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Matthew 11:2-11 

2 When John heard in prison what the Messiah[a] was doing, he sent word by his[b] disciples 3 and said to him, “Are you 
the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?” 4 Jesus answered them, “Go and tell John what you hear and 
see: 5 the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, those with a skin disease are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, 
and the poor have good news brought to them. 6 And blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me.” 

7 As they went away, Jesus began to speak to the crowds about John: “What did you go out into the wilderness to look at? 
A reed shaken by the wind? 8 What, then, did you go out to see? Someone[c] dressed in soft robes? Look, those who wear 
soft robes are in royal palaces. 9 What, then, did you go out to see? A prophet?[d] Yes, I tell you, and more than a 
prophet. 10 This is the one about whom it is written, 

‘See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, 
    who will prepare your way before you.’ 

11 “Truly I tell you, among those born of women no one has arisen greater than John the Baptist, yet the least in the 
kingdom of heaven is greater than he. 

 
Here we are in the third week of Advent…and we sojourned in the wilderness (okay the fellowship hall) and 

heard in the first week of Advent that Christ comes unexpectedly. In the second week of Advent we have heard directly 

from Jesus’ contemporary and ascetic prophet John the Baptist, who calls us to repent, go in a different direction, and to 

be transformed by this coming Messiah’s unexpected kingdom. And here we are in the third week of Advent, ready to 

start smelling the Christmas greenery, drink our eggnog latte, and curl up next to the fireplace in our cozy Christmas 

sweater. But things still seem to be amiss. The eccentric and wilderness prophet from last week is behind bars this week, 

not for being a religious outlaw or scaring the powers that be with his calls for repentance; rather John the Baptist is in 

prison for morally questioning whether it was lawful for the king, Herod, to marry his brother’s wife.  

We haven’t even made to the manger yet with the baby Jesus laying down his sweet head, and the third Sunday 

of Advent presents us with John the Baptist on a platter (sorry, I could not resist), John the Baptist in prison, John the 

Baptist calling the question and wondering aloud if Jesus wasting all his time among the shall we say less valuable of 

humanity, healing the sick, cleansing the unclean, restoring those with physical infirmities, and telling poor people that 

they were of infinite worth, is the best use of time for a Messiah. John is already opening questioning what kind of 

Messiah Jesus purports to be. ‘Ask him, John tells his disciples, ask him, ‘are you sure you are the coming One, the 

Messiah, the awaited Savior, or should we start looking for someone else?’ Our scripture lesson this third Sunday in 

Advent is not a lecture from Pontius Pilate or Augustus Caesar or Herod himself, but from the very prophet who spent all 

of last week telling us to repent and prepare the way, the prophet announcing to us that ‘the kingdom of heaven has come 
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near.’ Now John is already questioning that kingdom and the Messiah who is inaugurating it. The third week of Advent, 

rather than smoothing over all the rough edges and getting all our favorite Christmas carols teed up, the third week of 

Advent throws us another curveball and prepares us for an unexpected Messiah. Even one as great and as prophetic and 

eccentric and clued in as John the Baptist still could not see fully the type of Messiah Jesus seeks to be. In other words, 

the type of Messiah Jesus becomes shocks John the Baptist as much as the rest of us. Are you the One who is to come, are 

shall we look for another? In other words, whatever you think you are doing, doesn’t seem to be passing muster in our 

book of Messiah analytic measurements. Are you going to get serious or shall we find someone else to pin our hopes on? 

 The Jewish teacher and civil rights figure of the twentieth century, Abraham Joshua Heschel, recounts the Jewish 

Parable from Eastern Europe often referred to as the ‘man on the train,’ or the ‘Rabbi of Brisk.’ ‘A respected rabbi is asked 

to speak to the congregation of a neighboring village. The rabbi, rather famous for his practical wisdom, is approached for 

advice wherever he goes. Wishing to have a few hours to himself on the train, he disguises himself in shabby clothes and, 

with his withered posture, passes for a peasant. The disguise is so effective that he evokes disapproving stress and 

whispered insults from the well-to-do passengers around him. When the rabbi arrives at his destination, he’s met by the 

dignitaries of the community who great him with warmth and respect, tactfully ignoring his appearance. Those who 

ridiculed him on the train realize his prominence and their error and immediately beg his forgiveness. The old man is 

silent. For months after, these Jews—who, after all, consider themselves good and pious men-implore the rabbi to absolve 

them. Finally, when almost a year has passed, they come to the old man on the Day of Awe when, it is written, each man 

must forgive his fellow. But the rabbi refuses to speak. Exasperated, they finally raise their voices: How can a holy man 

commit such a sin—to withhold forgiveness on this day of days? The rabbi smiles seriously. ‘All this time you have been 

asking the wrong man. You must ask the man on the train to forgive you.’ One version of this parable offers this 

explanation: ‘they thought I was a plain, simple Jew…and that’s why they acted the way they did. Had they known who I 

was, I’m certain they would never have behaved so heartlessly. The insult, therefore, was not directed at me, so I cannot 

forgive them. Their only hope of atonement lies in begging forgiveness from plain, simple Jews and in changing their 

attitude toward their humble brethren.’ In Abraham Joshua Heschel’s words: ‘He offended a common man. Let him go to 

that man and ask for forgiveness.’1 

 My guess is John the Baptist our hero from last week who is in prison this week is having a hard time seeing the 

messianic identity in the person of Jesus. I don’t know what kind of Messiah John wanted, probably one to enact regime 

