
December 11, 2016                                                        Advent 3

Matthew 11:2-11                             “Are you the one who is to come?”       by Vicar Albert Romkema

Introduction

As Christians we are forward looking people, not backward gazing. So although Christmas is a celebration of

the birth of Christ in a manger in Bethlehem, Advent, this time leading up to Christmas, invites us to prepare

for and welcome the arrival of Christ into our lives right now, today, and every day. 

I can’t think of a better way to frame this than with something Anne and I did together the other day.

We met Pastor Jeff and a few others from Zion at St. James Anglican church down the street last

Saturday night and watched a performance of Handel’s Messiah – Pastor Jeff’s wife Susan sang in a

choir of 130 members. It was simply astounding, a work of elegance. 

Standing for the heart stopping Hallelujah Chorus; being engulfed in the ascending register of the King-

of-Kings, Lord-of-Lords Chorus; and then finally being swept away in the breath-taking concluding

Amen – for me it seemed a bursting proclamation of the inviting, accepting, celebrating, and

welcoming Advent message of Christ being born into our lives each and every minute. 

When we left the performance though, the sheer joy of it gradually lessened, and then eventually

regular life resumed once again; with thoughts of the work we needed to do, the people we needed to

visit, the Christmas rush.

Advent is like this; it reminds us of the paradoxes of our lives – light and darkness, faith and doubt, joy and

sorrow, vulnerability and power, weakness and strength, already and not yet. It takes uncommon humility to

carry the different sides of life’s paradoxes. We find true peace in life only to the degree by which we learn to

embrace both sides of our human reality, and only with the help of the Holy Spirit. By ourselves we largely fail

at this…not surprising.

And Advent is about more than just a few weeks in December; it is actually a training ground for how we are

invited to live as watchful, expectant children of the living God during the entire year. 

Our text today gives substance to some of the doubt which runs alongside our hope, it teaches us how to be

authentic with each other and God, and it points the way to God’s embracing love which forever surrounds us.

Body of the Text

John the Baptist

As our text begins, we discover that John the Baptist is in jail. His witness to the coming Christ was not always

received so graciously by those around him. But prison was a little different in first century Palestine than it is

today. In those days people were kept in prison while awaiting trial where they were acquitted, exiled, or

executed.
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While in prison, though, a person was permitted to have regular contact and visits with friends or family, and

so would often pick up the local news from their visitors. So when John sent his message to Jesus, asking if he

was the one who was to come, he did so likely after hearing numerous stories about him, even while in prison. 

It strikes me that here we see a different John than we had previously come to know, in Matthew 3 for

instance (last Sunday’s sermon). In Matthew 3 John the Baptist lived in the wilderness, dressed in camel-hair

clothing, and ate locusts and wild honey while boldly preached of the coming Christ. 

When Jesus approached John to be baptised, John recognized him immediately and then even witnessed the

heavens opening and God proclaiming that Jesus was his son. There was no doubt to John as to who this

person was – he was the Son of God, who had come to give new life, forgiveness and salvation to his people.

Now compare this to how John reacts to Jesus here in chapter 11; quite different than the John of chapter 3.

From prison we can almost hear John the Baptist questioning in a softer, less certain voice: “Are you the one

who is to come?” almost as if he had forgotten what had happened just a short time earlier.

So…what happened between chapter 3 and chapter 11?

Our prisons

Well, for one, John was in prison. Prison can put doubt in any person’s heart but for John the Baptist being

held in prison would have been nothing short of torture. He had lived much of his life in the wilderness, the

bible tells us, outdoors and under the sun and the stars. 

For him to be locked up in prison, surrounded by four walls and roof, day after day would have been

monumentally difficult. It would be easy to imagine that prison would have affected him deeply, and possibly

even made him question what he had been so confident about just a short while earlier. As I thought about

this a little I realized that our prisons can do the same to us. 

When we experience a crisis of health; or a struggle with addiction; or the death of a parent/loved one; or a

difficulty in a relationship – such as a failed marriage, or a separation from a family member - the ground may

appear to shift under our feet. 

We all live under the restraint of life’s brokenness. The hard experiences of our lives, like John’s prison bars,

press difficult questions on us too – questions whose answers may at times remain hidden in God. At such

times the line between hope and despair threaten to intersect. We look for certainty that God is who he says

he is but are confronted by the uncertainty of doubt, even while being called to faith. We too may find

ourselves asking God, “are you the one who is to come?” 

Living the Questions

What is important to hear in Jesus’ response to John is that he is perfectly ok with John asking this question.

His answer carries no judgement or reprimand. He merely directs John to what John sees Jesus doing –

quoting passages from Isaiah 35:5-6 and 61:1 about the blind receiving sight, the lame walking, the lepers

being cleansed. 

2



Incidentally, John would have noticed that in quoting these passages in Isaiah, Jesus clearly leaves out

the sentence which speaks about the freeing of captives and the release of prisoners. Jesus was telling

John that he would not free John from his physical prison. 

