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“Are You the One?”

“Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?”

“Are you Father O’Brien?”

I had stopped by St. Agnes Cathedral in Rockville Centre after our worship service at Holy Trinity to drop
off some papers for my colleague who was the pastor of this church.  Since their office was closed on
Sunday, Bill had asked me to leave these papers with the ushers for the late mass.  As I entered the front
doors of the cathedral, one of the ushers came over and greeted me, but clearly didn’t recognize me as
the local Lutheran pastor.  Evidently, they were waiting for a guest priest who was scheduled to lead this
mass, someone the ushers hadn’t met; so, when they saw me in my clerical collar, they naturally
assumed that I was Father O’Brien.  Of course, I immediately identified myself; but there was a little part
of my that wondered what might have happened if I had said “yes”; I probably would have set
ecumenical relations back decades!  I was not the answer to their question, “Are you the one?”

Several years ago, Susan and I stopped at a roadside diner for lunch while we were traveling on vacation. 
During the course of our meal, I noticed that the waitresses kept looking over at our table and
whispering among themselves.  At first, I thought that there was food on my face, or that I had
something strange in my hair; but eventually one of the waitresses came over and asked if I was the
sports reporter on the local TV station.  Of course, I said that I was not; but again, I wonder what might
have happened if I had played along and pretended that I was the person with whom I bear a striking
resemblance.  The truth was that once again I was not the answer to their question, “Are you the one?”
This question was on the lips of the people of Israel as they awaited the long-expected Messiah, the one
who would fulfill God’s prophecy of one who would free God’s people from oppression and restore
Israel to its former place among the nations.  John the Baptist appears in the Gospel announcing that
this fulfillment is about to take place, the voice that cries out, “in the wilderness prepare the way of the
LORD, make straight in the desert a highway for our God.” (Isaiah 40:3).  On the banks of the river Jordan
“the Baptist’s cry announces that the Lord is nigh,” the “one who is to come” whose “winnowing fork is
in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and will gather his wheat into the granary; but the chaff
he will burn with unquenchable fire.” (Matthew 3:12).  John the Baptist calls on the people of Israel to
prepare themselves for the coming of the Lord who will “come with vengeance, with terrible
recompense.  He will come and save you.” (Isaiah 35:4).

John the Baptist’s bold witness led to his arrest and eventual martyrdom at the hands of Herod who
“had arrested John, bound him, and put him in prison on account of Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife.”
(14:3).  From his prison cell, John hears of the deeds of Jesus and his disciples, designated in Matthew’s
Gospel as “the deeds of the Christ,” a phrase that refers not only to Jesus’ deeds in the miracle stories of
chapters 8 & 9 but to the similar works done by Jesus’ disciples in chapter 10 (“Cure the sick, raise the
dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons.” – 10:8).  Since the “deeds of the Christ” are acts of
compassion rather than the fiery judgment that John had announced at the Jordan, the Baptist is 



beginning to wonder whether the “mighty one” who near advent he had announced is indeed Jesus. 
Since his imprisonment prevents him from visiting Jesus, “he sent word by his disciples and said to him,
‘Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?’” (11:2-3).  The “coming one” was a term
for the expected savior that was widely used in early Christianity:

· “Hosanna!  Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” – Mark 11:9.
· “Paul said, ‘John baptized with the baptism of repentance, telling the people to believe in the

one who was to come after him, that is, Jesus.’” – Acts 19:4
· “For you need endurance, so that when you have done the will of God, you may receive what

was promised.  For yet ‘in a very little while, the one who is coming will come and will not delay;
but my righteous will live by faith.’” – Hebrews 10:36-38.

John wants a simple “yes or no” answer from Jesus: are you, or are you not, the one who is to come, the
long-awaited Messiah of God?  But Jesus’ response is indirect; rather than answering with Christological
confessions or titles, he instructs John’s disciples to look to his deeds and judge for themselves:

· “Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers
are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them. 
And blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me.” – 11:4-6.

