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If there is one thing the Bible has a lot of, it is intriguing characters. According to 

the Biographical Bible, from Genesis to Revelation, there are 3,237 people named in the 

Bible. But did you know that of those 3,237 people, 1,443 of them do not have unique 

names? For example, there are four Benjamins, five Johns, six Marys, eight Jeremiahs, 

14 Josephs, and 31 Zechariahs.i That alone is intriguing. 

But as a former youth minister, the standard for what makes a Bible character 

intriguing is what can attract the attention of a junior high student – in other words, 

their peculiarities. In the Old Testament, this list would include:  

• King Og, who was so tall that his bed was 13 ½ feet long (Deuteronomy 3:11); 

• King Ehud, who was so fat that when he was struck in the abdomen by a sword, 

his fat rolls covered up the sword so it couldn’t be withdrawn (Judges 3:12-30); 

and, 

• King Josiah, one of the good Israelite kings, who ascended to power at the age of 

eight (2 Kings 21-23). 

 

The New Testament also has some peculiar characters: 

• There’s Rhoda, the teenage girl, who prayed that Peter might somehow escape 

from prison. However, when that miraculously happened and he knocked at her 
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door, she left him standing outside while she went to tell the others their prayers 

had been answered (Acts 12:13-17). 

• There’s Eutychus, a young Greek man who happened to be present when Paul 

got long-winded, preaching long after midnight. Luke tells us that Eutychus grew 

tired and fell asleep, which caused him to fall out of the third floor window (Acts 

20:7-9). 

But, the most intriguing, by teenage standards, of the Bible characters we’ve actually 

heard of is John the Baptist. John is the first character we meet in the Gospel of Mark 

– even before Jesus. And before we are even seven verses into the Gospel of Mark, 

we’ve already learned that John is…different. Mark tells us that he wore clothing made 

of camel’s hair with a leather belt around his waist. He also tells us that John ate 

locusts and wild honey (Mark 1:6). These are the kind of things that make a junior high 

student sit up and take notice. But, it’s not his apparel and diet that have caused the 

church to pay attention to John the Baptist. Instead, John the Baptist is the character 

the church has used to teach us the meaning of Advent. 

Contrary to popular belief, Advent is not simply the designation for the shopping 

period between Thanksgiving and Christmas. Advent is the Latin word for “coming” 

and, officially since the middle of the sixth century – but perhaps as early as the fourth 

century – the church and its spiritual leaders have suggested that the four weeks before 

Christmas should be used by Christians to prepare their hearts for the coming of 

Christ. And, no other figure, other than Jesus Christ, is featured as prominently or as 

frequently in the church’s traditional lessons and liturgies of Advent than John the 

Baptist. He’s the personification of the meaning of Advent.ii 

The longest account we have of John the Baptist as the personification of Advent 

comes in Luke 3, our scripture lesson for this morning. Luke begins with a historical 

setup: 
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In the fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of 
Judea, and Herod was ruler of Galilee, and his brother Philip ruler of the region of Ituraea and 
Trachonitis, and Lysanias ruler of Abilene, during the high priesthood of Annas and 
Caiaphas, the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness. 

(Luke 3:1-2) 
 

The historical context Luke provides sets the time – the fifteenth year of the reign 

of Emperor Tiberius, or around 28-29 A.D. And it also sets the place – the desert 

wilderness in the country around the Jordan River. However, if we aren’t careful, we 

miss a clue that Luke drops right here. The desert wasn’t just a place designation. Luke 

carefully inserted it here to recall Israel’s formation as God’s covenant people in the 

wilderness. It’s inclusion here also implies a return to God.iii Before John has even 

spoken a word, Luke is foreshadowing what is to come. 

With the “when” and the “where” in place, Luke then gives us the “what” and the 

“why” beginning in verse 3: 

 
He went into all the region around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the 
forgiveness of sins, as it is written in the book of the words of the prophet Isaiah, 

“The voice of one crying out in the wilderness: 
‘Prepare the way of the Lord, 
    make his paths straight. 
Every valley shall be filled, 
    and every mountain and hill shall be made low, 
and the crooked shall be made straight, 
    and the rough ways made smooth; 
and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.’” 

