
KNOW WHO YOU ARE AND WHO YOU ARE NOT 

3 Advent – B December 17, 2017     John 1:6-8, 19-28 

 

We lit the third candle on the Advent wreath today, and you might have noticed that it is 

different from the other candles. It’s rose. While we like to name the candles for hope, peace, 

joy, and love for the candles, there is no specified Lutheran way of doing the wreath—even 

though the Advent wreath had its origins in the Lutheran church!  But a common tradition in 

many of our churches (whether the rest of the candles are purple or blue) is to light a rose-

colored candle to separate Gaudete Sunday (that is, the Sunday of rejoicing) from the others.  

In this morning’s readings, we get that hint of joy or rejoicing. “Rejoice always,” begins the 

reading from 1Thessalonians. Isaiah and the psalmist make clear that God is turning our 

mourning into laughter and shouts of joy. Then we come to John the Baptist in our gospel (“good 

news”) reading, and it sounds like it almost breaks out of the “joy” tradition of this Sunday. 

John calls himself “the voice crying out in the wilderness” (words from the 40th chapter of the 

prophet Isaiah). He is not the light, but he is pointing/testifying to the light. 

Some observers of John the Baptist, note that, despite his unusual preaching style, manner of 

dress, and diet: John knows who he is, and who he is not. Preaching commenter David Lose 

expresses his delight in John’s refreshing honesty: “Oh, for a few more folks like John the 

Baptist these days!” [workingpreacher.org for 12/17/17] 

Lose speaks to the current “prophets” of this age, whether political or business leaders or sports 

figures or preachers or other people who seem to have only one goal in mind: to get people to 

look at them. 

John knew he was not “the Light.” The best leaders I know are people who realize that it takes 

many people working together to make good things happen. They also realize that they are not 

the center of the universe. Instead they fix their eyes on something much greater. In the church, 

every member of the congregation has something to contribute to the mission of the church and 

to its outreach in the community. We know that this is not about us, but about God’s love that 

has been entrusted to us. We help make that love real when we look beyond ourselves to the 

places where God’s love needs to be shared. 

But notice I say “help.”  That’s because the great gift of God’s Good News in Jesus is that we 

don’t have to “do” this life alone. God gives freely what we could not hope to earn because 

perfect love can only come as a free gift. Because God loves us enough to reach out to us, to 

come down to us, to live among us, salvation becomes the gift of grace that God gives to us, the 

people he loves. Belonging is a given because God has already called us his own. Outreach 

becomes our joy, as people who have been given much more than we deserve, we can’t help but 

share with others.  

In my niece’s Montessori classroom, she has hung a large banner over the whiteboard: 

“Everybody does better when everybody does better.” The beauty of this circular-sounding 

statement is that there are many ways to interpret it, and they all revolve around a community 

working together—with each other, rather than against one another, each individual contributing 

to the whole. Because God has gifted each one of us, we see each other as people of worth.  
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Together we are God’s creation.  Together we are blessed, redeemed, nourished, and sent by 

God.  

John knew who he was and who he was not. He had a lot of followers; yet his mission was not to 

attract people to him, but rather to his message; and that message was about the Greater One who 

was coming after him.  He urged people to clear a path, to open their eyes and their minds to 

witness the great thing God was doing. The religious leaders didn’t know what to make of him. 

They couldn’t quite dismiss him as a hack, because the false prophets only wanted to lift 

themselves up.  This prophet kept telling them, “It’s not about me. One who is so much greater is 

on the way. And when he comes, you will be forever changed.” 

This Advent is a reminder that God is still at work. We light the candles and mark the time in 

order to recommit ourselves to the Good News. We light the candles to testify to The Light.  In 

this season of preparation we devote two Sundays to John’s message, because he is the 

messenger who points to that which is greater—none other than God-with-us, Jesus, the Messiah 

who is Christ the Lord. As followers of this Greater One, informed by the mission of John the  

baptizer, the voice crying in the wilderness to prepare the way, we live into our identity when 

whatever we think, say, and do points the way to Jesus.  Amen. 

 


