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SERMON FOR ADVENT 3, 2016 
Texts: Isaiah 35:1-10 

James 5: 7-10 
Matthew 11: 2-11 

 
When I first looked at our Gospel reading, I thought “This is about doubt – legitimate 

doubt, as an alternative to unquestioning faith; doubt and uncertainty”. And that comes into it 
– but there is more…. 

 
If you were in church to hear last Sunday’s gospel, you will be shocked at the change in 

John – a change possibly within months. There he was last week, confidently baptising and 
proclaiming God’s coming judgement, fiercely condemning the religious elite who came to 
him (“You vipers!”), warning of axes, winnowing fans and refiner’s fire – a personality to 
make you quake in your shoes, a confident and impressive preacher. 

 
And now? Now after some months in a dank, dark, noisome dungeon – probably with 

rats, probably shared with many other unfortunates, almost certainly half-starved – he seems 
to have lost his confidence and courage. It must have been hell for him, a child of the desert, 
accustomed to the wind on his face and the high vault of the sky above him, one who had 
spent all his life in wide open spaces, in silence and solitude in the wilderness. Now he is 
incarcerated at the whim of a tyrant, in a deep dungeon in Herod’s fortress of Machaerus, in 
the mountains near the Dead Sea, in darkness. Would he ever see the light again? It reminds 
me of a cell I saw once in a castle in the borderlands between England and Scotland, where at 
one time a border chieftain was imprisoned. The cell had one tiny window, too high in the 
wall to look out from the ground; but on the ledge of the window are two depressions in the 
stone. They were made by the hands of the imprisoned chieftain, who day after day lifted 
himself up by his hands to look out on the green valleys where he longed to ride again. In 
such a place even strong faith can be assailed by doubts…and it seems John was going 
through the dark night of the soul. Was he tormented by the possibility that his whole life had 
been misguided, that the Messiah he had so confidently identified as the Lamb of God, was 
not in fact God’s chosen one; that he, John, had been misled himself AND that he was 
misleading his followers? In his desperate doubt, he needed to know, for his own peace of 
mind, whether Jesus really was the Messiah (“the one who is to come” was one of the titles 
given to the expected Messiah)…or whether he, John, had been wasting his own time and 
everybody else’s. In extreme circumstances we are driven to question everything, to search 
the bottom of our hearts and souls to find where truth is, and to face harsh realities. And often 
in that dark night we learn truths about ourselves, and our relationship with God, which 
change our understanding. 

 
So, out of the darkness, John sends this agonised plea to Jesus “Tell me, are you the one?” 

He must have hoped for a one word answer, “yes” – but Jesus hardly ever gives a straight 
answer, it’s usually much more interesting than that. In effect Jesus says “I’m not going to 
tell you what I think I am – just look around you and see the Kingdom of God at work – the 
blind seeing, the lame walking, and so on”.  Immediately we hear the echo of Isaiah – one of 
his prophetic passages is our OT reading, where the blind and lame, the deaf and the dumb 
are healed. Another passage is Isaiah 61, which Jesus himself reads when inaugurating his 
public ministry in Nazareth: “He has sent me to bring good news to the poor, to heal the 
broken-hearted”. Isaiah is prophesying the coming of the Kingdom of God, the deliverance 
from disease and misery and oppression which the Messiah will bring. But the underlying 
message to John is quite sharp: 
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• If you remember your scriptures, Jesus is saying, it should be obvious to you, as I 
do these works, who I am. 

• Jesus does not include in his list of works the two prophecies John would most 
like to hear – “to announce release to captives and freedom to those in prison”. No 
freedom promise for John then – that’s not in the plan. 

• Jesus chides John for doubting – or “taking offence” at him, saying “Blessed is 
anyone who takes no offence at me” – in another translation –“Happy are those 
who have no doubts about me”. This reminds me of Jesus’ saying to Thomas 
“Happy are those who have not seen, and yet have believed”. So John is not 
blessed. 

And it’s only after John’s people have gone away, that Jesus says much kinder things 
about John – he’s a prophet, a messenger,  in fact Elijah who was to come before Messiah. 
John is the last and greatest prophet of the old age….but now the Kingdom of Heaven is 
being inaugurated, and the least in the new dispensation has a different status. Or perhaps 
Jesus means that he himself is the least in the kingdom, among them as one who serves, and 
he is greater than John. So John hears welcome truths, but hard ones – perhaps reality is 
always hard. 

