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“Good News for All”
“Every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill 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.”

During the years I was serving my first congregation in New Jersey, our bishop asked me to serve as coverage
pastor for a local congregation.  A coverage pastor was not responsible for Sunday worship, but looked after
the congregation’s weekday pastoral care needs (including hospital and home communion calls, meetings,
funerals, etc.).  This congregation, Holy Trinity Lutheran Church in Elizabeth, New Jersey, was located in the
port area of this industrial city, across the Hudson River from New York.  Since I had never been to the
congregation’s building, I decided to take a drive into Elizabeth during the daytime before my first evening
meeting with their congregational council.  When I finally found the church building (Elizabeth is a difficult city
in which to navigate), I was shocked by what I saw: A high chain-link fence surrounding the building, with heavy
padlocks on both entrance gates.  What was even more disturbing was the sign inside the fence near the main
entrance: “All are welcome.”  I didn’t know what had motivated the congregation to erect this fence (while the
neighbourhood around the building had changed over the years, it was still one of the most stable areas of the
city), but they were certainly sending a mixed message.  Are “all welcome” to this church – or not?

While I’ve never encountered anything quite like what greeting me that day in Elizabeth, I have discovered
over the years that congregations that advertise that “all are welcome” aren’t always very welcoming.  One
memorable experience for me was when I was in Chicago and went to worship near the headquarters of the
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America near O’Hare Airport.  Not only did I have difficulty finding a door that
wasn’t locked, but when I finally entered the worship space, I was all but ignored by the “greeters” and sat by
myself without any welcome from anyone in that congregation.  I have also had experiences when the worship
service was so confusing that I gave up and became a spectator instead of a worship participant.  Thankfully, I
have also had very positive experiences, where people went out of their way to welcome me to their
congregation and assisted me when it appeared that I was having difficulty navigating the liturgy.  In these
churches, it was apparent that they really meant it when they said that “all are welcome.”

One of the ongoing challenges for all churches is to guard against their congregations becoming clichés or
insider clubs, inwardly focused on their own “members” rather than opening their doors to welcome all to the
services of God’s house.  Many religious traditions have become exclusive in their understanding of who is
welcome and who is not welcome; they misinterpret Jesus’ parable of the sheep and goats in Matthew 25 as a
means of deciding who is on the inside and who is an outsider, who deserves a seat at the Lord’s Table and
who is excluded, who is worthy of God’s grace and who is to be cast into the darkness.

The people of Israel in the time of Jesus were looking with hope and expectation for the coming of the
Messiah, the “anointed one” of God who would rescue them from the hands of their Roman persecutors and
restore them to the grandeur they had known during the reigns of David and Solomon.  They cherished the
words of the prophets who spoke of the Lord sending “a righteous branch to spring up for David; and he will
execute justice and righteousness in the land” (Jeremiah 33:15).  They waited in hopeful expectation of the day
“when I restore your fortunes before your eyes, says the LORD” (Zephaniah 3:20), and were looking for the
fulfillment of the “messenger of the covenant in whom you delight – indeed, he is coming, says the LORD of
hosts.” (Malachi 3:1).  As God’s covenant people, Israel was watching and waiting for the day when God would
fulfill the promises God made to Israel – and to Israel alone.

A sign that the time of fulfillment was about to take place came in the person of John the Baptist, who “went
into all the region around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins” (Luke



3:3).  John is a major figure in all four gospels, a prophetic figure who is identified by Luke as the fulfillment of
the prophecy of 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 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 3:4-6;
Isaiah 40:3-5.

While John the Baptist plays an important role in all four Gospels, the Gospel of Luke fixes the date of John’s
call by six chronological vectors, typical of fixing dates during the reigns of monarchs and world leaders (as
Luke will also do in his account of the birth of Jesus).  This detailed correlation of the events of John’s ministry
with the political events of the period reflects Luke’s attention to the form of historical writing; “the coming of
the kingdom of God is set in relation to the events of the reign of human rulers.” (Alan Culpepper).  The
fulfillment of God’s promises takes place during the course of human history, with the Kingdom of God coming
in the midst of the reigns of the kingdoms of the world.

