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JOHN THE BAPTIST POINTS PEOPLE IN THE RIGHT DIRECTION 

 

INI  

 One very popular game is Bingo.  It is very simple to play and it is enjoyed by people of every age.  Little children 

like it and older people do as well.  The goal is to get five in a row and you can do it horizontally, vertically or diagonally.  

Usually it is played where a person calls out numbers, but it could also be played in a car where the children see 

something on their card and then mark it.  You also have times when you have to fill up your entire card to win. 

 

 Let’s imagine that the theme of this bingo card is “things you see in December.”  Once you see them, you can 

mark off your space.  It would seem to be very simple as you drive along streets and see displays.  One by one you mark 

them off: Christmas tree, Santa, reindeer, candle, snowman.  You find the religious ones as well: Mary, Joseph, baby 

Jesus, shepherd, wise man.  But there is one that you can’t seem to find: John the Baptist.  You don’t see him in any mall 

display or house.  You probably won’t even find him in most churches.  But he belongs in the month of December.  We 

celebrate Advent.  In the Advent season we are to prepare our hearts for the coming of our Lord Jesus.  We do that by 

repentance.  Each year the Lutheran church sets aside two Sundays to focus on John and his message. 

 

 John the Baptist was a very special person.  He was not only a prophet, but he was a prophet who was 

prophesied.  He was a man who received a lot of attention throughout the whole region of Palestine 2000 years ago.  It 

would have been very easy to get caught up in thinking that he was very special (and he was), but John would have none 

of it.  He would never point people to himself.  That was not why he was baptizing at the Jordan River.  He was there to 

point to someone else.  JOHN THE BAPTIST POINTS PEOPLE IN THE RIGHT DIRECTION. 

 

 Did your mother ever tell you that it is not polite to point?  Perhaps she even told you that when you point, most 

of your fingers point right back at you.  Ancient Christian art often portrayed John with an overly large mouth and a 

hyperextended index finger.  Perhaps most people wouldn’t look at that as very flattering.  How would you want to be 

remembered – a person with a big mouth and a finger?  John would not have been insulted at all.  That is why he was 

sent. 

 

 Yes, he was sent.  He was sent from God.  Very simply, John was a man who would have a very special part in 

God’s plan of salvation.  He was a prophet who was prophesied.  He was prophesied by both Isaiah and Malachi.  He was 

born by a very miraculous birth.  His parents were far beyond childbearing years, yet God would give them a son in their 

old age.  He had a very definite purpose.  He was a man sent from God.  That is the divine origin of his mission and 

ultimately the answer to the question of authority that will come up.  His name was John.  That name means “the LORD 

is gracious.” 

 

 John was a witness sent to testify.  He was a witness to the one who was to come.  The Christian faith is not 

some made-up story.  Everything about our faith is grounded in truth.  Every one of Christ’s miracles was witnessed.  

People saw what Jesus did.  People heard what Jesus said.  The scriptures tell us that every matter must be established 

by at least two or three witnesses for it to be considered true.  John the Baptist was one of many witnesses who would 

testify that Jesus was the Christ, the Son of God.  That word is the same word from which we get the word “martyr.”  It 



came to mean “witness unto death” or “witness by one’s death.”  The apostles were all martyr/witnesses.  John the 

Baptist would lose his life because of his witness to Christ. 

 

 He came to witness to the light.  In the midst of a sin-darkened world, John would come to bear witness to the 

light.  Did you ever wonder why we celebrate Christmas on December 25?  We don’t have a definite date.  December 25 

was chosen perhaps by substitution.  The Romans celebrated a festival for Sol Invictus, the unconquerable sun.   They 

celebrated December 25 for this festival of the winter solstice when the days are the shortest of the year.  It would be 

very easy for Christians to celebrate the “sun of righteousness, the Light of the World, the Son of God” on that date. 

 

 John was not the light.  He came only as a witness to the Light.  John knew why he was there.  He was not there 

to tell people about how great he was.  He was not there to draw attention to himself.  He was there to glorify the 

Savior.  John is such a great example for us.  He was a man of faith, humility, selflessness, and faithfulness.  In a self-

promoting world, John pointed people in the right direction.  He was the friend of the Bridegroom who was coming.  

John humbly said of Jesus, “He must become greater; I must become less.” 

 

 That of course is easier said than done.  The Apostle Paul wrote: “We do not preach ourselves but Jesus Christ as 

Lord, and ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake.”  Not every Christian preacher can say that.  There are those who 

certainly have made a name for themselves.  They have hospitals and universities and campuses named after them and 

that is the way they want it.  They write their books that are more about themselves than Jesus.  They are more than 

happy to take your money so that they can continue to promote themselves. 

 

 John would point people in the right direction.  Now John certainly could have let the attention fall upon him. 