Luke 3:3-6 
 

Have you ever seen Godspell - the 1971 musical from composer Stephen Schwartz 

and playwright John-Michael Tebelek? Godspell – a musical structured on Jesus’ 

parables within the Gospel of Matthew, opens with an ensemble piece called the 

Tower of Babbel. But the memorable opening to Godspell comes in response to the 
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philosophies that have led people astray. It begins with the blowing of a shofar. Then a 

solitary voice keeps singing over and over, “Prepare ye the way of the Lord.” As he 

sings, the musical and it’s 1973 film adaptation, show people from all walks of life 

seemingly hearing this call over the noise of the city. A ballerina, a man getting out of a 

cab, a woman shopping, an artist, a waitress, a young man, and others hear the words 

“prepare ye the way of the Lord” and they somehow all meet up in a city park fountain 

where the John the Baptist character is singing. 

Luke doesn’t paint the picture quite like Schwartz and Tebelek, but he does indicate 

that John drew crowds of people to him. But, again, Luke is foreshadowing the even 

larger and more diverse crowds that Jesus will draw. The clue we get to this meaning 

comes from how Luke clearly identifies John as the “forerunner” – the person God 

sent to prepare the way of the Lord. 

In the opening chapter of Luke, the angel of the Lord appeared to Zechariah to tell 

him that the boy he and his wife Elizabeth were about to have would be “go as a 

forerunner of the Lord…to make ready a people prepared for Him” (1:15-17). And 

then on the day of John’s birth, Zechariah burst into song about the baby he held in 

his arms, singing “And you child, will be called a prophet of the Most High; for you 

will go before the Lord to prepare His ways, to give His people the knowledge of 

salvation” (1:76-77). This baby boy from Luke Chapter 1 becomes the character 

preparing people for the Lord’s coming and the knowledge of salvation. 

In our scripture lesson from Chapter 3, Luke draws this connection by using the 

prophecy of Isaiah – the prophecy about preparing for the Lord by making straight the 

highway for God so that everyone would soon see for themselves God’s plan of 

salvation. This is the task Luke attributes to John the Baptist. 

In the ancient world, when a community learned that the King was coming for a 

visit, the roads were inspected and repaired – the potholes were filled, the track marks 
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were leveled, and the path was made smooth. Everything was to be ready when the 

King arrived. In much the same way today, when the President of the United States 

travels anywhere, there is an advance team of Secret Service personnel that arrive 

ahead of him, making sure that everything is safe and sound, ready to go. 

By these standards, John the Baptist was on Jesus Christ’s advance team, making 

sure everything was ready. But John wasn’t just in the preparation business. He was 

also in the proclamation and exhortation business. He had some pronouncements to 

make as well as some admonition and counsel to give. And he wasn’t shy about the 

way he said them. 

Verse 7: 

 John said to the crowds that came out to be baptized by him, “You brood of vipers! Who 
warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Bear fruits worthy of repentance. Do not begin to 
say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our ancestor’; for I tell you, God is able from these 
stones to raise up children to Abraham. Even now the ax is lying at the root of the trees; every 
tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.” 

(Luke 3:7-9) 
 

This was John’s general message of repentance. Don’t rely on your Jewish heritage 

to save you. Instead, you need to take action. You need to bear fruits worthy of 

repentance – you need to show that your faith is more than just your family tree. 

Preparing for the Lord required concrete action. 

This message must have gotten through to the people listening to John, because: 

 
…the crowds asked him, “What then should we do?” In reply he said to them, “Whoever has 
two coats must share with anyone who has none; and whoever has food must do likewise.” Even 
tax collectors came to be baptized, and they asked him, “Teacher, what should we do?” He 
said to them, “Collect no more than the amount prescribed for you.” Soldiers also asked him, 
“And we, what should we do?” He said to them, “Do not extort money from anyone by threats 
or false accusation, and be satisfied with your wages.” 

