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Very few things are contained in all four Gospels. Only one miracle is in all four: the feeding of the 5,000. All four
contain the events of Holy Week. But that is about it, save for one other detail. All four associate John the Baptist
with the words of Isaiah’s prophecy. He is “the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, “Make straight the way
of the Lord.’” The Lord later calls John the greatest of those born of women (Matt 11:11). It is by John’s hand that
the Anointed One, the Messiah, is marked for the beginning of His ministry of righteousness, in which He will fulfill
all righteousness by being the sin-bearer. Of all the prophets who pointed to the Lord with their words, John alone is
given the privilege of pointing with his very finger as he says “Behold the Lamb of God that takest away the sin of
the world!”
Hark, the herald’s voice is crying
In the desert far and near,
Calling sinners to repentance
Since the kingdom now is here.
The kingdom of God, God in the flesh, the long-promised One has come. The promises stand fulfilled. The promise
God first gave in the Garden to Adam and Eve, the promise given to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, to David, through
Moses, Isaiah, and all the prophets, has come to pass. The waiting is over. The 400-year silence since Malachi is
shattered by John’s finger and voice. That is why the crowds flock to John. That is why the religious leaders of the
people of Israel seek John out to speak with him. He is preaching and baptizing for the forgiveness of sins. He is
doing things that no one else has.
Is he Elijah, the prophet who famously stood against and rebuked Ahab and Jezebel, who mocked and showed the
prophets of Baal to be the servants of a false god, who ascended into heaven alive, and who was said to return before
the Messiah’s coming? No, John says. He is not Elijah. That is not whom they are to seek. Is he the Prophet, the one
whom Moses spoke of in Deuteronomy 18, who would be raised up by God from among the people of Israel, who
will speak the very words of God, and be not just like Moses, but greater? No, John says. He is not the Prophet. “Who
are you,” then, they ask. “What do you say about yourself?”
It is to this question that John quotes Isaiah’s prophecy. “I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make
straight the way of the Lord.’” They are not to seek John. It is not about John. John is only a voice, calling attention
to the far greater one. Who is John in and of himself? He is not the Christ. He is not the greatest but the least. He
would direct your eyes not to himself, but to the One whose way he prepares. Who are you or I in ourselves? How
often we seek to make ourselves the greatest; to have the final word, the trump card, the loudest shout. But John
would teach us to speak only of the Christ. He is here. Make straight, prepare the way, fix your eyes on Him.
What is astounding and sad in this episode from John chapter one, is that those who knew the Scriptures, the priests
who acted out, who visibly depicted, the promise of the coming perfect, once-for-all sacrifice of the spotless Lamb of
God every time they slaughtered the animals for the altar of the temple, the Levites, who stood by as assistants and
witnesses to this, who guarded all the things of the temple, all of which pointed to the Messiah, they have to ask John
who he is. And when John says that he is but the voice, and that the Messiah has come, he goes on to tell them that
they do not know the Christ. He stands among them, as one of them, alive and on the scene, but unrecognized. And
they do not ask who this is, where they can find Him that they might receive Him. They, presumably, go back to those
who sent them, the Pharisees, the ones who not only don’t receive the Lord, they actively oppose Him.
The religious leaders of the Jews claimed to be the true believers, that they honored God and waited in eager
expectation for the Messiah. John shows this to be a farce. And it is a warning for us, it is a call to repent. It is entirely
possible for us to say that we need to Keep Christ in Christmas, remind people that Jesus is the Reason for the Season,
and yet not recognize Him. The heavy burden of preparations and customs that we do every year can bring glad hearts
and happiness. It is a time of many treasured family traditions. But it can all easily convince us that a “real”
Christmas, a Christmas that “feels” like Christmas, is entirely dependent upon us, and our getting done what we need
to.

In this sense we cannot be too unhappy with the world and its corruption of this season. For the world it’s about
partying and awkward gift exchanges, teaching children to behave so they can get more stuff from an invisible
magical man, it is about manufacturing the perfect Christmassy moment. That is entirely consonant with the world,
what it values, and how it thinks. It treasures emotional feelings, material possessions, and fun times. So many things
to seek, but not the Christ, the One who stands in our midst.
It is far more difficult as a Christian to live in this world, to enjoy the good gifts of creation, family, friends, and the
customs that accompany the season, even rejoice in the coming of the Lord as a babe in Bethlehem, it is hard to do
that and not be tempted to lose sight of the Christ who has come to us today, who stands in our midst today, who
would bid us recognize Him chiefly as He comes to us in His Word of absolution and in the Holy Communion. There
can be no better preparation for the coming Holy Day, no better way to celebrate on that Day, than to come and
receive Christ’s body and blood. That is one of many reasons that the Sacrament is offered every Sunday in the
Advent and Christmas seasons. Above all other things, have this, the hearing of His Word, and the receiving of His
Sacrament, be the heart and center of your preparations and your celebration of Holy Christmas.
Here is where the Lord stands in our midst for us. He has come. Not just in time so many years ago, but today. The
one whom the prophets saw from afar and longed to see, the very body that was born of the blessed Virgin and
nestled in the manger’s hay, is once again acclaimed before your eyes and by your lips as the Lamb of God that takest
away the sin of the world. He would make you His manger today, to dwell in midst of you, to unite Himself and all
that He has and is to you. Unlike everything else in this world, here the burden is not on you, not your best
preparations, or manufactured sentimentality, it is not about how pleasing or deserving you have made yourself to
God.
Like His birth in time, it is His gracious act toward you, toward your brothers and sisters in Christ. Yes, they, your
fellow Christians, are His manger too. In our exhaustion and frustration, our family drama, and church business
tensions, we would easily forget that the Lord whom we adore as Savior and who dwells in us dwells also in them.
But faith teaches us to recognize the Lord in all the places where He has promised to be: chiefly in His Word and
Sacrament. But also in one another.
O come, Desire of nations, bind
In one the hearts of all mankind;
Bid Thou our sad division case,
And by Thyself our King of Peace.
Because of this, because of what He has done and what He bestows upon us, we rejoice, we take heart in midst of this
holy season. We bear with one another in love. We receive one another as we would receive the Lord Himself,
exalting not ourselves, nor seeking our own glory. Like John we are but a voice, confessing and giving witness to the
Christ who has come to save us, who comes even now to deliver that salvation to us, and who will come again to
disperse the gloomy clouds of night, and to put to final flight even the dark shadows of death itself.
Come, Lord Jesus, our Emmanuel! Come quickly!

