
Advent Sermon on John the Baptist 
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Isaiah 35:1-10, James 5:7-10, Matthew 11:2-11, Psalm 146:4-9 / Canticle 15 

Father, in the wilderness of the Jordan, you sent a messenger to prepare people’s 
hearts for the coming of your Son. Help us to hear his words, so that we may 
clearly see the path to follow, the truth to speak, and the life to live, through our 
Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Today, the third Sunday of Advent, is known as Gaudete Sunday, which comes from 
the Latin version of Philippians 4:4-5, “Rejoice in the Lord always.” The theme of the 
day is joy. We light the pink candle, pink being the color associated with joy. In some 
churches, even the clergy dress in pink vestments for the day! 

So, it’s interesting that in the midst of this celebration of joy, we get this reading from the 
Gospel of Matthew about John the Baptist, trapped in prison. Not exactly a joyful 
passage. So what’s going on here? How do we move from prison to joy? 

Let’s begin with a bit of John’s backstory. Like his cousin Jesus, John’s birth was 
announced in advance to his parents, Elizabeth and Zechariah. They had waited 
patiently, prayed fervently, for a child. And when John arrived, they must have been 
filled with joy. They raised him to be a prophet, to speak truth to power, to call people to 
repentance, to urge people to return to God, to follow God’s teaching, to live rightly. 

And John stayed the course. He didn’t make money from his preaching. Instead, he 
lived in the wilderness, eating locusts covered in honey (which, I’ve tried—and let me 
tell you, they don’t taste very good!). Many people listened to John, heard the truth in 
his words, changed their lives, and were baptized. 

But John took his prophetic role seriously, so when the ruler Herod Antipas divorced 
his wife to marry his brother’s wife, John rebuked him for it. In response, Herod had 
John arrested and thrown into prison. 

By the time we arrive at today’s text, John has been in prison for over a year. He’s 
isolated, alone, and beginning to question his calling. He had done what he believed 
was right, what he believed God had called him to do—but here he was, stuck in prison 
with no hope of release. Had he been wrong? 

In researching this sermon, I found many sources that criticized John for his doubts. 
Sitting in their warm, cozy offices, composing sermons, the authors argued that John 
should have had more faith. I get it. We’re all called to have faith. 

But I have to say, I feel a lot of sympathy for John. I have a feeling that if I were stuck in 
prison for over a year, with no hope of release and no signs of anything improving, I’d 
also be reflecting on my choices and wondering if I had done the right thing. 



In fact, I’m grateful that stories like this are in the Bible. It reassures me that even the 
great heroes of the faith—Moses, Peter, John the Baptist—had moments of doubt, of 
searching, of struggling to find the truth. 

And there are a couple of things I think we can learn from what happens next. First, 
when John had these doubts and questions, when he was wondering, “Did I do the right 
thing?”—he went to the source for answers. He sent his disciples directly to Jesus 
with the question: “Are you the one who is to come, or should we wait for another?” 

John didn’t go with the popular opinions of the time. He didn’t look for answers from his 
captors, from the political or religious powers of the day. No, he went directly to God, 
asking: “Am I on the right path? Are you the one, or is someone else coming?” 

Having doubts is normal. Questioning—especially in hard times—is part of the human 
experience. And when we have doubts, when we wrestle with our faith, we too can go to 
the source. Through prayer, through scripture, by opening ourselves to the Holy 
Spirit, we too can access God's truth for us. That truth may not match what the world is 
selling (just ask Job). It may not be what society says is the “popular answer.” But if we 
go to the source, the answers will come. 

So what was Jesus’ answer? Again, I did a lot of reading, and I wasn’t totally satisfied 
with most of the explanations I found. They were often quite complicated. And while 
Jesus can be mysterious at times, I usually prefer a more straightforward approach. So 
let’s look directly at what Jesus says in response to John’s question: 

“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 does not take offense at me.” 

As I looked at this list, I noticed they all have something in common: each group 
receives exactly what they need. The blind receive sight. The lame are healed and 
walk. The lepers are cleansed and rejoin society. The deaf can hear again. The dead 
come back to life. 

Jesus has seen and known each person who comes to Him. He has looked at their 
condition, their situation, and given them what they need. Even the poor receive good 
news—hope. 

Maybe the message Jesus is giving to John is: Yes, I see you. I know what you need. In 
your isolation, in your despair, in your time of doubt—Jesus sees John, and gives him 
what he needs: comfort and hope. 

Jesus then affirms John’s calling: 

“Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet. This is the one about whom it is written: 
‘See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way before you.’ 



Truly I tell you, among those born of women no one has arisen greater than John the 
Baptist.” 

Jesus doesn’t rebuke John for his questions. Jesus doesn’t criticize him for doubting. 
Instead, He affirms John’s ministry and calling, and assures him that God gives each 
person what they need. Not always what the world expects. Not always what we expect. 
But what God sees, in our hearts, that we truly need. 

So—what does this have to do with pink candles and joy? 

This time of year, we’re surrounded by “Ho, Ho, Ho” and “Joy to the World.” Smiling 
elves and jingling bells. And some of us can embrace that joy—laughing, smiling, 
singing. 

But for others, this is a hard season. Expectations run high. Social pressures. Family 
expectations. Expectations we place on ourselves. And sometimes, we are more like 
John—trapped in a kind of prison, isolated, questioning. 

As we discussed in our Adult Forum last week, this is a season when suicides, 
accidents, and overdoses increase. In our area, we have a particular problem 
with alcohol poisoning during the holidays. Many people are struggling. 

When that happens—whether for you or someone around you—I urge you 
to remember John the Baptist. Having doubts, struggling—it’s part of being human. 
But you are not alone in it. Reach out to your friends. Reach out to your church 
community. And remember—always remember—God can provide just what we need. 
So ask God for help. 

So if you’re spending time with John the Baptist in the prison of doubt, don’t give 
up—reach out. God’s plan for us this Advent season is that we be filled with love, joy, 
peace, and hope, in anticipation of Christ’s birth. And God, through Christ and through 
His Church, will provide what each of us needs. 

Amen. 

 


