaiah had to walk around naked 
for three years. Ezekiel was told by God to cook his food over human dung and, mercifully, after Ezekiel’s cry of despair, 
God said he could just use cow dung. But even these visible acts served to underscore what the prophets proclaimed.  
 
This is how John really sticks out, above and beyond all other prophets. And like the hue of today’s rose, lightened from 
the penitential blue or violet, he sticks out for a most joyous reason. Jesus says that John is the messenger sent by God 
before the face of the Lord, sent to prepare His way. The word translated as messenger is the word that is also translated 
as “angel.” “Angel” is a job description. The beings that we call angels are called that because of what they do – they bring 
messages, such as to the shepherds outside Bethlehem. This is why in Eastern iconography, John the Baptist is often 
shown with wings. He is the angel promised in Malachi chapter 3. He is Elijah the prophet, spoken of in Malachi chapter 
4. He is Elijah not in his person, but in his office, preaching to prepare the way, to turn hearts in repentance.  
 
John is the prophet above all prophets, “more than a prophet,” because he makes ready the way of the Lord. And he 
does it even as he languishes in prison, directing us in midst of doubt, pain, and fear, to the Christ; the One who gives 
sight to the blind, strength to lame legs, restoration to leprous flesh, who opens deaf ears, gives life to the dead, and who 
preaches the good news, the Gospel, to the poor.  
 
Jesus goes on to say that John is greatest among those born of women. But as great as he is, John is still a sinner. The 
most stalwart preacher and prophet doubts, is uncertain. That is nothing new. Moses, the most humble of all people, grew 
arrogant and sinned. David, the man after God’s own heart, went after lust. Even bold Elijah who defeated and 
slaughtered the prophets of Baal, ran with his tail between his legs when threatened with the same fate. And so we should 
not be surprised that mighty John, greatest of all those born of women, who got not just to speak of the Christ but to 
point his finger to Him as he spoke, that he wondered if he got it right. Yet even in this moment of weakness, he directs 



us by his question to Jesus. Even as he must decrease unto death, He directs us to Jesus who shows that He indeed is the 
Christ because He does what the Christ was prophesied to do. 
 
That is the good news given to the poor. That is the source of our joy which stands out in a world that is beset by terror 
and has gone stark raving mad. Stand and confess the truth. Do not seek to curry favor with men. You might get thrown 
in prison. You might lose your job. Your children might not speak to you again. You might not get to see your 
grandchildren. It doesn’t matter. Because Jesus is who He says He is. He has shown Himself to be the Lord, the eternal 
Son, sent by the Father to suffer far more than mean tweets, the silent treatment, far worse even than being left in prison 
and eventually beheaded.  
 
The kindly gaze of the Father turned away from Him. Where God causes even the sun to shine and rain to fall on the 
unjust because of His mercy, He turned a blind eye to His own Son. Jesus was rendered incapable of walking because nails 
were driven through His feet. The corrupting stain of your sin was placed upon Him, making Him far more repulsive in 
sight than leprosy or the wort teenage breakout. His ears were stopped up by silence from His Father and jeers from 
wicked men. Finally, His very life was snuffed out. And He rose vindicated. By suffering all this He has atoned for us all. 
This is the good news. This is what has been accomplished, satisfying all the longings of Israel, fulfilling all the promises 
of the prophets. It is done. That most unusual of prophets, the greatest of them all has done his job, has made the way 
ready for the Lord and He has come as long promised. 
 
This, then, is the source of joy for John even as he sits in prison. It is also the source of joy for you. It is an unusual joy, as 
strange as that rose candle. It stands out. It stands out in this world because you do not despair. You look and see creation 
coming undone and you see your redemption drawing near. You hear words and unlike the words of all others, you find 
them far from empty, and they never have to be backpedaled or fact-checked. You see bread and wine and you recognize 
far more.  
 
So also, your joy stands out even as you see your own weakness and sin in yourself. Your joy stands out even as you 
contend against the darkness of your heart, for it is lightened by Christ’s gracious visitation. The one in whom you hope 
and trust is the right one, Him and no other. John was not finally delivered from Herod’s prison. But he was sustained by 
the joy that he had done his job, the Redeemer of the world had come and would accomplish all that needed to be done. 
And so John was delivered from this vale of tears, entered into eternal joys. May God grant us such faith to trust in the 
One whom John proclaimed, the One who has come for us. 