There were a lot of things that attracted people to John.  He was there at just the right time.  400 years had passed since 

the last literary prophet, Malachi.  The people were under Roman rule and most of the Jews didn’t like it.  They yearned 

for the coming of the Messiah.  Many had false notions about the Messiah, seeing him as an earthly king who would 

restore the physical kingdom of Israel.  They were familiar with the Old Testament Scriptures and what they said about 

the coming Messiah.  Anticipation and hopes were running high. 

 

 All this was taking place in the wilderness.  People were being baptized.  People were being told to repent.  This 

John looked like a wild man.  He wore garments of coarse camel’s hair and ate locusts and wild honey.  Who was this 

man?  Why were people coming to him?  Where did he get the authority to do these things?  Who told him to set up his 

ministry along the Jordan River?  The Pharisees and the Sadducees controlled the worship life of Israel from the Temple 

in Jerusalem.  They know that they certainly didn’t authorize John to stir up the people.  They sent some priests and 

Levites on a fat finding mission. 

 

 Their question was very simple.  Who do you think you are?  Who do you claim to be?  Are you claiming to be 

the Christ?  Now when it came to answering their questions John was short, sweet, and to the point.  In fact each 

answer gets a little bit shorter.  John was not looking for personal fame and glory.  He was not even going to leave the 

door open to the wrong interpretation of what he was doing.  He could have let people think that he was more than 

what he was: a voice and a finger.  He could have let some believe that he was the coming Messiah, at least for a time.  

It might have earned him a little cash and at least some better meals.  No, John kept pointing people in the right 

direction. 

 

 “I am not the Christ!”  That’s pretty simple.  There was no hesitation whatsoever. John was not going to claim 

any of the honor that belonged to Christ alone.  He emphatically confessed that he was not the Christ.  “Then who are 

you?  Are you Elijah?”  Why would they ask if he was Elijah?  The prophet Malachi answers that one for us.  “See, I will 



send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the Lord comes.”  Those were among the last words of 

the Old Testament so they would be memorable.  The prophet Elijah went to heaven bodily in a whirlwind.  Popular 

expectations were that the prophet would return.  John was certainly dressed like the prophet Elijah.  His demeanor and 

message were very similar as well.  Indeed, John’s father was told that his son would come in the spirit and power of 

Elijah.  Our Lord Jesus would identify John as the Elijah who was to come.  But John was not the prophet Elijah returned 

to earth.  He came in the spirit and power of Elijah. 

 

 John did not claim to be Elijah, nor would he claim to be the Prophet that Moses pointed the people toward.  

The Prophet was another name for Christ.  Jesus was that prophet.  John’s answers kept getting shorter.  He didn’t want 

to talk about himself.  He wanted to point the people to Jesus.  The delegation wouldn’t take “no!” for an answer.  They 

had to bring back something to those who sent them.  John tells them, “I am the voice of one calling in the desert, ‘Make 

straight the way for the Lord!’” 

 

 John said that he was simply a voice, a voice that would point to one greater than himself.  The Lord was 

coming.  Everyone should prepare their hearts for his arrival.  The shortest distance between two points is always a 

straight line.  During the Advent season we get so involved with so many things, things that are very good in themselves.  

We have Christmas parties and decorations and cards to send and cookies to bake and people to visit and presents to 

buy and places to go.  We certainly can enjoy any and all of these things.  Yet they can block the way for the Messiah to 

come to our hearts.  They become the focus of our Christmas enjoyment rather than the Christ child himself.  We have 

to focus on the reason he came.  He came to save his people from their sins. 

 

 John was pointing the people in the right direction.  He called them to confess their sins and to be baptized for 

the forgiveness of their sins.  Now baptism was not a new thing.  There were some rabbis who applied water to 

symbolize purification.  But John’s baptism went a step farther.  His was a “Baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of 

sins.” 

 

 The Pharisees would question John’s authority to do this.  This was a recurring theme with them.  They 

burdened the people with all kinds of man-made rules and regulations.  They knew that they had not authorized John to 

forgive sins.  This same accusation would be brought against Jesus.  It was always a question of authority.  They saw 

themselves as the ultimate authorities on earth.  They could decide who was forgiven and who was not.  They could 

decide who was fit for the kingdom of God and who was not.  They thumbed their noses on most of the people.  They 

cringed when Jesus ate with tax collectors and “sinners,” people who were so beneath them that they would not touch 

them with a ten foot pole. 

 

 John pointed the people in the right direction.  He would point them to the Greater One to come, one who was 

already among them at that time, one who would be revealed very soon as the Lamb of God who would take away the 

sin of the world.  We are never here to point to ourselves.  We are here to point to the Lord Jesus who fulfilled the Law 

for us, took our sins into his own body and paid our penalty and then rose again showing himself to be the Son of God.  

May we faithfully and humbly serve our Lord like John!  AMEN. 