 
And – I don’t know about you – I find my sympathies are with John. He has spoken out 

for truth, for righteousness, and been wrongly imprisoned by Herod. He may never get out. 
He has given his freedom for his prophetic speaking, and he wants to be affirmed, to know it 
was not all in vain. Probably he expected the Messiah, in good Old Testament style, to be a 
warrior king - to sweep through the land righting wrongs,  challenging injustice and tyranny, 
and establishing his rule, in which John might possibly have quite an important role. But 
Jesus didn’t seem to be making any such move – he was travelling around obscure bits of 
Galilee, away in the north, preaching, healing, teaching, but not showing any inclination to 
take on the corrupt establishment in Jerusalem, or to challenge Herod or gather the forces to 
impose a more just regime. And certainly he wasn’t using an axe or a winnowing fan; no 
judgement in sight. Was it all going wrong? 

 
And I honour his doubt. We haven’t had the experience of having our ideas about God 

and his rule turned upside down, from a God of wrath and judgment to a God of mercy and 
love….though I believe some evangelical preachers in an earlier generation did teach a 
wrathful and judgmental God. But for Jewish people, Jesus could not possibly be the Messiah 
because he was so different from what they had been taught to expect. So I feel John’s doubt 
was totally justified, even if he got rather a tough answer from Jesus. 

 
And I would honour anyone with doubts today. Do you give your assent to every one of 

the Thirty Nine Articles? Do you truly believe in the Virgin Birth? Every article of the 
Creeds, including the resurrection of the body? There’s a lot to take on trust – though perhaps 
not as much as  the White Queen in Alice in Wonderland, who could believe six impossible 
things before breakfast. The Christian faith can be quite puzzling, and I’m thankful that at its 
heart it’s not about articles of faith, it’s about personal relationships, about belonging, and 
being loved so that we can love in return. Thomas Merton, the monk and mystic, certainly 
honoured doubt: he said “Underlying all life is the ground of doubt and self-questioning, 
which sooner or later must bring us face to face with the ultimate meaning of our life”. And 
I’m heartened by St Matthew’s description of Jesus’ post-resurrection appearance in Galilee: 
“when they saw him, they worshipped him, though some doubted”. If some could doubt even 
the newly-risen Jesus present before them, then it’s fair for us to ask the difficult questions 
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and to search honestly for the truth. In fact a Buddhist teacher, Ani Palmo, said that doubt is 
an essential tool on the path to enlightenment. 

 
But another way of interpreting Jesus’ answer to John is to understand it as a call for 

discernment: don’t talk about the coming Messiah, just look at what is happening now, all 
around you. Discern the signs of the times….look at the events of the day, and try to perceive 
where God is at work and where it’s all leading. Check back to Scripture and see if this is 
prophecy fulfilled. Isaiah looked at the events of his day, and saw, in the collapse of the 
Babylonian Empire (which had exiled the Jews) and the rise of Cyrus as King of Persia, 
God’s hand in releasing his people from captivity. Today we might reflect on the appalling 
fighting and destruction in Syria, and Yemen, and South Sudan, and think of Jesus’ words in 
Matthew’s Gospel (24:6-7): “You are going to hear the noise of battles close by and the news 
of battles far away: but do not be troubled. Such things must happen, but they do not mean 
that the end has come. Countries will fight each other, kingdoms will attack one another. 
There will be famines and earthquakes everywhere”. Jesus called these the first pangs of 
childbirth – implying that we must expect the situation to get worse before it gets better. And 
those of us who pray daily for an end to such violence and terror, give thanks also for those 
who are working for good: for organisations like Medecins sans Frontieres, running hospitals 
and clinics in Yemen and South Sudan under continual bombing and gunfire; for Bishops and 
priests continuing their ministry amid starving and desperate people, working for peaceful 
reconciliation, and speaking out publicly in a State where public criticism of Government is 
fiercely crushed. In the midst of horror, faithful people are still working for the Kingdom of 
God – and we must discern the good as well as the evil. 

 
And still the cry goes up: “How long, O Lord, how long?” God’s timescale is very long, 

and his patience is infinite – so, as James tells us in our epistle, we too have to be patient, for 
not all the factors are under our control. We sow seeds, of care and love and selfless action, 
but we may never see the flowering or the fruit. A friend who works in Durham Diocese told 
me of meeting a family in the Cathedral; they had many years previously come and prayed in 
the Cathedral for the gift of a baby when, apparently, conception was not possible. My friend 
met them when they came to celebrate that prayed-for child’s graduation from the University. 
They simply said “We are here to say thank you to God”. 

 
So here’s the message from today’s scriptures: honest doubt, seeking truth, is not to be 

despised; pray that it may find truth. Study the signs of the times, pray for discernment to 
recognise the signs of God at work and where possible join in; and be patient in watching and 
waiting for the right time and for the coming of God’s Kingdom here on earth. And may God 
bless us with confidence, discernment and patience this Advent, so that we welcome his 
coming among us all the more at Christmas. Amen 