 
1 Alana Vincent, ‘The Rabbi on the Train: Reflections on Forgiveness, Jewish Quarterly (2015).  



change, but Jesus doesn’t seem to fit the bill. He knows who the Messiah is, he just cannot believe this is how a Messiah 

should behave, spend his time, devote his resources. Where is the political movement that sets the powers on edge, John 

wants to know. Where is the wilderness retreat that will question and reconfigure the spiritual powers of the religious 

establishment? Where is the knight on horseback with his own militia who is going to set up the kingdom at hand? Are 

you the one who is to come or shall we look for someone else? Like the Rabbi in the parable, Jesus just doesn’t seem to fit 

the part.  

In 1945 at the Potsdam conference when the Allied Powers were trying to end World War II but also to set-up 

the next world order, the Soviet leader Josef Stalin suggested some kind of Polish partition in which the British leader 

Winston Churchill responded that it would not be pleasing to Polish Catholics, not to mention, in Churchill’s words, 

that the ‘Pope would be very displeased.’ To which Stalin replied, and ‘how many divisions has the Pope?’ In other words, 

what army is backing him up? And if not, why take anything he says seriously. Raw power is the only power that matters. 

He who has the gold, makes the rules. Might makes right. And whatever Jesus is doing at the beginning of his ministry, 

however he is spending his time, and whoever with, it doesn’t seem that John the Baptist, his own forerunner, is very 

impressed by it. ‘Are you the One who is to come, or shall we look for another?’ Translation: if you are the Messiah Jesus, 

you better stop messing around with these marginal people and spend your time healing and caring for people who have 

little more value in the larger scheme of things, start acting like a Messiah, start overturning the system, start 

overthrowing the occupiers, get busy bringing about the type of change, the type of repentance, the type of kingdom we 

are all expecting you to produce.  

This coming Christ child is gonna come unexpectedly. This coming Christ child’s kingdom is gonna transform us 

as well. And this coming christ’s child is not going to be the type of Messiah anyone, including his own prophetic cousin, 

could have predicted. And in a weird way, because Jesus does not become the conventional Messiah that even John the 

Baptist expected, who he is, what he does, and who he spends his time with comes off as a bit of a disappointment, a bit 

off the wall, a bit out of the stay in your lane expectations of everyone, even John the Baptist. And I think part of the point 

of these scripture texts and days before Christmas is to help us or try to keep us from trying to domesticate Christmas 

and just turn it into a cozy festive winter celebration, but to say, hey, the One we are celebrating is going to turn 

convention on its head, the Messiah that is coming is going to show up in our lives when we were just hoping to play 

church, not be the church, the coming Christ child is going to shed his light on people and fellow travelers that we did 

not get to choose to love, but with whom he has not chosen us without. John the Baptist’s question is one for us as 

well…are you the one who is to come or shall we look for another? A more predictable Messiah? A more conventionally 



powerful Messiah? A Messiah who believes all the same people are wrong that we do. A Messiah who doesn’t waste so 

much time with the poor or the vulnerable or those in need of healing. A Messiah who proceeds with his mission no 

matter the public commentary or questions that come; a Messiah who continues pursuing his God-given calling, even 

when all stars like John the Baptist worry it’s a case of mistaken identity.  

 In the book the Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, the professor, who I take to be a cameo of C.S. Lewis himself says 

something to the effect of someone claiming to be a Messiah would have to either be crazy or telling the truth. There is no 

third option. There is no other possibility, even if John the Baptist is out there already doubting. Jesus is not offended 

though. He doesn’t change tack. He simply points to what he is doing and reports back to John: this is what a Messiah is 

about. What courage and steadfast faithfulness and confidence to hold fast to the mission and live out this supreme God-

given calling, when everyone around you are just not sure. In these days of Advent, on this third Sunday of Advent, in our 

own worries about mistaken identity or our struggles with imposter syndrome or our despair and reservations whether 

the faith we practice makes any difference, we find ourselves in good company. And in spite of the fact that Jesus 

continues to turn out to be a Messiah that challenges and undermines our conventional expectations, may we keep the 

faith and may we follow wherever this unexpected, unlikely, unconventional Messiah leads us. Amen. 


