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As a role model,  
I can’t honestly say  
John the Baptist  
has ever been the sort of preacher  
that I aspire to be.  
To put it in popular culture terms,  
I feel like I’m more “The Vicar of Dibley”  
and he’s more “Duck Dynasty.”  
You know, he’s got that long beard 
and he dresses funny 
and he eats crazy things.  
 
Questions of grooming and personal hygiene aside,  
I doubt that you will ever hear me  
stand in this pulpit  
and call you all a “brood of vipers,”  
or threaten you with destruction  
or warn you that the Lord’s axe  
is getting ready to chop down your tree.  
That’s not how they taught us to preach at my seminary.  
 
I think John makes things so much harder than they have to be,  
both for himself and others.  
No, as is true with so many people that I find difficult,  
I think Jesus probably loves John the Baptist  
a lot more than I do.  
 
But then, John goes and says something so unexpectedly human,  
making himself so surprisingly vulnerable,  
that I have to rethink my dislike of him. 
John voices a question  



that I bet nearly everyone here this morning has wondered about at some 
point,  
if we’re honest.  
He voices some doubt  
that Jesus really is the Messiah,  
really IS the divine Son of God. 
And when he does that,  
I, too, have to love John.  
Because he said out loud what I sometimes think,  
but am afraid to say, 
because I have a vested interest in the answer: 
“Jesus, are you the one? Or are we to wait for another?”  
 
Now, of all the people on earth,  
you would think that John the Baptist would KNOW,  
better than anyone,  
just who Jesus is.  
After all, John the Baptist is the one  
who leapt in his mother’s womb  
when the pregnant Mary came for a visit. 
John SAW the spirit descend upon Jesus at his baptism.  
He HEARD the voice from heaven declare  
“This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am  well pleased.”  
What more evidence could you ask for?  
John had more first-hand knowledge of Jesus’s identity than anyone else,  
save maybe Jesus’s mother, 
who had her own beautiful way of putting things. 
 
Yet still, despite all this evidence,  
even John has his doubts. 
“Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?” 
 
So what’s up with that?  
What’s caused John to begin to doubt  
what he once believed with certainty? 
 
Well, context is everything.  
At the start of today’s Gospel lesson,  
John is in prison  
for having spoken a little too freely to King Herod  



about his questionable relationship with his brother’s wife.  
Herod didn’t like what John said,  
and threw him in prison. 
Lord, deliver us from thin-skinned leaders!  
You all know how that story ends,  
and it doesn’t end well for John.  
It ends with his head on a platter.  
But at this point, that’s all in the future.  
At this point, John probably is still hoping  
he’ll get out of prison in one piece.  
 
Probably he’s hoping his cousin Jesus – the Messiah! –  
might come to his rescue,  
might somehow get him out of the pokey.  
But when John got thrown in prison, what did Jesus do? 
Did he go storming into the prison, 
raining down lightning on the guards?  
Did he cause an earthquake to shake down the prison walls? 
Did he overthrow Herod and claim David’s throne? 
 
No. Instead, according to Matthew,  
Jesus “withdrew to Galilee.” 
It must’ve look a lot to John  
like Jesus turned tail and ran.  
John went into prison fully believing  
what the prophets had written about the Messiah.  
But the longer he sat in prison,  
the harder it became to understand  
just what Jesus was up to.  
Harder to understand why,  
if he was the Messiah,  
he wasn’t providing any Messiah-like help to John. 
Can you relate?  
Haven’t we all, in times of trouble, wondered that same thing? 
Jesus, where are you? 
Why are you letting me suffer like this? 
Have I been wrong to put my faith in you? 
 
John is dealing with all these troubling questions, 
so he sends some disciples to ask this question of Jesus: 



Are you the one, or are we to wait for another? 
Jesus gives a typical Jesus answer.  
He doesn’t answer straight on. 
He doesn’t come right out and say,  
“John, what sort of bone-headed question is that?  
Of course I’m the Messiah!” 
 
No, nothing so clear as that.  
Instead, he says to John’s disciples, 
“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.” 
 
Jesus has just paraphrased  
the job description of the Messiah, 
as set forth in Isaiah. 
Two passages in particular. 
Let me read them to you. 
In Isaiah 35:5-6, the prophet says 
 
“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.” 
 
And in chapter 61:1, Isaiah says  
“The spirit of the Lord God is upon me, 
    because the Lord has anointed me; 
he has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed, 
    to bind up the brokenhearted, 
to proclaim liberty to the captives, 
    and release to the prisoners.” 
 
Wait a minute, what was that last bit? 
“To proclaim liberty to the captive and release to the prisoners.” 
You’ll notice Jesus didn’t mention that part in his message to John.  



I’m guessing John noticed the omission.  
That was probably the part he wanted most to see and hear. 
 
I’m pretty sure Jesus didn’t just forget that part. 
Rather, he was clarifying for John that yes, he is the Messiah, 
but he’s not going to rescue John out of Herod’s prison.  
This Messiah isn’t going to overthrow the wicked human rulers of the earth.  
Not yet, anyway.  
 
This almost certainly is NOT the news John was hoping for. 
Jesus probably knew that.  
I think that’s why he added a couple of things  
to Isaiah’s job description. 
Isaiah never said anything about the Messiah raising the dead. 
I think that was Jesus’s reassurance to John. 
Don’t worry if you die in prison, John.  
Because that’s not the end.  
You will live again. 
And then, perhaps knowing that John might still be disillusioned by this 
answer, 
Jesus adds a gentle blessing: 
“Blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me.” 
 
In other words, he’s saying, 
“John, I know I’m not doing what you want.  
This isn’t turning out the way you had hoped.  
But don’t lose faith.  
Trust in me.” 
 
We’re not told how John responded to Jesus’ words. 
But if John was anything like the prophet Jesus believed him to be, 
then rather than complaining  
that Jesus wasn’t living up to his idea of what a Messiah should be,  
I bet John instead started rethinking those ideas,  
started redefining what a Messiah is to fit Jesus. 
 
“Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?”  
That question is at the heart of our faith,  
certainly at the heart of Advent.  
It gives voice to our own hesitancy to believe,  



even in the midst of anticipation.  
It allows us to express our uncertainty,  
even though we have 2,000 years of evidence.  
It lets us articulate what’s in our hearts,  
even when our mind tries to convince us to stay quiet. 1 
Because we have a vested interested in the answer. 
 
“Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?”  
That’s the question we ask from our own prisons.  
Whether it’s a prison of illness or depression, 
a prison of intolerance or shame or self-doubt… 
Whatever prison we find ourselves in, 
we know that such prisons often confine us  
to a limited imagination about God.  
We want God to fit our expectations, 
not the other way around.  
 
Are you the one who is to come or are we to wait for another?  
It is a question of  longing –  
longing for what we dearly hope,  
but then wonder if it truly can be.  
Longing for promises to come true.  
Longing for what was,  
but at the same time looking forward to what could be.  
 
Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another? 
Let’s let John’s question be our question this week.  
Let us ask it, not to answer it;  
not to solve it;  
not to tie it all up in a Christmas bow.  
But to lean in to the waiting, the wanting, and the wonder. 
Lean in, so as to hear God’s answer.  
  
 
                                                
1 This section is adapted from commentary by Karoline Lewis, Associate Professor of 
Preaching at Luther Seminary, Saint Paul, Minn., in Feasting on the Gospels, “Matthew 
11:2-11.” 


