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Last week we talked about how there is a certain hope that comes about through the season of Advent. 
The world has been broken for a long time: each age and era of life has had trials and tribulations. The 
prophets called out on behalf of God and expressed a belief that God was at work in the world. Some 
specifically taught that God would bring light into the darkness of the world. 
 
In our passage from Isaiah today we see a call that is reflected again in our gospel passages. A voice 
cries out from heaven for the prophet to proclaim the work that must be done: hills, mountains, and 
valleys need to be leveled while the way for God’s promise is to be made straight in the wilderness1. 
The promise proclaimed by prophets throughout the Hebrew Scriptures is to be fulfilled, but first this 
work must be done.  
 
The way must be prepared, yet how can such work be done from such a place of brokenness? The 
prophet Isaiah points out the difficulty well. Isaiah is called to proclaim the time has come for God’s 
work, but Isaiah seems to struggle with the challenge ahead. In Isaiah 40:6-9, Isaiah tells us plainly that 
a voice is calling for action and preparation, but the people… It seems like they are not up to a task of 
this enormity.  
 
Isaiah says the people called to this task are like grass or flowers. In the summer, the flowers are in 
bloom everywhere and grass seems to be endlessly growing, but Isaiah knows the simple truth. You 
can see it out the window today. The fall has come and gone, winter is at our doorstep, and that 
endlessly growing grass is stilled. The flowers of summer have come and gone, their seeds have been 
scattered or plucked up, and there is little out the window that does not cower before the might of the 
frost, snow, and wind.  
 
This is the challenge we face this Second Week of Advent. There is a great need in the world—the 
world needs God’s promised grace, but the way is not ready. The world needs Emmanuel to truly be 
present: the dark world needs Light, the dry world needs the Living Water, and the hungry world needs 
the Bread of Life. Before these things can happen, the way needs to be prepared. Something needs to 
be changed in the story we are sharing and long ago God had a plan. 
 
To put it in modern terms, the world needed a hero. Perhaps you are thinking that the hero the story 
needs is Jesus. Jesus is usually the hero in a lot of our stories, but not in this case. Before Christ can 
enter the scene, something needs to change. Those valleys need to be raised up, the hills leveled, and 
as Isaiah has already shared, the people are like grass.  
 
Christian theology has taught throughout the church’s history that there was one individual who needed 
to prepare the way in particular. Today, we call that man John the Baptist. We talk about John a couple 
of times every year. He’s the strange man who spends his time in the wilderness who upset the local 
king’s family by calling for repentance. Jesus Himself would say that John was one of the greatest 

1 Isaiah 40:3-5 



people who had ever lived and say that John’s ministry was the culmination of the efforts of the 
prophets.  
 
Jesus’ said that John was no weed blowing to and fro in the wind. If the world’s problem is that the 
people are like grass, John is no wispy plant blowing in the wind. John prepares the way for Christ and 
His story can help to prepare our hearts for Christmas. 2 
 
Now to be clear, John does not prepare the way for Christmas by giving us dieting advice or telling us 
about the latest Christmas fashions to put under the tree.3 I am not a nutritionist, but I would 
recommend a more balanced diet than wild honey and insects. I am not a clothing designer, but I 
personally believe that camel hair is neither comfortable nor practical. The mere fact that I believe 
clothes should be comfortable and practical probably shows any potential career I could have as a 
clothing designer would be short lived, but take my advice: don’t dress in camel hair and leather this 
Christmas.. 
 
I point these things out to do more than simply make a joke or two. John does help us get ready for 
Christmas, but it is not with something external. The funny thing about John is that he eats strange 
food, wears strangely uncomfortable clothes, and speaks plainly about what is necessary to prepare 
the way. For as strange as John is in the wilderness, John is still the one that people come to in order 
to be baptized. Despite all the weirdness on the outside, John is good on the inside. The people are 
drawn to John. His baptism may simply be a baptism of water, but John’s baptism calls to people. 
 
