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Sermon, 3rd Sunday of Advent, Year B, December 13, 2020, Jane A. Beebe 
 
“May the God of peace himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and soul and body be 
kept sound and blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. The one who calls you is 
faithful, and he will do this.” (1 Thessalonians 5:23-24) 
 
 

Several times John the Baptist is asked, “Who are you?” The underlying 

question is, “By what authority are you baptizing?” There is something so 

centered, so clear about John. He realizes that who he is, is not the central question, 

nor does it answer why he is baptizing repentant sinners in the Jordan. It is the 

identity of the one that is to come, the one who, as John says, is not yet known that 

consumes him. He has come to testify to the Light. The priests and Levites sent to 

question John refer to Elijah and “the prophet,” asking him if that is who he is. 

However, they do not ask if John is the Messiah.  

Wonderfully it is John who uses that term—and then only to deny that it is 

he. John the Baptist points to all the things he is not in order to point definitively to 

Jesus’ identity. John confesses that he is not the Messiah; he is not the prophet cast 

in the mold of Elijah or Moses. By his testimony John the Baptist takes the focus 

off himself; he steps to the sidelines with purpose. As Paul tells us in 1 

Corinthians, “God chose what is low and despised in the world, things that are not, 

to reduce to nothing things that are.” (1 Corinthians 1:28)  

John’s actions made me think of the technique of chiaroscuro in drawing and 

painting. Shadows are used—sometimes dramatically—to heighten the effect of 
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light on the subject of the artwork. John has deliberately put himself on the edges, 

not claiming any particular role for himself. He has come to point to something 

else, to be a witness to the Light: Jesus’ light. John’s wish is that we would be 

prepared to look at what is now in the foreground. 

Those who came to question John are not willing to leave without an 

answer. They ask once more, “Who are you? Let us have an answer for those who 

sent us…” (John 1:22) When John finally does give his answer, it is not to identify 

specifically with a well-known prophet or other leader. He says, ‘“I am the voice 

of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of the Lord,’” (John 

1:23) He has chosen to allow God to speak through him, lending his voice to God’s 

purpose. John refers directly to Isaiah 40, the passage we heard last week. The 

scroll of Isaiah was written over 700 years before Christ. Yet with John’s 

familiarity with these words, they come down to us with immediacy, and all the 

urgency that John conveys in his ministry of proclamation and baptism. It is hard 

not to feel chills when I hear these words in this context. 

Last week we heard how a highway in the desert could be made smooth so 

that God could come to us, and that we in turn could return to God. John goes to 

the wilderness to cry out. I am imagining that, in the wilderness, sound is 

unimpeded. In the clear air the message can go directly into the ears and hearts of 

those who are willing to hear. There is that line from Psalm 19 that has made its 
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way into a majestic chorus in Handel’s Messiah: “Their sound is gone out into all 

lands…” John’s words come hurtling through space and time to prepare us as well. 

Our collect today asks God to “stir up your power…” John’s voice does this for us. 

The portion of Isaiah that we hear this morning is another of those passages 

that I find compelling. (Serendipitously we just read Isaiah chapter 61 in Bible 

study this week). In the Gospel of Luke, we are told that Jesus reads these very 

words from the scroll of Isaiah in the synagogue: “The spirit of the Lord is upon 

me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor…” (Luke 4:17-20) 

After Jesus finishes reading, he sits down, and declares, ‘“Today this scripture has 

been fulfilled in your hearing.”’ Again, this passage almost always causes my hair 

to stand on end. In today’s parlance we would probably say, “He dropped the 

mic!” John points to the truth that Jesus is the “anointed one.”  

 

One of the first things I did after starting to drive again was to go grocery 

shopping. In the process I bought a small tree to put in my window. I love real 

greenery because of the scent. I enjoyed simply having the undecorated tree inside. 

I am back to walking again, but there were a few weeks when it was hard to be out 

for very long. Gazing at something green soothed my soul. Last week I decided it 

was time to add lights. The string of white lights I had were burned out. I realized 

that I had actually had these lights for more than twenty-five years. Target was 
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beginning to be sold-out of decorations already. I did manage to find a couple of 

strings of clear lights. On the tree they went!  

This time of year when daylight doesn’t last long, it is a wonderful tradition 

we have of bringing the light inside. I also love how they look from outside. 

Maybe some of you have favorite neighborhood drives to take to look at the lights. 

When I lived in Iowa and learned about some of the Scandinavian traditions 

around Christmas, I learned from a friend that Denmark has the highest per capita 

use of candles in the world. To celebrate our current season of Advent we light one 

candle each Sunday until they are all shining. We approach this season in hope that 

light—and the warmth that comes with it—will return. I suspect it is a basic human 

longing to look for what lights our way. 

The Gospel of John can seem abstract, even mystical, in the way that this 

Evangelist depicts Christ. And yet light is real for us. It is necessary for the life and 

growth of many living things. We have learned that our emotional health, too, is 

affected by light. It seems only natural that our need for light would so closely 

mirror our need for God. Our passage from John today begins with verse six of 

chapter one. Verse five is this: “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness 

did not overcome it.” On the third Sunday of Advent the Light of Christ has come 

that much closer to us. John the Baptist has gone out into the wilderness ahead of 
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us, using his voice to assure us of—to witness to—that reality. Jesus’ light will 

transform, heal, comfort, and literally enlighten us.  

“O Come, thou Dayspring from on high, and cheer us by thy drawing nigh; 
disperse the gloomy clouds of night, and death’s dark shadow put to flight. 
Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come to thee, O Israel!” 


