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A Homily preached by           “What then will become of John’s prophecy?”
The Reverend Jo Popham      Second Sunday of Advent

December 5, 2010
Matthew 3:1-12

Who was this John, known as the Baptizer?

From Luke’s Gospel we know John as Jesus’s cousin, the first to recognize Jesus

when Mary arrived at Elizabeth, his mother’s, door before the boys were even born.

When John was only eight days old he was taken to the Temple and given his name.

People asked “ ‘What then will this child become?’ For, indeed, the hand of the Lord was

with him.” (Luke 1:66). His father Zechariah’s prophecy – that we know as the

Benedictus that we sing at Morning Prayer – answers that question “What will this child

become?” Zechariah filled with the Holy Spirit prophesied – and we sing – that John

would become the prophet of God Most High preparing the way for Jesus, the Son of

God Most High. We 21st century Christians hear in the Benedictus conflicting images of

salvation because we separate all things social and political from the spiritual and the

religious. But in Second Temple Judaism there was no dividing line. God’s people being

reconciled to God, Israel being restored, and the people of God being freed to worship

God was a single vision of the world when God would come to set things right.

The Gospel of Mark begins as “the good news of Jesus Christ, the son of God,”

quoting the prophet Isaiah: “See I am sending my messenger ahead of you who will

prepare your way, the voice of one crying in the wilderness: ‘Prepare ye the way of the

Lord, make his paths straight.’” (Mark 1:1-3).

But the Gospel of Matthew that addressed Jewish followers of Jesus, believers who

were involved in inter-Jewish debates after the defeat of Jerusalem and the destruction of

the Temple in the year 70 AD/CE, these scattered faithful had doubts, they questioned

God’s faithfulness, God’s will for them, God’s presence, and God’s forgiveness. So they
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debated among themselves how to live faithfully. Many proclaimed that Jesus as God’s

agent could provide forgiveness, that Jesus manifested God’s presence to them, and that

Jesus reliably instructed his followers about God’s will and interpreted the Scriptures for

them. But these faithful did not win the debate for people were so conflicted and

disappointed and bitter. But they were also trying to survive in a world dominated by the

Romans. And the Romans – who trusted that their emperor ruled at the will of their gods

– controlled all things political, economic, and military to benefit themselves. These

Jewish subjects of the Romans were the people that Matthew addressed. And these

people had to have asked themselves “is this God’s world, or is it the Romans’? And

further, do God’s blessings extend to all people, or just to Rome’s elite? The world they

knew was a sinful one where they were being exploited. People needed to be saved.

The year was 26 AD/CE. And what had become of John? He had grown strong and

lived as a hermit apart from the Roman elite in the city, in the bone-dry region south and

east of Jerusalem. It was from this self-imposed isolation that John came and called for

repentance. The Jews were not especially sinful, and although they had not been

abandoned by God, they may have felt like it. John called for them to return to living

faithfully. He called for the people of Israel to repent, in the Greek meaning to change

one’s mind in a radical way, in Hebrew and Aramaic meaning to turn, to reverse

completely one’s life direction. John’s voice called out: “Turn back, turn back” not unlike

the prophets of the Old Testament. Jeremiah had prophesied: “The days are surely

coming ... when I will make a new covenant ... It will not be like the [old] covenant ... I

will put the law within them and I will write it on their hearts.” (Jeremiah 31:31-34).

Isaiah foretold John’s coming as “The voice of one crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare

the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.’”

What a sight John must have been. Picture him as Matthew described him in:

“clothing of camel's hair with a leather belt around his waist, and his food was locusts
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and wild honey.” From the waterless wasteland, John went to the waters of the Jordon

River to bring God’s message to the Jews whose faith was being tested. Return, turn

around, turn from the ways of the world and return to God he told them – come back to

God’s ways. And people came, confessed their sins, and were baptized. John said: “I

baptize you with water for repentance, but one who is more powerful than I is coming

after me; I am not worthy to carry his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit

and fire.”

