
1 

Who Is John, Really? 

Matthew 11:2-10 

Trinity Lutheran – Kearney, Missouri 

December 15, 2019 – Third Sunday in Advent 

† † † † † † † 

In the Name † of the Father and of the Son and of the 

Holy Spirit. Amen. In this morning’s Gospel our Lord 

Christ commends and praises St. John as a Godly man – a 

man who wasn’t fearful of carrying out the work he had 

been sent to do – the work of preparing people for the ar-

rival of the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the 

world. That was why our Lord spoke the words He spoke 

to those Jews who were standing nearby while He was 

answering the disciples of John who had come to Him 

with a question – a question as to whether or not He was 

the long-promised Messiah. Jesus said to them concerning 

John: “What did you go out into the wilderness to see, a 

reed shaken by the wind, or a man dressed in soft cloth-

ing? What did you go out to see, a Prophet? Yes, I tell 

you, and one who is more than a Prophet.” 

The reason Jesus spoke these words is because most of 

the people of His day had entirely missed the point of 

John’s mission and work. When John came to them, they 

didn’t bother asking who he was. Instead some perceived 

him as a swaying reed, as a “dandy” clothed in soft gar-

ments, or perhaps even a Prophet. But – as Jesus told them 

– John was neither a swaying reed nor a man in soft cloth-

ing – and he was certainly much more than a Prophet. He 

was rather, the messenger of whom it was written by the 

Prophet Isaiah that he would go before the Lord to prepare 

the way for His arrival. That was why Jesus preached 

these words to them – so that they might finally recognize 

St. John for who he was – and in the process, understand 

more fully his mission and calling. And so that this might 

happen, our Lord presented three images of how the Jews 

actually thought of John – none of which described him 

accurately. 

First, Jesus says, some viewed John as a reed swaying 

back and forth in the wind – an agent of human wisdom – 

someone who spoke of material, temporal possessions – 

things which are always changing, transitory, and fleeting. 

But Jesus says, “No! This John isn’t a swaying reed.” Yet, 

most of us – geared as we are to the things of this world – 

and hoping, as we all do from time to time, for the appear-

ance of an earthly kingdom – would very much prefer 

preachers who speak only of temporal, transitory, tempo-

rary kingdoms. But John preached a heavenly kingdom – a 

kingdom which neither death nor the devil can demolish. 

We would more often than not prefer the sorts of preach-

ers who are willing to accept our bribes – who, for silver, 

gold, or flattering words, would readily say whatever we 

want to hear. These are the swaying reeds – preachers 

who risk neither life, reputation, nor earthly advantage, 

but accommodate themselves to the desires and demands 

of the itching ears of their hearers. John was a different 

sort of preacher. Persistent in his demand that people re-

pent of their sin and return to God, he spoke out and never 

kept silent in order to win people’s favor. He dared to tell 

it like it is. 

In the second place, some of these Jews perceived John 

to be the sort of man who ought to go about in fine cloth-

ing. But, Jesus reminds them that John wasn’t clothed in 

luxuriant garb. His clothing was rough, coarse and simple. 

He wore a camel’s hair pelt, and went about barefoot and 

bareheaded. There were many who would have gladly ac-

cepted John’s preaching and Gospel if only he’d been 

willing to live up to their expectations with regard to his 

appearance – so long as he complied with their opinion of 

what he ought to look like! Yet consider this: if all that 

was true in John’s time, how much worse is it in our own 

day? 

If a “gospel” is preached that accommodates people’s 

felt “needs” and supports their lifestyle, it’s likely to be 

seen as acceptable. But, if such preaching attempts to cru-

cify and kill the old Adam – as the Law most certainly 

must do – and if a person’s life and limb are put at risk for 

the sake of this Gospel – then people are repulsed by it 

and have no stomach for it. Everyone, it seems, is all for 

the Bible and the Gospel – until it starts to interfere with 

the way they want to live their lives! That’s why Christ 

says of St. John that his manner of dress reflected his 

preaching – which was neither soft, tender, nor catered to 

sinners bent toward self-gratification and wanton living, as 

is the custom of the world. Instead, John’s sermons were 

an earnest, piercing two-edged sword that often caused 

pain rather than pleasure. 

In the third place, some Jews perceived John as a 

Prophet. But, Jesus reminds them, John was much greater 

and more worthy of esteem than any other Prophet before 

him. While the Prophets of old predicted what would 

come to pass in the future, John was sent to identify the 

Messiah personally, face to face – in the present. After 

hearing John, the Jews no longer should have been waiting 

for the Christ to appear, because He had already come and 

was there in their midst. John was simply the messenger 

who had come to prepare His way. Seeing Jesus after 

hearing this messenger, these Jews should have known 

that the Lord was nigh. 

