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Grace to you, and peace, from God our Father, and 
from our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. Around 
40 years or so ago, the teachings of the “Church Growth 
Movement” began making inroads into our Missouri 
Synod. Initially it was thought that there were certain 
things we could do as a Church to make people feel 
more comfortable – so that ultimately we’d have more 
visitors, and hopefully more members. This idea 
seemed quite appealing at first blush, because on the 
outside – especially in its infancy – the Church Growth 
Movement looked quite innocent. After all, what con-
gregation wouldn’t like its membership to grow so peo-
ple’s lives might changed for the better? In the begin-
ning this movement focused on what could be changed 
without affecting the teaching of the Church. For in-
stance, who could argue with the observation that more 
people might be willing to get out of their cars on a 
rainy day if the parking lot was paved – or if there was 
an overhang on the building where passengers could be 
let out of the car without getting wet? 

But sadly this movement in our Synod didn’t remain 
innocent for long. Soon people began to think perhaps 
other changes could be made. For example, since we 
know that some folks feel uncomfortable with the Lit-
urgy, we were told to consider adding a “contemporary 
service” so that “outsiders” would feel more “at home.” 
Some thought it would be a good idea if the formality 
of Liturgical worship was changed as well. Some 
thought robes and vestments didn’t resonate with the 
laid-back lifestyle of the people of our day. So for the 
sake of the unchurched there were those who ex-
changed their robes for a three-piece suit – or maybe 
even khaki slacks and a polo shirt. Next it was suggest-
ed that we sing easier songs with simpler melodies, ra-
ther than solid hymns from the hymnal which are some-
times more difficult or unfamiliar even to long time Lu-
therans. The message was: “Remove whatever barriers 
you can remove, and people will come!” 

As the movement “matured” – if you can call it that 
– its bad ideas soon turned to bad theology. For the sake 
of growth, people had to redefine who they were. As a 
prime illustration since most don’t like to hear that 
we’re sinful, may have wronged our neighbor, or that 
our lives apart from Christ might actually be an abomi-
nation to God, it was felt that we could get more people 
to come to Church by removing the emphasis in our 
preaching on the subjects of sin, death, and the power 
of hell. Since some are offended by the Biblical teach-
ing that Jesus is the only Savior and Hope for fallen 

mankind, we were advised, that at least in our worship 
services, we ought to play down that aspect of our faith. 
And while that might be what the Bible teaches, we 
wouldn’t want to step on someone’s toes by suggesting 
God might not make an exception in their case. 

Then along comes John the Baptizer raining on our 
parade. John didn’t play the games of popular religion. 
He didn’t dress fashionably when he preached, but in-
stead wore the garments prophets have always worn – 
because John, first of all, is a prophet. He didn’t ever 
pretend to be “best buddies” with those to whom he 
preached. Rather he knew he’d been called by God to 
be His voice – and with that he would have to content 
himself. John didn’t lay down an asphalt driveway, or 
build a Church in the part of town that was growing. He 
didn’t even go where the people were. He preached not 
in Jerusalem, Jericho, or Bethany, but in the wilderness 
of a desert. He wasn’t the least bit concerned with mak-
ing people comfortable, but rather said to them: “Re-
pent, for the kingdom of God is at hand. Produce fruit 
in keeping with repentance. And don’t say to your-
selves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ You brood of 
vipers, who warned you to flee from the coming 
wrath?’” So much for warm, inviting, comfy worship. 

Yet, ironically, people still went out to hear John 
preach. People from Jerusalem, Judea and the whole 
region of the Jordan came to hear John because of a 
rawness within them that needed to hear what John was 
saying. They came because others had heard John 
preach, and they wanted to hear him for themselves. 
They came because John spoke God’s eternal truth to a 
people whose religion had become riddled with lies. 
They came because John was a Prophet who had a 
reputation for shoveling away all the horse manure of 
their popular religion, looking them straight in the eye 
and saying, “Thus saith the Lord!” John preached God’s 
living, powerful Word – a Word he was confident 
would not return empty. God’s Word was what drew 
the people to John, revealed their wickedness, com-
pelled them to confess their sins and to receive the free 
gift of eternal life and saving faith in the waters of Holy 
Baptism. 