The Jewish rite of immersion was not called baptism, but cleansing by immersion was

required for converts to Judaism. Immersion represented purification and restoration;

then the person could fully participate in the life of the community. And so Jews would

go to the mikvah to be cleansed again and again if they became ritually impure. Christian

Baptism does not need to be repeated. Seventh Day Adventists, however, can be

rebaptized if a believer has fallen away and needs to recommit themselves to Jesus or

they have come to some new understanding of their faith.

John the Baptist adopted baptismal immersion as the central sacrament in his ministry.

He baptized Jesus in the Jordon. And many of John’s disciples became followers of

Jesus. So what became of John the Baptizer? John did become known for baptizing, but

also for proclaiming. Scripture tells us that John was imprisoned for condemning Herod

for taking his brother’s wife Herodius as his own. But it was the wife who held a grudge.

On the occasion of a birthday party with much drinking, their daughter Salome’s dancing

pleased her father so much that he granted her anything she asked. Her mother coached

her to ask for John the Baptist’s head. And Herod though he was saddened kept his oath

and had John beheaded.

Now Josephus, the historian who lived and wrote during the first century, recorded a

slightly different account of John’s death. He reported that crowds had been coming to

John for baptism because they were moved by his words. The Jews came because
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washing with water would be acceptable to God not for the remission of sins only but for

purification of the body. Herod feared that John’s influence might cause a rebellion so he

had John imprisoned and then put him to death “to prevent any mischief he might cause.”

The Jews believed that the eventual destruction of Herod’s army was God’s punishment

for what Herod did to John the Baptist. (Jewish Antiquities, Book 18, Chapter 5, 2.

In Iraq til today John the Baptist is the principle prophet of the Mandaean faith. This

ancient religion is the last surviving Gnostic faith perhaps the oldest on Earth, as old if

not older than Christianity. The Mandaeans believe that John was the last and greatest of

the prophets. And while they acknowledge that John did baptize Jesus, they reject Jesus’s

status as a savior and view John as the only true Messiah. The Iraqi Mandaeans live near

waterways because they practice total immersion baptism in flowing water every Sunday.

In Mandaean  history John died at the hand of an angel who took the image of a three

year old child who came for baptism. And while he recognized the angel for who he was

John performed the baptism anyway and died.

We can trust that not only did Matthew’s gospel shape the early church, but it

continues to guide us today. Here in Canada, we followers of Jesus the Christ do not live

in constant persecution, but there is always pressure and risk. We live in a polarized

world. Social and political things are intentionally separate from the spiritual and the

religious. Do we need to be saved? And from where might salvation come?

What if God sent us a messenger, a prophet of God Most High to prepare the way for

Jesus, the Son of God, to come again into our lives? A prophet in our day might come to

us down from the mountain to show us the path to the Lord Jesus. Today he might look

like a serious snow boarder with tattoos covering his arms. He might eat a vegan diet to

keep himself pure and able to be a conduit of God’s message. Might we Anglican

Christians hear God’s message of a biker chick with facial piercings? Could we hear

God’s message of repentance from such as these? Would we accept the news that God
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wants us to incorporate Jesus’s message into all aspects of our world, that we are to be

part of bringing the good news to all people through how we live not only in our religious

and spiritual lives but our social and political as well?

What then became of John’s prophecy? Well, I believe I may have met two likely

messengers who were on retreat at Mount St. Francis at the same time as the clergy

retreat several weeks ago. They were dressed like modern hip-hop performers. They had

arm to cuff tattoos and piercings. And after listening to Phyliss Tickle the rest of that

week and her description the church of the future, the emergent church, in hindsight I

recognized these two young men as possible prophets of the future. They were planning a

gathering of people for worship, and they were interpreting Scripture for themselves. I

believe that it is from just such as these two 21st century prophets that unchurched youth

might receive the word of God, might hear anew Jesus’s saving words.

I believe that we too can renew the church. We have the great opportunity to prepare

the way, just as John the Baptist did, just as these two young men are doing today. We

too can reveal the need to turn around and reorder our world so that God the Most High

can be revealed through God’s son, Jesus the Christ.