(Luke 3:10-14) 
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People with two coats were told to share with those who had none (3:11). Tax 

collectors were told not to cheat and extort people (3:12). And soldiers were told not 

to bully and oppress people (3:14). In other words, what is happening inside you, John 

said, has to find expression outside of you in the things you do. Those words rang true 

then, and they ring true for us today as we step into Advent. 

You and I, as part of the advance team, we’ve got to prepare for Christ’s coming. 

The first part of our task is inward – preparing ourselves spiritually for Christ’s 

coming. That can happen by bringing the family to the Advent Workshop this 

afternoon at 4:30 pm. It can happen by signing up for the Advent devotionals and 

spend time each day reflecting on the powerful words found there. And it can happen 

by making a commitment to joining in worship each week of Advent. These are just a 

handful of the things that we can do inwardly to prepare. 

But we also have to prepare outwardly. As John the Baptist says in our scripture, 

don’t just think about it and don’t just talk about it. Do it. Those expressions of 

preparing outwardly can happen through your donations of food to Interfaith 

Outreach for next Sunday’s Pantry Sunday. They can happen through your 

contributions of socks and pajamas to the Fain Elementary Sock Tree. They can 

happen as you sign up later this month to help pack more than 10,000 meals this 

January through our Rise Against Hunger event. These are just a few of the ways we 

can outwardly prepare.  

But John the Baptist had one more bit of wisdom for the crowds who had gathered 

around him. Verse 15: 

 
As the people were filled with expectation, and all were questioning in their hearts concerning 
John, whether he might be the Messiah, John answered all of them by saying, “I baptize you 
with water; but one who is more powerful than I is coming; I am not worthy to untie the thong 
of his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. His winnowing fork is in his 
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hand, to clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his granary; but the chaff he will 
burn with unquenchable fire.” 

(Luke 3:15-17) 
 

When asked if he was the Messiah, John said “I’m not him. I have a different job.” 

And so do we. You and I – we aren’t the messiah either. Neither is any billionaire 

philanthropist, or outspoken movie star, or politician. No, you and I, we have a 

different job. There’s something else John the Baptist calls on us to do. 

The image on the cover of your bulletin (or now on your display) is of John the 

Baptist. This is John the Baptist as found on the Isenheim Altarpiece. Back in the early 

1500s, this was one of the images Matthias Grunewald painted on an altarpiece for the 

Monastery of St. Anthony in Isenheim, France. One of the things this monastery was 

known for was caring for those suffering from the plague and, in particular, a skin 

disease known St. Anthony’s fire. And, just as our kids today might turn on Netflix to 

distract themselves, those who were being cared for at the Monastery were placed 

before this altarpiece as a way of distracting themselves from the horrible pain and 

suffering they were experiencing. There, laying before the altarpiece, they saw this 

image of John the Baptist. And like you, they saw that John was pointing. 

When we see the whole picture, we see that what John was pointing at was Jesus 

Christ. And not just any version of Jesus Christ – one that displayed Christ is horrible 

agony. Christ’s emaciated body is writhing under the pain of the nails driven through 

his hands and feet. And if you look closely, you’ll see that Jesus’ body is covered with 

sores – sores much like those suffering from St. Anthony’s fire might have had on 

their bodies. Grunewald’s purpose in painting Christ like this may have been to 

comfort the sick and to remind them that they have a savior acquainted with all their 

griefs. That’s what John is pointing to. 
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In this Advent season, that’s our job. Like John, our job is to point to Jesus Christ. 

Some of us are lying in the midst of heartbreak and hopelessness and job loss and 

anxiety and loneliness and the inability to be with our families and the millions of 

deaths due to COVID-19. For us and them, our job is to point to Jesus Christ. It’s to 

shift the attention from ourselves to what Jesus Christ came into the world to do. For 

it is there that we will see the salvation of God – the rescue mission God has put in 

place for you and for me and for the entire world. 
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ii Skinner, Douglas B. “Prepare the Way of the Lord.” Sermon preached November 25, 2012. 
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