Dear Christian, your enemy, the devil, will never 
stop trying to convince you that there has to be some-
thing more to the Christian faith than what you receive 
here. “There has to be something more than the Word 
you hear in this place,” he hisses, “something more than 
the bread and wine you receive at this Altar.” The world 



  

around you isn’t going to stop hating you because you 
have the audacity to say that Christ is the one and only 
Way to eternal life. Indeed, more and more people in 
our own Church body have begun to despise you – and 
will continue to despise you because of our careful at-
tention to God’s Word – because of our unwillingness 
to compromise the truth and purity of our confession in 
even the smallest way. More and more in these last 
days, dear Christian, you’re going to see that “fashiona-
ble Christianity” is growing in its hatred of you because 
you stand immovably upon the Rock of God’s Holy 
Word, founded on “the Apostles and Prophets, with 
Christ Jesus Himself as the Chief Cornerstone.” 

What are you to do? Listen to John the Baptist. Lis-
ten to the “voice of one calling in the wilderness: ‘Pre-
pare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for 
Him.’” Let John prepare the way for the Lord in your 
life by preaching the Word and only the Word. No mat-
ter how fiercely the winds of change might howl, em-
brace and cling to this Word with the realization that 
it’s the Holy Spirit alone who causes God’s Church to 
grow. Through this mighty Word, He empties hearts, 
pulls down idols, lays sin bear, reveals the utter futility 
of living life apart from Christ, and replaces that empti-
ness inside you with the fullness of God’s Son. 

The Church grows, you see, not by making people 
more comfortable, but rather by wrecking and destroy-
ing every comfort of this fallen world. And it’s this 
wreckage which lays down the straight path that pre-
pares the way for Christ enter your heart. This vacuum, 
this wilderness, this empty space – that’s what’s created 
by the stark realization there’s nothing you can do your-
self to prepare the way for Christ to enter into your life. 
And it’s through the preparation of John preaching to 
you about the death that awaits you because of your sin 
that enables Christ to come into your life as true God 
taking on human flesh, born of the Virgin Mary. This is 
the One whose sandals no preacher is fit to carry, the 
One who brings to you the second part of repentance – 
not the fear of God on account of your sin, but rather 
faith and hope in the mercy of God on account of this 
suffering, dying, crucified, ever-living Son of God. 

That’s why people came to John “confessing their 
sins, and were Baptized by him in the Jordan River.” 
Here, dear children of God, here is the release God pro-
vides for you. Here is your God-given escape from the 
wrath which is to come. Here is where the death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ is poured out into your life 
in abundance. Here is where the Christian life is spent: 
in a Baptism of water, a Baptism of God’s Word, a 

Baptism, as John calls it here, “with the Holy Spirit and 
fire.” This Baptism is the womb in which God creates 
Christians, and this Baptism is the belly in which you 
must live until you are fully born to eternal life. 

Dear Christian, don’t come to this pulpit looking for 
someone to “affirm your goodness,” or to pat you on 
the head and say: “I’m okay, you’re okay” – because 
you won’t hear that message from me. Don’t approach 
this Altar hoping that here you will made to feel com-
fortable, but come only in search of comfort. What 
you’ll find here in this place aren’t words to cushion 
your backside, but rather the only thing which can calm 
your troubled soul. Hear then this life-giving Word of 
God. Taste the forgiving body and blood of Christ in 
the Sacrament, given and shed for you. Make the sign 
of the cross each day when you awake in the morning 
and return once again to your Baptism, remembering all 
those things God has done to save you. And in all of 
this rejoice that God has already begun to produce in 
you “fruit in keeping with repentance.” 

Pray also that the world and Church around you 
would likewise listen to these same words of eternal life 
which John speaks. But even if the world refuses to lis-
ten, even if everyone you care about refuses to listen, 
you dare not change your tune, cease speaking, or cast 
aside this Word of God – for to be sure, real life with a 
few in a lifeboat is far better than death with many in a 
sunken ship. Let the world hate you if they must. Let 
them tell you you’re wrong. Let them call you any in-
sulting thing they can think of. Only do not return to 
Jerusalem – that is, to the popular religion of this world 
which surrounds us on every side. Rather stay here in 
the wilderness with John, because he’ll point you to 
Jesus while others will try to send you somewhere else. 
“Every tree that doesn’t produce good fruit,” says John, 
“will be cut down and thrown into the fire.” But God 
has called you, dear Christian, to be an “oak of right-
eousness, a planting of the Lord.” God is producing 
good fruit in your life – fruit in keeping with repent-
ance. And because it’s God who’s producing that fruit, 
you have His assurance that you’ll neither be cut down 
nor cast into the fires of hell, but instead gathered up on 
the Last Day like valuable wheat, safely delivered to 
eternal life through our Savior, Jesus Christ. On that 
you may be sure, because God has promised it for the 
sake of His Son. Amen. 

 And now that peace of God, which passes all under-
standing, will keep your hearts and minds in that one 
true faith in Christ Jesus, unto life everlasting. Amen. 

 


