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; to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor, and the day of vengeance of our God; to comfort all who mourn; to provide for those who mourn in Zion, to give them a garland instead of ashes, the oil of gladness instead of mourning, the mantle of praise instead of a faint spirit. They will be called oaks of righteousness, the planting of the Lord, to display His glory. They shall build up the ancient ruins, they shall raise up the former devastations; they shall repair the ruined cities, the devastations of many generations. For I the Lord love justice, I hate robbery and wrongdoing; I will faithfully give them their recompense, and I will make an everlasting covenant with them. Their descendants shall be known among the nations, and their offspring among the peoples; all who see them shall acknowledge that they are a people whom the Lord has blessed. I will greatly rejoice in the Lord, my whole being shall exult in my God; for He has clothed me with the garments of salvation, He has covered me with the robe of righteousness, as a bridegroom decks himself with a garland, and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels. For as the earth brings forth its shoots, and as a garden, causes what is sown in it to spring up, so the Lord God will cause righteousness and praise to spring up before all the nations.
                                                                                                                                        Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11
There was a man sent from God whose name was John. He came as a witness to testify to the light, so that all might believe through him. He himself was not the light, but he came to testify to the light. This is the testimony given by John when the Jews sent priests and Levites from Jerusalem to ask him: “Who are you?” He confessed and did not deny it, but he confessed: “I am not the Messiah.” And they asked him: “What then? Are you Elijah?” He said: “I am not.” “Are you the prophet?” He answered: “No.” Then they said to him: “Who are you? Let us have an answer for those who sent us. What do you say about yourself?” He said: “I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of the Lord,’” as the prophet Isaiah said. Now they had been sent from the Pharisees. They asked him: “Why, then, are you baptizing if you are neither the Messiah, nor Elijah, nor the prophet?” John answered them: “I baptize with water. Among you stands one whom you do not know, the One who is coming after me; I am not worthy to untie the strap of his sandal.” This took place in Bethany across the Jordan where John was baptizing.                                                                                               John 1:6-8, 19-28
   One of the New York churches was notorious for its exclusiveness, but a poor man wanted to join it nevertheless. When he told the minister he wanted to become a member, the pastor suggested that maybe he should reflect a bit more on this, and in his prayers ask God for guidance. The next day the man saw the minister.
  “Well, I prayed last night” - he said – “and the Lord sent me an answer.”

 "And what was it?" - the clergyman, somewhat at a loss, asked. "What did the Lord say?"

   “He asked me what church I wanted to join, and I told Him it was yours.”

