
SERMON FOR ADVENT 3 2019   |   15.12.19  
Isaiah 11: 1-10; Romans 15: 4-13; St Matthew 3: 1-12 

 

There can be little doubt that this election is going to go into the 

history books and be as famous as those of 1918, 1935, 1945, 1964, 

1979 and 1997. These were the elections when the country took the 

decisive decision to go in another direction. Looking at the film 

footage of Blyth, Bolsover (where Dennis Skinner had been MP since 

1970) and Stoke on Trent, England has changed its political mind.  

 

And I mention Dennis Skinner only as a representation of a feeling. 

The feeling of rejection, the feeling that we can so easily have: I’ve done 

my level best: why have people turned against me in quite this way?  On 

the bigger scale it is the feeling of both Jeremy Corbin and Jo Swinson; 

in a rather different arena, the feelings of Kerim Zeroual and Emma 

Barton in the dance offs for Strictly come dancing.     

 

We look at the likes of Boris Johnson or Kelvin Fletcher – all grins and 

confidence – who just seem to be the ones who always come up 

trumps, as if there is an inevitability about their success. Why is it that 

some people seem to rise to the top so easily, while others, however 

hard they work, seem always to be overlooked? Is it true that success 

breeds success… 

 

Psalm 73 is full of the same thoughts: As for the rich and powerful they 

have no pain; their bodies are sound and sleek. They are not in trouble as 

others are; they are not plagued like other people. Their eyes swell out 

with fatness; their hearts overflow with follies. Yet people turn and praise 

them, and find no fault in them. Such are the prosperous; always at ease, 

they increase in wealth. All in vain I have kept my heart clean and washed 

my hands in innocence. All day long I have been plagued, and am punished 

every morning.  

 

Don’t misunderstand me: I am not making any comment on the 

integrity of those who have won this election so convincingly. My 

comment is on the fact that it seems that some people do rise to the 

top relatively easily.  

 

And the parallel for us is not hard to see. There in the desert, in 1st 

century Palestine, stood John the Baptist - a veritable Brian Blessed 

shouting out his message in the wilderness. 

 

 



In the wilderness: John was never the kind of person to enjoy great 

popularity. Why wasn’t he in the city, meeting and greeting and 

networking with the great and the mighty? Because he was John! In 

the wilderness is as good a metaphor as any for the fact that he was 

excluded from the circles of ‘those who matter’. He was a lone voice 

– an example of a phenomenon we now describe as ‘famous for fifteen 

minutes’.  

 

And he wouldn’t have had it any other way. Psalm 74 again: Yet if I had 

said, ‘I will talk as they do, I would have been untrue to the circle of your 

children’.  In other words, John the Baptist knew that his prophetic 

voice would have been completely swallowed up and extinguished if 

he had become just another society hack: he had to stand outside the 

circle if he was going to be heard.  

 

And heard he was. Even out there in the desert, the wilderness and dry 

land that Isaiah talks about, John the Baptist was doing something 

remarkable. Free of all political or social ambition John was calling 

people back to basics, telling them that all the fame and fortune in the 

world would not compensate people for the emptiness of their lives 

and the corruption of their values. It was so effective that Herodias, 

the nasty piece of work who hung to Herod like a leech, found a way 

to get John beheaded in his dungeon cell when all the royal court were 

drunk and beyond noticing.     

 

But Jesus noticed: Truly I tell you, among those born of women, no one 

has arisen greater than John the Baptist.  

 

I mention in the Weekly News the brilliance of Dominic Cummings’ 

slogan, Get Brexit done. Whether you agree with it or not it captured 

the imagination of a whole swathe of our nation who had never really 

been that interested in radical politics.  All the dissatisfaction with 

austerity and the problems of the NHS could be reduced to just four 

syllables. It was simply genius. However much it seems right to explain 

everything in detail – and we had that in endless hours of broadcasting 

- it was this one slogan that won the election.  

 

John the Baptist found the same touch and he was even briefer:  

Repent!  One word!  

 

 

 



As we come to celebrate the great event when God sent his Son into 

the world, how straightforward and simple is our message? Never 

mind consumerism and the power of Santa: where is the Church’s 

central core message? In all these great buildings, are people hearing 

what Jesus is about – or are we sidetracked by too many explanations 

– or the easy retreat into nostalgia?  

 

What is it that lies at the heart of the Christian Gospel? God loves us. 

God has always loved us and wants to show us a better way. God sent his 

Son to show us how to make the best of what we have.  That’s feels like 

a reasonable starter for ten.  

 

And it shows no signs of being popular, any more than it was in the 

days of John the Baptist! And it is even less popular when delivered in 

a half-hearted kind of way by people who don’t seem to think the 

message is that important, even for themselves!  

 

Laurence Williams, who teaches singing here on Tuesday afternoons, 

remarked in an email this week that he thought the only way of 

making John the Baptist’s message come alive in our day was by the 

quality of our loving – in particular the people who no one else cares 

about. And of course he is right. But there is another level too.  

 

And that is in the way we find ourselves envying people who appear 

to be ‘better’ and more successful than we are. Because each of us 

has, in our own hands, the ability to make a difference to someone.  It 

may something remarkably small – but that small bit of loving may be 

the key to saving someone’s spiritual and mental health. It may be the 

right word we say or the right gesture we make that will open the 

door and enable someone to see how Jesus can make a difference in 

their lives.  

 
That is the vision of Isaiah too: The wilderness and the dry land shall be 
glad, the desert shall rejoice and blossom; like the crocus it shall blossom 
abundantly, and rejoice with joy and singing. All shall see the glory of the 
Lord.   
 
So strengthen the weak hands, and make firm the feeble knees. Say to 
those who are of a fearful heart, ‘Be strong, do not fear! Here is your God. 
He will come and save you.’ Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, 
and the ears of the deaf unstopped; then the lame shall leap like a deer, 
and the tongue of the speechless sing for joy.  
 
 



But we can’t do that if we are spending our time resenting the fact 

that we aren’t doing as well as someone else. We can’t do that if we 

are wrapped up in disappointment and frustration. Something that 

you do, that I do, can and will make a difference if we just let God work 

through us – because we are upbeat and open to his love streaming 

via our hands, and feet and mouths – recognised or not (and actually, 

probably not!)    

 

I have read this little passage to you before but I don’t think we can 

hear it too often. As we look at John the Baptist out there in the 

wilderness, take heart from these words. They are by John Henry 

Newman, recently declared the first English non martyr saint since 

the Reformation: 

 

God has created me to do him some definite service. He has committed 

some work to me which he has not committed to another. I have my 

mission. I may never know it in thus life, but I shall be told it in the next. I 

am a link in a chain, a bond of connection between persons. 

 

He has not created me for nothing. I shall do good; I shall do his work. I 

shall be an angel of peace, a preacher of truth in my own place, while not 

intending it, if I do but keep his commandments. 

 

Therefore I will trust him. Wherever I am, I can never be thrown away. If I 

am in sickness, my sickness may serve him; in perplexity my perplexity may 

serve him. If I am in sorrow my sorrow may serve him. He does nothing in 

vain. He knows what he is about. He may take away my friends. He may 

throw me among strangers. He may make me feel desolate, make my 

spirits sink, hide my future from me. Still he knows what he is about.    

 

If we can hold on to those words then … the dry land shall be glad, the 

desert shall rejoice and blossom; the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and 

the ears of the deaf unstopped; then the lame shall leap like a deer, and 

the tongue of the speechless sing for joy.   

 

Ignoring the success of others and being open to the unique task that 

God has set us: THAT was the secret of John the Baptist in the 

wilderness.  


