The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon – Year B Advent 2 Luke 3:1-6
Sometimes it takes an outside perspective to help us see things more clearly than we otherwise would remember. Imagine yourself driving down a busy road, and glancing at the car next to you, whose hubcap is loose and spinning furiously and about to come off. You don’t have to be a mechanic to realise something is wrong! You can see the problem but the person inside the car can’t. It’s up to you to tell them. It’s up to you to save that hub cap! It’s up to you to act fast or miss the moment, as we often do. 
There is value in an outside perspective, someone standing back, someone with a different vantage point who can help us see things, understand things more clearly than we can. 

In many ways this is what John the Baptist gives: an outside perspective; a different take.  So this morning we consider things from his perspective –

The world of the prophet 
The word of the prophet and
The way of the prophet.

John the Baptist didn’t have a conventional home, a comfortable home.  John lived in the wilderness; ‘in the sticks’, in what we might call the outback, away from the town centre, away from the people. 
Some Jewish sects lived out there too, often following very strict forms of Judaism, their homes were caves or tents or similar structures. 
It’s interesting that Luke describes in such detail the historical and political world in which John lived: the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pilate was governor. Herod and his brother Philip and Lysanias ruled over different provinces. And those are all listed. 

Why all this detail?

I don’t think it’s there just to make the text difficult to pronounce, but because Luke is trying to set up both the historical context of John’s ministry and the social contrast of John’s ministry. This contrast between the ordinary structured political and religious world of the time and the extraordinary unusual unique character of John’s world and his ministry.  He comes from the outside to challenge those inside, he comes to prepare the world for something other worldly. 

During the reign of Tiberius during the high-priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas the word of God came where?  To John, Son of Zechariah in the wilderness.  
So what is the word of the prophet?  He went into all the country around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 
Baptism - meaning to wash: repentance - meaning to turn.
And - forgiveness - meaning to release - as you might release a prisoner from prison.
So John’s ministry is an urgent appeal from another world to the people of this world.  To be washed, to start over to turn to change direction to re-orientate their lives in order to be set free from the prison of sin.   Now we might not think we’re in a prison or we might not see how imprisoned we are but that’s because we’re sitting inside the car if you take the opening illustration.
We’re inside the car, we’ve got the air conditioner on, the radio’s turned up, and it’s quite comfortable. Outside the hubcaps might be falling off or the boot’s open, or the paint’s peeling, or the doors are dented or something else. But it takes an outsider to see that and bring it to our attention.
Sin is a prison. Our pride; our prejudices - they are prisons.  The way we treat and talk about one another, from our politicians to our refugees, from the home bound to the homeless, from our own families to the family of God, and the indifference we sometimes have towards the things of God’s word, worship and prayer: John simply comes to point out the problem and the prisons, and to point us towards the solution: the man with the keys; the forgiver, the rescuer. So when he arrives, He will find us ready to receive him. John points to Jesus and Jesus completes the ministry John started.
That is the world of the prophet, and the word of the prophet. What about the way of the prophet?

Isaiah is quoted to further explain John “A voice of one calling in the wilderness, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him. Every valley shall be filled in, every mountain and hill made low. The crooked roads shall become straight, the rough ways smooth. And all people will see God’s salvation’. John comes to smooth the way, the road, the path, for Jesus to come and make his home on earth.

John’s a straight-shooter who makes the way straight for Jesus to arrive. John brings down the proud; he lifts up the humble; he has this great levelling effect as he prepares the way. Not for himself, but the Lord. And then all people, it says, will see God’s salvation. 

Imagine for a moment that you were planning to bring a guest along to your family’s Christmas celebration. This sometimes happens with a new boyfriend or girlfriend: an extra we might call them.  Someone will try to prepare them and prepare the way for them by explaining a few things in advance. Grandpa always sits there, Grandma always makes that, Uncle Pete always tells bad jokes, Aunty May always drinks a bit too much. The meal happens here, like this, presents happen over there, like that.
The person is prepared.
Then the family needs to be prepared as well to be told that a guest is coming.  Who? Why? And someone might prepare them too: ‘come on, this is who it is; they’ve been together this long; be gentle; he really likes her;  try to be nice; try to act normal; try not to embarrass yourselves’.
We might do something similar if we invited someone new to church, we prepare the way. In fact Christians in general have a similar role to John, to stand in the middle between Christ and the world. He enters and paves a path to introduce one to the other; not to make excuses for one or the other; but to introduce them; because deep down we genuinely want them to know each other; and even to like the other.
John come to prepare the way for his Lord. It’s a way of grace; a way of mercy; a way of peace; a way of forgiveness - ways that can and do set captives free, and release those in bondage. He shows them the way of Christ, the same way you and I were welcomed into in our baptism, and the way we are blessed to still be walking with the God who cares so much for us.

Amen