   So, the man continued, God said: “Oh, that church. No, you can't get in there. I know you can't, because I’ve been trying to get in that church for ten years myself, and I couldn't!'"
John the Witness
1. Yes, Advent prepares us for the events of Christmas, the celebration of birth of our Savior Jesus, but Advent also focuses on someone who too was sent by God, according to the Gospel of John. That someone is John the Baptist. He and Jesus’ lives have crossed more than once, and although both were sent by God and there was a distinctive difference between their ministries, these differences were more of a supplementary nature rather than divisive. The message of John and of Jesus, were both equally important and necessary in the scope of God’s plan of Salvation, and both of them were directed at two distinctive groups of people, a one that embraced the messages of both of them, and the other that rejected both of the messages and messengers. 
2. When I look at John, I cannot help but to see him himself as a man of contrast. He was a man who for most of his life lived in the wilderness, someone we might call today “a mountain man,” a self-sufficient, out of the grid loner, who did not fit anywhere in the society any definitely not a part of any “social group.” When he interacted with people he offered a strange message, even by the standards of his times, and his message is not according to the standards of our, modern society. His message was that of repentance and that of pending punishment. Neither then, nor now, anybody really liked or likes to hear about the need for repentance, and definitely not about punishment, yet this was what John delivered in his message and the word: “repent,” was definitely his motto. He was also adding in his preaching that people need something else on the top of repentance and avoidance of punishment. Despite of his message, John gains incredible popularity, but he does not use it for his own gratification and fame. Our text tells us that the Pharisees sent priests and Levites to him and asking point blank: “Who are you?” Instead telling them who he is he instead answers with: “I am not the Messiah.” Why would he say this? This was not what they asked, so they continue to probe him: “Are you Elijah then, or a prophet?” He could have said: “yes, I’m,” but again he did not. He said: “no, I am not” because being sent by God, he knew what his role is and conscious of his purpose he responds with humility.  
3. John comprised his preaching on two ideas out of Judaism, first: “the biblical prophecy promise of the King, namely the Messiah,” and proclaimed that He was about to appear, and second, that: “His (the Messiah) coming required personal renewal.” When Jesus came to the Jordan River to be baptized by John, these two ideas begin to merge. John pointed out to Jesus as the Messiah, and Jesus pointed to God’s fulfillment of His promise given first to Adam and then to Abraham. John called people to repent, while Jesus called them to forgive. Later on, when His disciples asked Jesus to teach them to pray, He offered them the words: “forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us.” Forgiveness was the key issue of Jesus’ ministry. John in his Gospel says that “God loved the world so much that He sent His only Son to pay the price for our redemption.” To be redeemed however, a person must first repent and accept dependance on God, acknowledging His supremacy. 
4. Knowing God gave John the confidence and he knew what is his role in the fulfillment of the redemptive history.
He was aware that he is not the Messiah, and what was between him and Jesus. Both, John and Jesus were facing the same crowds, but the same people soon forgot about John and they also rejected Jesus and crucified Him. I find it disturbing that for centuries Christian Church persecuted Jews for what they did to Christ and yet, how strange it is that the words of forgiveness Jesus spoke even on the cross, did not impact the Church. Even today, in antisemitism so wide spread even among many Christians, this remains to be true. Jesus came to the whole world, not just to the selected few, and the Jews did not nail Him to the cross, nor did Romans prompted by them, but Jesus was nailed to the cross because of our sins. Today’s world still rejects Christ, just as the people of Judea two thousand years ago did, and even in the celebration of Christmas today, Santa is more important and more exposed than Jesus.
5. As the Church of Christ, we accepted the message which both, John the Baptist and Jesus brought. We, His Church are His children and received His revelation. What we will do with this message depends on how we see our role in God’s plan of redemption. We know that in Jesus is the revelation of the true nature of God, and this was the message that Jesus brought. We must take this message and carry it as John the Baptist did. We must point people to the Light of the world. We must help bring meaning to life. We must bring others into the circle of God’s love, because we have seen His glory, “the glory of the One and only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.”  When we keep the glory of God to ourselves, when we focus only on our needs, we are like the Pharisees who came to Jesus complaining that His disciples greeted Him with the “Hosannas” when He entered Jerusalem, on what we call today a “Palm Sunday.” Christmas is the season when we indeed focus on Christ and His birth, at least that what Christmas really means in traditional sense. Changing Christmas into anything else takes away from true understanding of what Christmas is, and we have to choose what audience we want to be, the one that follows, or the one that rejects Jesus.
6. John says that he baptizes with water: “but He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.” John’s baptism encouraged repentance in preparation for the fulfilment of “forgiveness and eternal life.” In our baptism we are baptized into Christ’s death and resurrected to a new life, we are forgiven of our sins, but this forgiveness is undeniably tied to our willingness to repent. John teaches us something else important. He says that he is: “unworthy to untie the sandals” of Jesus. Untying sandals was the task of a slave, so with great humility John says he is “not worthy” to perform even this task. John was a popular man, even though he might have been controversial, but he was solely focused on his task of introducing of the coming Messiah, rather than elevating himself to the position of importance. He was not seeking attention for himself.  Isn’t this the attitude every Christian should have? 
7. Congregational theologian Jonathan Edwards said: “we must view humility as one of the most essential things that characterizes true Christianity.” It is so sad that today people disregard the words of wisdom of great theologians of the past. Today, as humanity, we elevated ourselves to the level where we “know it better.” Repentance, and humility, are the two of the most “countercultural” aspects of Christian faith today. Neither is celebrated or embraced in our culture. Our society prefers to see everything being “nice and dandy,” while the reality shows that it is not. True Christianity admits that things are not the way they should be. “Chaos” is not “an order,” “war” is not “peace,” violence” is not “justice, “sin” is not “equality,” “many ways” is not “the only Way.” As Christians we know this, but unfortunately this is not the “politically correct” and “acceptable view” of the things as they are, thus as Christians we are ridiculed and dismissed by modern society. However, the more we see who Christ is, the easier it is for us to embrace who God wants us to be, and just like John, embrace our role.  
8. John the Baptist offers us a great lesson. What we do for a living does not define of who we are. Our value does not increase with a better job or a social status, we are defined by what our commitment is. Wherever God puts us, whatever He requires of us, in everything, we are to be faithful sons, daughters, husbands, wives, fathers, mothers, grandmothers, grandfathers, the list goes on and on. We are to be faithful in all we do, and we are. No matter what position we hold, we must remain faithful to Jesus even if this means to be controversial and not able to please everyone. Our politicians and even our religious leaders want to please everyone thus humility is not their forte anymore, but I have to meet yet someone who is able to please everyone. Nobody is able to do so. What we are able to do, however, is to be unwaveringly committed to our God. The true meaning and the purpose of who we are, is inseparably intertwined with who Jesus Christ is for us.