One aspect of Luke’s account of the ministry of John the Baptist that he shares with all of the other Gospels is
that it took place in the wilderness, which recalls Israel’s formation during it years of wandering following the
Exodus and places John’s ministry within the continuation of salvation history, the tradition of God’s dealing
with the covenant people: “The image of the desert prophets’ call to prepare for the salvation of God recalls the
exodus and desert journey of Israel.” (Fred Craddock).  In this wilderness, John proclaimed “a baptism of
repentance for the forgiveness of sins” (3:3), a ceremony of water cleansing that either expressed a convert’s
repentance or conveyed God’s cleansing of the convert.  This water ritual was not effective apart from genuine
repentance and was probably understood as a fulfillment of the Levitical requirements for purification as
mandated in the Torah (“All who touch the body of the one with the discharge shall wash their clothes, and
bathe in water, and be unclean until the evening.” – Leviticus 15:7) as well as other references to washing in
the Old Testament:

· “Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.” – Psalm 51:7.
· “Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean; remove the evil of your doings from before my eyes.” –

Isaiah 1:16.
· “O Jerusalem, wash your heart clean of wickedness so that you may be saved.” – Jeremiah 4:14.

While all of the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke) include accounts of John’s baptismal ministry,
Luke is unique in connecting the Baptizer to the fulfillment of the prophecy of Isaiah to the Babylonian exiles. 
The Evangelist quotes these words of comfort and hope to emphasize three themes that will recur throughout
Luke’s writings (the Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the Apostles):

· John’s role as a prophet
· God’s call for an ethical renewal
· The extension of the work of salvation to all peoples.

The voice that cries out in the wilderness “prepare the way of the Lord” (3:4; Isaiah 40:3) cries out not only to
the people of Israel, but to all people for whom the Saviour will be born.  The inclusion of the words of the
prophet enables Luke to testify to the universality of the gospel and to show from the Old Testament that
God’s embrace of all nations is not a new theme but embedded in the tradition of Israel all along, beginning
with the covenant with Abraham that “in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” (Genesis 12:3).



· “The introduction to this chapter, therefore, fixes the call of John to a prophetic ministry
chronologically and describes that ministry as both the fulfillment of the prophets and the preparation
for Jesus’ ministry.  John’s preaching was an important part of God’s plan for Israel.” – Culpepper.

The inclusivity of the Gospel can also be seen in who God chose to be the messenger sent to prepare the way
of the Lord.  Luke lists the rulers of this time not only to fix the date of John’s baptismal ministry but also to
report that the Word of God comes not through any of the powerful persons he lists but to an unknown
prophet in the wilderness, fulfilling the redemptive work of which Mary sang in the Magnificat: “He has
brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly” (1:52).  

· “According to Luke, John – a ‘nobody’ by all other historical accounts – just happens to be the one to
whom the Word of the Lord came.  John.  Not the emperor, or governor, or various rulers, or the high
priests of the day, but John.  God chose a nobody, in other words, to prepare the way for God’s own
Son to come amongst us … Again and again, Luke confesses, God chooses people the world can easily
ignore to participate in God’s world-changing, world-saving activity.” – David Lose.

The redemptive work that began with an obscure prophet in a remote corner of Judea was, by God’s design,
the beginning of the fulfillment of God’s concern for the salvation of “all flesh,” a message that will be
proclaimed to the shepherds by the angel who announces the birth of our Saviour at Christmas: “Do not be
afraid; for I bring you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born this day in the city of David a
Saviour, who is the Messiah, the Lord.” (2:10-11).  The good news for which John calls us to prepare is truly
good news for us and for all people, as Luther proclaimed in his Christmas sermon in 1544:

· “The little word ‘you’ should make us joyful.  For to whom does the angel speak?  To wood or stones? 
No.  He speaks to human beings, and not just to one or two, but to all the people … Thus we should
receive him joyfully, as here the angels say: ‘To you is born a Saviour.’  Is it not a great and marvelous
thing that an angel should come from heaven with such good news?  Is it not a wonder that afterwards
so many thousands of angels are filled with overflowing joy, which makes them desire that we should
also be glad, and should receive such grace with thankful hearts?  And therefore we should write this
little word (with flaming letters) in our hearts: ‘To you!’ and should joyfully welcome the birth of this
Saviour.”