The words and deeds of Jesus and the disciples represent the works of the messianic age promised in
Isaiah (“Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped; then the lame
shall leap like a deer, and the tongue of the speechless sing for joy.” – Isaiah 35:5-6).  God will release
individuals from the curses that are characteristic of the brokenness of the sinful old age so that “all
interactions and relationships take place according to God’s original purposes.” (Ronald Allen).  The
reference to “the poor have good news brought to them” corresponds to Jesus’ teaching in the
Beatitudes, that “blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” (5:3).

It is through his deeds that Jesus’ answers John’s question: yes, he is the Messiah, the one who is to
come to fulfill God’s promises and to bring “forgiveness of sins, life, and salvation” to God’s people. 
Jesus concludes the message he gives John’s disciple to bring to the Baptist with another beatitude:
“blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me.” (11:6).  To “take offense” (skandalizein, literally to
“stumble over”) refers to Jesus’ failure to conform to popular messianic expectations, which include the
scandal of the crucified Messiah:

· “For Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling
block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks,
Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.  For God’s foolishness is wiser than human
wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than human strength.” – 1 Corinthians 1:22-25.

Jesus’ answer to John’s question identifies him as the Messiah of God – not the Messiah that conforms
to the expectations of the people but the one who fulfills will of God whose “thoughts are not your
thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says the LORD.  For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so
are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.” (Isaiah 55:8-9).  As Jesus
resisted the temptation of Satan in the wilderness to misuse his divine powers for purposes other than
those intended for them by God (“Jesus said to him, ‘Away with you, Satan! For it is written, ‘Worship the
Lord your God, and serve only him.’” – 4:10), the blessed are those who trust in God’s promises and who
seek that “thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” 



· “Thus our dear Lord Christ everywhere in the world is an annoying preacher.  The gospel will
never fare otherwise.  It is and it will be a message at which offense is taken, not by the lowly,
but by the most saintly and most pious, the wisest and mightiest on earth, as experience teaches
us.  Blessed are those who know and trust that it is truly the Word of God, for they are healed,
and they are comforted and fortified against all such offense.” – Martin Luther, Sermon for the
Third Sunday in Advent, 1544.

Are you the one?

In spite of my outward appearance, I was not (and never will be) a Roman Catholic priest or a television
sportscaster.  345We know a person is who they claim to be not by the way they look or the titles they
use, but by their deeds that prove the authenticity of their identity.  We know that Jesus is the Messiah,
the Son of the living God, because by his deeds of loving kindness he fulfills God’s Will and inaugurates a
kingdom in which “death will be no more, mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first
things have passed away.” (Revelation 21:4).  Jesus is the one who is to come because in him “the hopes
and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.”

· “Jesus is indeed the ‘coming one,’ but he has reversed the valences of the expectation.  As the
promised coming one, he is at the same time the stumbling block.  He transforms the
expectation in the act of fulfilling it.  To say that Jesus is the Christ is not only to say something
about Jesus, but to transform the meaning of Christ as well.  Faith does not grow from our
testing Jesus against our criteria to see if he measures up; Jesus is not the best example of values
we already have, validated on some other basis.  One must overcome a certain ‘stumbling block’
in order to come to faith and continue as a disciple.” – M. Eugene Boring.

We believe and teach that Jesus is the “one who is to come,” the Messiah of God who fulfills God’s
promises and sets us free from everything that would enslave us and deny us the fullness of God’s
gracious love.  He is the long-expected Saviour who was “born to set thy people free; from our fears and
sins release us; let us find thy rest in thee.” (ELW Hymn 254).  We do not need to wait for another,
because we know that Jesus is “the one”; Jesus is indeed the Christ, our Lord and Saviour, born unto us
so that we might be born anew to a living hope that shines brightly for all God’s people in this and all
seasons.

Amen.