But then does offer him a gentle word of blessing when he says, “Blessed is anyone who takes no

offense at me.” (v. 6) 

Jesus is doing the work that needs to be done – we are invited to simply join in as we are able, and to “take no

offense” to the work of grace and, in fact, we are blessed by doing so.

Jesus’ response, although not a direct answer to John’s question, is an invitation which says, “Just try to live

this way and you will see for yourself that my words are true.” The hurdle for us is that the initial trying is

always a leap of faith, into some kind of action. 

The scriptures very clearly teach us this – it is called a ‘bias toward action’; moving from what we believe

toward how this belief compels us to act. It is the only way we become convinced of the power of God, and of

our own sense of dignity as his children. Actively living lives of faith helps us to know God, and not just know

about God. 

That is what Jesus is telling us - Just try to live this way and you will see for yourself that my words are true.

Jesus’ mission re-enforced

Interesting here too, is that Jesus used this same text from Isaiah to announce the nature of his ministry when

his public ministry first began (remember Jesus’ first sermon in the temple, in Luke 4:18-19, where he

announces his mission – to bring good news to the poor, to proclaim freedom for prisoners, recovery of sight

to the blind, and to release the oppressed). 

Jesus continually describes his work in this manner - moving outside the arbitrary limits and boundaries that

we have created in order to support and heal those who have been disregarded or excluded: the poor, the

imprisoned, the oppressed, the downtrodden. Jesus just re-enforces the nature of his ministry in plain

language to John here, and to us too; there is nothing new.

Jesus’ ministry is not to gather the so-called “good people” into a private country club, but to reach out to

those on the edge and on the bottom. He tells us that those who we see as “last” are actually “first” in the

kingdom of heaven. 

And it isn’t about being worthy, it never was; none of us is worthy anyway. Rather, it is always about trust, as

God draws us closer and closer to himself as we walk the journey of life together. We are not here to save our

own souls. That has already been done for us – in Christ, through Christ, with Christ, and as Christ. We are

here for just a short while, dancing on life’s stage. The Gospel frees us to live inside of a life that is larger than

any one of us and cannot be taken from us.

And the more we join, the more that we forgive, the more we include and build up and encourage, the more

we support and nurture… then the more we are tending to be following God’s invitation to live in Spirit. We

are invited to join the dance.
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Fortunately, God is always in the driver’s seat, “You have not chosen me, I am always choosing you,” he says

(in John 15:16) – thank goodness for this. I am certain we would mess the whole thing up if we were in charge.

Love Song

I took a long walk this past Friday evening. It was a really a wonderful night – cold, but crisp, and with a

light snow falling on the 4 or 5 inches of snow that had fallen during the day. As I walked I began

thinking about this passage that I was to preach on today. I asked myself the usual question I ask

myself as I write a sermon, “Where is the hope in this message?” 

It just so happens that I was walking by the location where Art in the Park is held here during the

summer months in Stratford. This is another special aspect of the Stratford landscape – on

Wednesdays and Sundays of the summer months the lawn is filled with all sorts of wonderful pieces of

art by various artists.

I purchased Anne’s Christmas gift there last year. It was a small limited edition print titled “Love Song”

by an artist whose name I cannot remember – but who has been selling art there for decades. The

print showed just the head and shoulders of a woman and a man in a deep embrace. It was small,

simple, and plain in colour and presentation, but it proclaimed loudly a deep and enduring love.

Now, as I walked by the now snow covered park over a year later I began thinking about this print

again. It seemed to represent what Jesus was telling John the Baptist, and us, in our text today.

Through his message to John, Jesus is showing us how personal God’s love is for us. God loves all of

each of us – both as his children created in his image, but also as broken people; the blind, the weak,

the failing, the oppressed, the lonely, and the poor. 

God reaches out a hand to support us and, more yet, wraps us in his arms and holds us through, not

only the joys, but also the trials of our lives. God promises to hold us safely in his embrace always.

Advent is a good time to remember this promise, as many of life’s struggles are magnified during this

season.

The real fabric of life, the deep and authentic journey that we all travel, will always lead us through

unavoidable contradictions and paradoxes; birth and death, faith and doubt, light and darkness, already and

not yet. 

Conclusion

Whatever situations we encounter, there is always our God of the joyful and grateful, and of the wounded,

and the broken; surrounding us with what I imagine sounds something like the inspired Amen Chorus of

Handle’s Messiah - a proclamation of the entry of Christ into our lives at each moment regardless of our

circumstance. 

This is the root and integrity of grace. We cannot do it right on our own, no matter how hard we try. God

does/has done/ is doing the work for us through the birth of his Son, and by his death and resurrection. We

are invited to trust this message and point in the direction of Christ for others to see. 
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This grace surrounds us, it embraces us, it is in us and it runs between us and through us always. We are

simply invited to turn our heads toward it in trust, and acknowledge its arrival. 

This is the Advent message of hope.   Amen
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