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Rev. Karen Freeman, Dec. 8, 2019, Advent 2:  Romans 15:4-13, Matthew 3:1-12 
 
 

John the Baptist is quite the odd character. Not only is he renowned for 

having baptized  Jesus Christ, but also for his taste in clothing made 

from camel’s hair with a leather belt around his waist.  This seemed to 

be what all the stylish prophets wore – if you look up 2 Kings 1:8, you 

will find the prophet Elijah described as wearing a garment of hair with 

a leather belt around his waist.    

 

It’s intriguing how much John the Baptist lines up with the prophets 

who came before him.  John had a sense of urgency in his proclamation 

that the kingdom of heaven has come near.  If you look up Malachi 4:5, 

you will find Malachi proclaiming the message God gave him that 

preparations were indeed underway for the coming Day: “Lo, I will send 

you the prophet Elijah before the great and terrible day of the Lord 

comes.” 

 

And the mysterious connections continue between John the Baptist 

and the prophets of old.  Take John’s choice of location for his 

preaching, for example.  According to Matthew’s account, John didn’t 

go into the city center or the temple or the shopping mall, which 

possibly would have been obvious places for prophetic speaking.  No, 

he took himself off instead to the wilderness.   
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I can imagine John the Baptist saying to himself, “I must call people to 

repentance, and I know just the right spot to do it: out in the middle of 

nowhere!”  But if you look up Isaiah 40:3, you will find another 

interesting link between that prophet and John:  from Isaiah, “A voice 

cries out: ‘In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight 

in the desert a highway for our God.’”   

 

And so the paradox that is John the Baptist continues to be revealed.  

John had a baptism ritual that was full of symbolism.  According to 

Matthew’s account, John washed people by immersing them in the 

river Jordan.  And if you look up Isaiah 1:16, you will find the prophet 

Isaiah instructing God’s people to prepare for God’s coming kingdom in 

this way: “Hear the word of the Lord:  Wash yourselves, make 

yourselves clean; remove the evil of your doings from before my eyes.”  

 

John the Baptist is an enigmatic figure, but it helps when we pick up 

these clues from the words of the Old Testament prophets. 

 

I made fun before of the fact that John went out to the middle of 

nowhere to proclaim his message.  But actually the Baptizer clearly had 

a magnetic effect on the ordinary people of his day.  According to 

Matthew, people from Jerusalem and all of Judea were going out there 
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to see him and to hear him and to be baptized by him in the river 

Jordan, confessing their sins. 

 

John’s opening words were spoken with conviction:  “Repent, for the 

kingdom of heaven has come near.”  But when he saw the Pharisees 

and Sadducees coming for baptism, he confronted these spiritual and 

public leaders head-on, insulting them to their faces, accusing them of 

being a brood of vipers! These were people obsessed by maintaining 

public order and decency – just imagine how offended they must have 

felt – the audacity of John the Baptizer – reinterpreting their dearly 

held rules and regulations and proclaiming new things in the name of 

God!   

 

The Pharisees and Sadducees were curators of sacred traditions, both 

God-ordained and man-made; they were the lawful children of 

Abraham.  But John’s boldness is unrelenting as he claims, “God is able 

from these stones to raise up children to Abraham.”  John goes on to 

warn them, “Even now the axe is lying at the root of the trees; every 

tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown 

onto the fire.”  Whoa!  This seems almost cruel!  But the truth is, the 

gospel of repentance is sometimes hard to proclaim.  And parts of the 

gospel message can be really difficult to hear.   
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Paul writes in our reading from Romans 15, “Whatever was written in 

former days was written for our instruction, so that by steadfastness 

and by the encouragement of the scriptures we might have hope.”  

When Paul mentions the scriptures here he’s talking about the Old 

Testament, because the New Testament hadn’t yet been compiled.  But 

we can apply this to the New Testament as well – through the 

endurance that is taught in the Scriptures and the encouragement they 

provide, we can have hope. 

 

So where is the ‘hope’ in our Gospel message today about John the 

Baptist?  It’s about preparation, and preparation requires hope.  We’re 

preparing for Christmas with the hope that we will discover a renewed 

sense of meaning for our lives when we recall the event of the birth of 

Christ.  We’re preparing for our new Bishop’s visit in January with the 

hope that we will faithfully represent and celebrate with her all that is 

good about Grace Church.  And John the Baptist prepares the way for 

the Lord, because he has hope in the power of repentance.  The hope 

that we have in repentance is that Christ has come, Christ has risen, 

and Christ will come again.  Our work as his followers is to continue to 

prepare the way for the coming of the Lord.   May the God of hope fill 

you with all joy and peace as you trust in Jesus Christ, so that you may 

overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.   

 
Some material for this sermon has been adapted  from Leslie J. Francis and Peter Atkins “Exploring Matthew’s Gospel” Chapter 2. 