This sermon of Jesus, then, was a necessary sermon for 

these Jews to hear, because their destiny was literally rid-

ing on John’s words. Here’s the bottom line: they would 
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be lost if they failed to heed John’s message, or eternally 

saved by embracing his words. It was predetermined that 

the old regime of the Law instituted and ordained by God 

through Moses – with its rules, priesthood, and ceremo-

nies – should cease and be replaced by a different king-

dom. And now the Ruler of this kingdom was at hand, 

ready to usher it in. That’s why it was necessary for the 

Jews to recognize this King and place themselves under 

His reign. John was simply sent to point them to this king-

dom and its arrival. 

This is why our Lord Christ was so careful to point the 

Jews back to John’s message. Jesus wanted them to pay 

close attention to John’s words, for John’s words pointed 

them clearly to Him as the long-promised Messiah. The 

devout Jews listened to John when he told them: “Behold 

the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world.” 

And when they understood that this Messiah was at hand 

and standing amongst them, they were astounded and 

gladdened to know that the promise which God had once 

delivered to their forefathers had finally been fulfilled. 

Others, however, threw everything to the wind – both 

Christ’s warning and John’s witness – and in the process 

turned their back on God’s plan of salvation. 

It’s for this reason Jesus admonishes His hearers to be 

attentive to the words of John. For when they asked John 

if the Messiah had come, he answered them, saying, “Yes, 

He has come. Even now He is at hand, and soon you will 

see Him step forward and preach. Indeed, He is already 

here.” When they heard John’s words, they should have 

said, “Then let’s go see who He is!” And had they done 

that, they surely would not have missed Him. For after 

John’s preparation our Lord Christ did come forward – as 

John foretold – began to preach the Gospel of the King-

dom of God, and performed many miracles. But because 

these Jews were unwilling to listen to or believe John’s 

preaching, they missed seeing Jesus as the world’s Messi-

ah – even though John had certainly given them sufficient 

warning. 

The purpose of this Gospel for you, dear Christian, 

isn’t that you might look with scorn upon those who re-

fuse to receive Jesus as Messiah, rather it’s been delivered 

to us so that you might not make the same mistake they 

made – because, by nature, we are all just as inclined to 

reject Christ as they were. That’s why John continues to 

witness and preach among us here in the Scriptures – even 

as he formerly witnessed and preached among the Jews. 

And what’s more, God has continued – right up to this 

present hour – to call pastors to carry on in the office and 

spirit of John, so that his word of warning might be passed 

on to a whole new generation of sinners: “Behold, the 

Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world – the 

One who alone is the only true Savior.” Such preaching as 

this must continue until the Day of Judgment, for although 

the speakers may change, yet the same sermon, and the 

same finger with which John pointed, must continue to 

direct sinners to Christ as the Lamb of God who has come 

to save them. 

Ultimately, it boils down to this: If you hear and re-

ceive John’s preaching, and follow where his finger is di-

recting us all, then you will not miss the Lord. But if you 

reject this preaching and ignore his pointing finger, you 

will also miss Christ Jesus, our Lord. False Prophets will 

come – and the Word of God will be lost to many. People 

may say they’re seeking after God and His will, but they 

won’t be able to find Him so long as they ignore John’s 

direction and Godly guidance. There is no other way, and, 

there is no other preaching than this preaching of St. John 

which points us to Jesus as the only Savior of sinners and 

the only Hope for fallen mankind. If you choose to neglect 

John’s finger and preaching, then for you, all will be lost. 

So listen again to what Christ is saying here to the 

Jews: “You perceive John to be a reed, a man in soft 

clothing, or at best, a Prophet. But he’s no reed, no dandy 

in fancy garments, nor even a Prophet. Rather, just as a 

herald precedes his prince and shouts at those along the 

roadway saying: ‘Make way, for the prince is coming,’ in 

the same way, John is the forerunner of your prophesied 

King and Messiah, Jesus Christ.” Look up,” says John. 

“Note well the One I’m pointing to with my finger. He is 

your King. If you receive Him, you have God, life, heav-

en, and everything else – but if you refuse Him, you are 

lost.” 

Receive anew then, dear Children of God, this witness 

and preaching of John – for that One whom the Baptizer 

points you to with his finger is the true and only Messiah 

and Savior. To have Christ in our midst with Saint John’s 

preaching and pointing is a great treasure which few fully 

appreciate. Therefore, you must each be careful to hold 

onto it without wavering – for in the end if this Treasure is 

lost, it is lost forever. When the time comes for you to 

yield up your spirit and enter into eternity, know this: St. 

John will be leading the way – pointing with his preaching 

and finger, pointing to Christ – whose Word, Baptism, 

Absolution and Supper sustains those who are His unto 

life eternal. May it always be so, for Jesus’ sake. 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. 

 


