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Grace, mercy, and peace from God our Father and Christ Jesus our Lord. Amen.

The third Sunday of Advent is dominated by the theme of rejoicing. We take a break from the typical
collects that begin with “stir up, O Lord.” Instead of only the more penitential purple candles we include the
lighter rose. Even our paraments change color to reflect the break in intensity that this Sunday is. And, of course,
our antiphon features those wonderful encouraging words from St. Paul.

Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, rejoice. [Philippians 4.4]

This is what people expect as we get nearer to that great and glorious day of the Lord’s birth. The
festivities are becoming more frequent. The chance of hearing classic and beloved carols and hymns increases
each day. All the decorations are up and lit as we make the final countdown to Christmas Day.

But our Gospel reading today is dominated by John the Baptist. This fiery preacher had been sent to call
the people to repentance in preparation for Christ’s ministry to begin. But in Matthew chapter 11 John is in prison
awaiting execution. His preaching called out Herod Antipas for breaking the Sixth Commandment. Instead of
repenting, Herod chose to silence John, thinking that would absolve him of the shame.

When John heard in prison about the deeds of the Christ, he sent word by his disciples and said to Him,
“Are you the One who is to come, or shall we look for another?” [Matthew 11.2-3]

John wants reassurance. He had faithfully proclaimed God’s Word to the people to prepare them for Jesus,
but it is really hard to see the progress of that message. It certainly would be while sitting in a prison cell knowing
he would likely not be allowed to leave alive. St. Paul certainly felt those moments of quiet questioning despair
as well during his travels. Especially as he wrote to the Philippians from a Roman jail awaiting trial before caesar.

We can relate to these feelings. We have our moments of despair. We have our moments when we wonder
if all this effort and faith will really amount to anything. We live in a world where we don’t have all the miracles
and signs and wonders to prove that God is working great things for our salvation. We try to share our faith with
a world that is increasingly hostile to God. And it seems so pointless at times. Like trying to drive on ice we
more often than not seem to be going nowhere. Like John we need reassurance. We need comfort.

Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. [Isaiah 40.1]

That is what the herald is commanded to do. He is to declare to God’s people a messages of reassurance
and hope. A message that they can rejoice in. And what is that message?

Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that her warfare is ended, that her iniquity is pardoned, that
she has received from the LORD’s hand double for all her sins. [Isaiah 40.2]

The herald is directed to declare comfort to Jerusalem, the personification of God’s people. This is His
holy city, Zion. The bride of Christ. And his message is that the conflict between her and God is over. She is
forgiven. God is gracious to her.

Salvation has come, bringing peace and healing. The relationship of God and His people that was broken
by sin is restored. Because the King of Kings is here.

A voice cries: “In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD; make straight in the desert a highway for
our God. Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made low; the uneven ground shall
become level, and the rough places a plain.” [Isaiah 40.3-4]

Who is this “voice” calling out to us? Jesus tells the disciples quite plainly that it is John the Baptist. It
is true that many of the heralds, be they the prophets or the angels or the apostles, serve in this task, but the office
of the herald, the forerunner to the King, belongs to John. He was called and chosen by God to shout out “repent,
for the kingdom of heaven is near.”

And it certainly was nearer than any dared imagine in those days. The King of Glory was quite literally
just around the corner, ready to begin His ministry as He journeyed to end the warfare that had separated the
people from God.

Of course, John didn’t look like what the people were told to expect. Everyone was expecting a grand
show of power and might and majesty when the King would arrive. That the herald would certainly show up in
Jerusalem, proclaiming the oncoming King of Kings from the steps of the temple. They weren’t expecting



someone out in the middle of nowhere shouting about repentance.

But they should have, because that’s what Isaiah described.

Think about it from an earthly perspective. The representative of the king would go on ahead of him,
making sure the road was repaired and ready. He had to also make sure the towns they would pass through were
in good order. And if a road did not exist, or the terrain was too difficult? They would build a road.

Kings spent a lot of time and effort and money building and maintaining roads. Those are the sorts of
things ancient empires used to maintain and grow their power. Roads were necessary for trade, and even more
so necessary to move the army.

Now look back to what Isaiah taught us. Is he describing a wilderness full of empty hills, random sand
dunes, ominous mountains, and the occasional cactus? Is that our wilderness? Or is our wilderness different,
perhaps more dangerous?

It would be reasonable to call this sinful and corrupted world a wilderness. Instead of desolate places we
have the distractions and cares of an excessively busy life. We have encouragements to do more and more because
there isn’t enough time. We try to buy happiness and contentment in the form of toys and matching pajamas and
delicious cookies. We want all sorts of festiveness to paint over the cracks that prove the house is crumbling
down around us.

That’s why John and Isaiah and all the rest of the prophets before Jesus were called to preach repentance.
Their task was to call everyone back to the way of the Lord. To learn God’s Law and strive to keep them as our
guide in all aspects of life. To meditate on God’s Word daily, delighting in it as a lamp for our path. To dedicated
time to receive grace from God in the ways He has promised to give to us. Ways like the bread and wine of the
Lord’s Supper.

Most especially these messengers of the Lord call us to look for the approaching King of Kings, who
comes in great glory to save us.

“And the glory of the LORD shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it together, for the mouth of the
LORD has spoken.” [Isaiah 40.5]

This is, after all, what Advent is about. It is about preparing for the arrival of Christ. Most obviously that
is on Christmas morning, when He is born in Bethlehem. For us today such a thing is a historic fact. This
happened, and we look back to how God sent all those messengers to prepare the people for His Son.

Today, as with every Sunday, we commemorate Christ’s arrival in the bread and wine. We may not
always realize that the Sacraments are an advent, though perhaps somewhat hidden from our eyes for now.
Because Jesus doesn’t come to us bodily as we understand it, but rather through His Word with the waters of
baptism and with the bread and wine that He declares are His body and blood.

But Isaiah said that all flesh shall see this glory of God. When Jesus was born in Bethlehem it was not
revealed to everyone, though the shepherds were privileged to hear a grand and glorious proclamation. And not
all have been gifted faith to see that Christ is truthfully present here with us in His Word and Sacraments. But
everyone will see His return, His final advent. On that great and glorious day there will be no denying or hiding
that Jesus is the King of Kings.

That’s why we rejoice. Christ has conquered sin and death and hell for you by dying on the cross and He
has promised to return to transform this desolate wilderness into the new Eden. And because we have been given
that promise it is our task to do like Isaiah and John and St. Paul and tell all the world that Christ is King.

A voice says, “Cry!” And I said, “What shall I cry?” All flesh is grass, and all its beauty is like the flower
of the field. The grass withers, the flower fades when the breath of the LORD blows on it; surely the people are
grass. [Isaiah 40.6-7]

Everything we experience will pass away. The struggle and pain and sorrow of this sin-filled world is
temporary. The festivities and glitter and fun of the holidays will not last. The calls for repentance will come to
an end. Because the King will return and comfort us. That is what Christ promised, and His Word does not fail.

The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God will stand forever. [Isaiah 40.6-7] Amen.

May the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ
Jesus. Amen.