The church that bears Luther’s name has sought from its very beginning to make certain that this good news
was available to all persons.  In translating the Bible into the language of the people, Luther enabled all people
to hear the word of God in their own tongues, rather than in a language that was understood only by an elite
few.  The Lutheran Church sought to make the Gospel accessible to all persons who could now also worship in
their native language and would know that the message that we are all justified by God’s grace was truly a
message for them.  According to the Augsburg Confession, the church is “the assembly of all believers among
whom the gospel is purely preached and the holy sacraments are administered according to the gospel.” 
Lutherans continue to seek to reach out to all people with the good news of Jesus Christ, seeing in the example
of John the Baptist a role model for sharing the love of God with “all flesh.”

· “The Gospel announces not only what God has done through Jesus but also what God is still in the
process of doing.  All who hear ‘the word of God’ are called to declare what God is doing in our midst
and to point ahead to the fulfillment of God’s reign as king.  John was the forerunner, announcing the
great things of God that are yet to come, a vision of a society redeemed and renewed by the vision of
the prophets … He is, therefore, an appropriate model for the church as it seeks to recover its vocation
as a prophetic voice in a secular culture.” – Culpepper.



While Luke includes the quote from Isaiah to emphasize the universality of the Gospel message, he also reports
throughout his writings of the resistance Jesus and the apostles encountered to this declaration.  Many were
offended by Jesus’ reaching out to society outcasts; the grumbling of the Pharisees and scribes because “this
fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them” (15:2) led Jesus to share three parables of “lost things,”
proclaiming that “there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous
people who need no repentance.” (15:7).  Jesus’ disciples tried to prevent children from coming into his
presence, but Jesus rebuked their efforts and said, “let the little children come to me, and do not stop them; for
it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs.” (18:16).  These same disciples also had difficult at first
understanding Jesus’ commissioning of them as apostles who will “receive power when the Holy Spirit has
come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the
earth.” (Acts 1:8).  Even Peter was at first resistant to accept an invitation into a Gentile home, until he
understood that “God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is
acceptable to him.” (10:34-35).  The conclusion of Acts is intentionally open-ended, with Paul “proclaiming the
kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ with all boldness and without hindrance.” (28:31).

The message of the Gospel is indeed good news for all people, and the continuing mission of the church is to
make certain that we don’t put any barriers around this message that might prevent anyone from hearing it. 
We must not fence in our church, or place obstacles in the way of anyone who needs to hear the life-
transforming message of God’s holy Word.  We must not transform the Church of Jesus Christ into a private,
members only club that restricts access to persons who are not a part of the “in crowd.”  All that we do as
Christ’s Church must be focused on the mission and purpose for which our Saviour instituted his holy church:
to be an assembly where all are welcome to hear the good news that God proclaims so that “all flesh” might
hear the message of our salvation in Jesus Christ.

· :But God’s concern for all continually pushes us to break across the boundaries that we set for it.  In
many respects, the story of the ministry of Jesus in Luke and the spread of the early church in Acts is
the story of God’s challenge to social, ethnic, economic, and racial barriers to the spread of the gospel. 
‘All flesh’ always includes precisely those groups who are not present in our religious assemblies, either
because we have not allowed them to be there or because we have maintained cultural patterns that
have excluded them.” – Culpepper.

A few years after I moved to my second call, I heard that the congregation in Elizabeth had closed.  Sadly, its
efforts to fence itself off from the community also fenced itself off from any hope of growth and new life, and
it withered and died behind its barriers.  It is a lesson for all churches who seek to restrict anyone from coming
into God’s presence of what can happen when an assembly ceases to live according to God’s purpose for his
church, that it might be a place where all are welcome to hear the message of hope that is good news for all
persons.  Jesus Christ comes to be Lord of all; may this be a place where all are welcome to hear this good
news, so that “all flesh shall see the salvation of God.” Amen.