It is strange, as we know John comes from a weird place. John is the son of an elderly couple who 
have lived faithful lives. Zechariah and Elizabeth are past the age where you would expect them to 
have a child, but that is exactly what they are promised by God. 
 
Zechariah was a lowly priest. His service as a priest meant that he would head to Jerusalem to serve 
on occasion and we are told that Zechariah was chosen by lot to serve in the temple by offering 
incense. Zechariah did what was expected of him and went to offer incense while the people prayed. 
We are told something of Zechariah by his reaction to what happens.  
 
Zechariah is offering incense when suddenly he is approached by the angel Gabriel with a message. 
Zechariah does the truly normal and proper thing in my opinion: Zechariah freaks out. He is described 
as being terrified and I think that’s a fair reaction.4 
 
The thing we often skip past as Christians is the fact that nobody is supposed to be in this holy place 
except Zechariah. You would be startled if you were suddenly facing someone standing there in front of 
you in a place that is almost always empty and is specifically supposed to be empty. The angel tells him 
not to be afraid, but fear is an honest response. Frankly, so is questioning what is happening right in 
front of you when an angel appears out of nowhere. 
 
For his doubts, Zechariah is silenced until John is born and named. Zechariah remains quiet even as 
his wife’s cousin Mary arrives pregnant despite not being married. Zechariah sits and listens as his wife 
proclaims something amazing about his wife’s first cousin once removed who will be named Jesus. 

2 Matthew 11:7-14 
3 Mark 1:6 
4 Luke 1:8-20 



Zechariah is silent as the world shifts around him. When the time comes, Zechariah remains silent as 
John is named. John writes to confirms Elizabeth’s words and suddenly everything changes. Zechariah 
finally speaks: In Luke 1:76- 79, Zechariah says of John:  
 

And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most High; 
    for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways, 
to give knowledge of salvation to his people 
    by the forgiveness of their sins. 
By the tender mercy of our God, 
    the dawn from on high will break upon us, 
to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, 
    to guide our feet into the way of peace.” 

 
Zechariah’s words proclaim what is necessary. The world is broken and filled with unpassable chasms. 
Whether you call it brokenness, sinfulness, or corruption, the world is not as it should be. The people 
are divided from God’s promise, stuck in the darkness, and there is no hope. Into this moment, 
Zechariah sends his son John. 
 
What is John to share? John is known for preaching repentance, but Zechariah tells us John’s work will 
lead to a revelation of tender mercy. John is known for being an abrasive prophet in the eyes of the 
powerful, but Zechariah describes John’s work as preparing a way for God’s people to walk in the way 
of peace. John is no wild growth blowing to and fro in the wind: John is the one who prepares the way 
by proclaiming that God is coming near. 
 
In our lives, it is important to remember that God is still coming near. We all have places where we feel 
like there is darkness and struggle. There are challenges that we each face and times when it seems 
like there is no mercy in our world. There are struggles that can cause us to lose hope, to lose faith, 
and to see only darkness. We all have our challenges. 
 
God is still coming near. Long ago, when it seemed like there was no place for hope, no way of peace, 
a strange man arrived in the wilderness and proclaimed that there was hope, light, and life. John may 
have baptized with water, but Christ would baptize with the Spirit. Such promises are still as fresh and 
relevant for us today as they were long ago.  
 
If you’re facing a dark time this Advent, please know that God is with you. The promises that God 
makes are not empty promises. God followed through in love when the world needed grace, mercy, and 
love. When the world was filled with grass and flowers blowing to and fro, God planted John to prepare 
the way. God can prepare a way for you as well. 
 
In a moment we are going to pray, but first I invite you to take a moment and enter into silent prayer. 
We all have places in our lives where we need God’s touch. If you need hope, I invite you to take a few 
moments and lift up that need to God before I pray for us all. Let us enter into a moment of silence... 


