The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Advent 3, Year A

Text: Matthew 11:2-11
Jesus told them, “Go back to John and tell him what you have heard and seen— the blind see, the lame walk, those with leprosy are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised to life, and the Good News is being preached to the poor.” (vv4,5 NLT)

God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ give us grace and peace. Amen.

John’s ministry had started well as large crowds responded to his call to be baptized for the repentance of sins. He had recognized Jesus as the Lamb of God who had come to take away the sin of the world (John 1:29). When John had baptized Jesus, he saw the heavens open, heard the voice of God say that Jesus was his Son whom he loved and with whom he was pleased, and witnessed the Holy Spirit descend on Jesus in the form of a dove (Matthew 3:13-17; Mark 1:9-11; Luke 3:21,22; John 1:32).
John had called King Herod to repentance because King Herod had married his brother’s sister (Matthew 14:1-15; Mark 6:14-20). So Herod had John thrown in prison, which is where today’s Gospel account begins. Imagine John, in prison, contemplating what had happened, facing an uncertain future, wondering if this was how things were supposed to work out. 
Yet, despite these challenging times, John’s heart and mind are still looking to the promise of the Messiah, and now wanting to confirm that Jesus is the Christ. John sent his disciples to ask Jesus if he was the one whom God had promised. Jesus replied in the words of Isaiah 35 which described what would happen when God’s chosen Messiah would arrive:
And when he comes, he will open the eyes of the blind and unplug the ears of the deaf.
The lame will leap like a deer, and those who cannot speak will sing for joy! (vv 5,6a NLT)

Jesus added to what Isaiah prophesies by saying that people with leprosy are made clean, the dead are raised to new life, and the Good News is preached to the poor (Matthew 11:5). Jesus pointed to what was happening in people’s lives through him.

What about us? In the ups and downs of our faith, when we begin to wonder where God is in the middle of our struggles, questions and doubts, how do we understand Jesus’ answer?

There are three main ways we can interpret what Jesus said. The first is that, from a historical point of view, we have the accounts of witnesses who saw what Jesus did which pointed to him as God’s chosen Messiah. Just like us, John never saw what Jesus did from his prison. He had to trust the eye-witness accounts of those who were healed, cleansed, raised to new life, and given hope through the gospel. In the same way, we are asked to trust what the original followers of Jesus witnessed and have passed on to us in the Bible. This is why Jesus said to Thomas, ‘Blessed are those who believe without seeing me’ (John 20:29b NLT).
A second way we can understand Jesus’ answer is that he is still active in our time through miraculous healings. While this interpretation might not always fit with people’s modern view of the world, there is evidence to point to the ways God still works in people’s lives through miraculous healings. Even though we might not experience them personally, it doesn’t mean they don’t happen. If we believe that God can do anything, then maybe we need to be open to the idea that God’s kingdom is still at work in the world in miraculous ways.

A third way of understanding Jesus’ words is that Jesus sometimes used physical miracles to point to deeper, spiritual truths. For example, he healed a person lowered to him through a hole in a roof to show that he has authority to forgive sins (Matthew 9:1-8; Mark 2:1-12; Luke 5:17-26). Jesus miraculously fed five thousand people to point to himself as the one who gives eternal life (John 6). He healed a man born blind to show how he can open our eyes to see him as the one who brings God’s goodness and life into the world (John 9). As we hear the words Jesus sent back to John the Baptist when he was in prison, we can recognise him as God’s promised Messiah who overcomes evil in the world and restores creation to its original goodness.
In Jesus’ reply to John the Baptist, we can hear him pointing to the spiritual blessings he brings. Jesus opens our eyes to see him as God’s Chosen One who comes to establish his kingdom of peace in the world. When we are crippled by fear or guilt in our lives, Jesus comes to make us strong in faith so we can walk into the future with boldness and confidence. When we are infected with the disease of selfishness that breaks down relationships and isolates us from others, Jesus makes us clean so we can live in restored relationships with God and with each other. Jesus opens our ears so we can hear his promises of grace and new life, and receive them in faith. We were dead in our sin, but Jesus gave us new life by taking our sin and death on himself in his crucifixion, and exchanging it with his life and love in his resurrection—and that is his life and love he gives us each day. This is the good news that Jesus speaks to all of us who recognize our spiritual poverty and need for God’s grace and mercy, forgiveness and healing. 
I wonder how John reacted when his disciples brought Jesus’ reply back to him. Was he able to trust in what Jesus promised, even though his imprisonment would eventually lead to his death? And what about us? Will Jesus’ words and the witness of the Bible open our eyes to see him as God’s chosen One who has come to fulfil his promises?

John’s journey was a difficult one, but he was in no doubt that the Christ had come. His future with God was assured. Hear the Good News—Jesus is the Christ who has conquered even death itself. He is with us today and still speaks through his word, to make us clean, to open our ears to hear God’s promises to us, to raise us to new life every day of our lives, and to give us strength to walk with him into the future. Our past, present and future is assured through faith in the coming Christ. He is here today to bless us and keep us always in his care.  

And the peace of God which passes all understanding keep our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.
