
1 
 

December 16, 2018 

Ephesians 2:13-18 

Luke 3:1-6    The Song of John the Baptist 

 

When our hearts are full, we sing. When we are full of joy or sorrow or 

frustration or relief; our feelings overflow from within and just like 

people in a musical, we break into song. In the gospel of Luke, the first 

three chapters are like a musical. The hearts of Zechariah and Mary and 

Simeon and John the Baptist and the angels are full and they sing out; 

because Zechariah doesn’t feel forgotten anymore. Simeon realizes all is 

not lost. Mary knows that God is with the weak and the small.  The 

angels can shout about God’s glory. And John the Baptist proclaims that 

nothing stands between us and God anymore. The good news fills these 

characters and songs come pouring out. During Advent and Christmas, 

we are contemplating their songs; the songs from hearts filled by the 

arrival of the Christ child. 

Today we hear the song of John the Baptist. John has appeared in our 

story before as a baby. He was the long-hoped for child of Zechariah and 

Elizabeth. And he was the reason Zechariah sang the first song of 

Advent. Because John was God’s promise come true. For a couple who 
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felt empty. For an entire people who felt barren and without blessing, 

God’s blessing had arrived. Impossibly and unexpectedly. This child 

would prepare the way for God among them. He would prepare the way 

for God’s justice and peace. 

Today, John is all grown up. And he is in the wilderness, preparing the 

way, preaching and baptizing the people. He prepares the way by 

proclaiming God’s forgiveness and washing in the Jordan river those 

who wish to start again.  He is getting folks ready. Because God, who 

has felt so far away, won’t be far away anymore. Everything that stands 

in the way of peace and justice, they would be removed. All the 

mountains of inequality, they would be made low. All the deep valleys 

of shame, they would be lifted up. The crooked paths that kept people 

from God, they would be made straight and smooth. It would be a direct 

shot to peace and justice. No more obstacles. No more barriers, sings 

John. Not for you. Not for anyone. All flesh will see God’s salvation! 

John knew this straight path to God was good news. Because he knew 

there were things standing in the way of God. He knew people felt 

separated from God. People felt lost and alone. They felt that God was 
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far away and that they were in the wilderness. So that’s where John 

goes. He goes out into the wilderness and preaches in the wilderness 

because that’s where the people really are. Maybe you know that feeling 

of being in the wilderness. And that God is far away. And what is good 

and fair and right are far away. Maybe you know the God-forsaken 

wilderness. Where nothing protects you and you feel vulnerable and 

your soul is laid bare. But in the wilderness, that’s where people 

encounter God. Jeremiah, Elijah, Moses, they meet God in the 

wilderness. So John goes and invites others to go with him to find that 

their faraway God is not so far away after all. 

Advent is a wilderness place for us. It is a time for us to be in the wild, 

and step out of life as usual. To not be sheltered. But to let our lives be 

laid bare; and step away from all the business and busyness of work and 

entertainment and achievement. And acknowledge how far away God 

feels.  During Advent, we confront the things that stand in the way of 

God’s righteousness and peace; the things that stand in the way in the 

world and in our lives. We clear things out and start over with God. 

During Advent, we are in the wilderness with John the Baptist and he 
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asks us to consider: “What are the barriers that keep you from God?” he 

asks. “What needs to be straightened out or removed or forgiven?” 

John knew that there were things in the way; there were barriers between 

them and God. And he reminded them and he reminds us that there are 

great big things blocking God’s justice and peace, systems of power, 

institutions of control, and they are immovable as mountains. Luke, the 

gospel writer, gives us a list of those who seem to stand in God’s way. 

Emperor Tiberius, Pontius Pilate, King Herod, the high Priests Annas 

and Caiaphas. Those who made the rules. Those who determined what 

was just and right in the world; though it was not just and right to God. 

With their power, they protected the powerful. With their privilege, they 

protected the privileged. The served only themselves and they shut out 

the rest of the world with palaces and forts and soldiers and intimidation 

tactics. They put up barriers to truth.  They put in deep valleys to keep 

people in their place. Their crooked ways were meant to confuse and 

deceive. 

The more the world changes, the more it stays the same. Today, people 

in power still protect their power. Mountains still stand in the way of 
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what is right and what is just according to God’s word. The powerful 

still build empires for their own benefit. The mighty still squeeze life out 

of the weak. Leaders still walk crooked paths until we have people 

drinking poisoned water in Flint Michigan and Eastern KY. Garment 

factories enslave the poor; weapons are still sold to Syria and Yemen 

because there is money to be made, developers tear up the wilderness 

because profits are more valuable than creation. There are such big 

barriers to God’s justice and righteousness. The powerful put up 

mountains and dig valleys and stand in the way because they think 

justice is a limited resource and righteousness is only for a few. 

John says the mountains, they will be brought low. The valleys will be 

lifted up. The path to what is good and right will not always be blocked. 

The Emperor will not always tower over you. The Roman empire will 

not always stand in the way. The powers that seem so permanent; like 

mountains before you, they will not last; they cannot last. Whatever 

stands in the way of God, it will be removed. And the whole world, 

everyone will get a straight shot at salvation. 
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John sings a song today about liberation and freedom. Of once again 

having access to life and a way back to joy. It’s an old song sung by 

prophets long ago. John’s song comes from the prophet Isaiah when 

God’s people were held captive by their enemies. Hundreds of years 

earlier in the 6th century BC, the people of Israel had been taken from 

their homes in Jerusalem, marched through the wilderness, and forced to 

live in Babylon with its foreign gods and foreign language and foreign 

way of life. God had never felt so far away. It seemed like the mighty 

empire of the Babylonians would hold them forever. And they would 

never get back to Jerusalem or to God. But then the Babylonians were 

defeated by the Persians. And the Persian king told the people of Israel 

they could go back to Jerusalem. Isaiah announces, “Prepare the way! 

It’s time to go back home! The mountains will be moved, the valleys 

filled in, the roads, level and smooth and straight all the way to 

Jerusalem. Nothing stands between us and God anymore!” 

It’s a straight shot to God. It’s a straight shot to justice and 

righteousness. Can you imagine hearing that? Can you imagine hearing 

that there are no more barriers between you and God? No more barriers 
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between you and what is right and just and good? No more obstacles to 

life and joy and peace? That’s what John is telling the people—what he 

is telling us-- that God is making that way possible. Nothing will stand 

between us and our salvation anymore. 

God is removing the things that keep us from God. The empires that 

hold people captive and prevent them from getting to justice and truth. 

They will not stand forever. God is at work on those even now. But what 

about the mountains and valleys within us? Within us, what about the 

crooked paths and the barriers we establish? What things in our hearts 

stand in the way of what is good and right? John the Baptist says we 

must prepare the way within us. Repent. Move those big mountains that 

resist God. Lift up the valleys of hopelessness. Identify within you what 

keeps God far away. Maybe it’s the need to do things for yourself. Or 

the urge to be in control. Or the fear of what others might think of you. 

Or the worry of what will happen to those you love. The grudge you 

carry over how you were treated by another. The anxiety over whether 

you will have enough. The sin of apathy or sin of self-righteousness. The 

sin of protecting your position or your possessions. We all have things 
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within us that stand in the way. But the good news is that God can make 

a clear path within us. God can remove the obstacles. And God will do it 

so that all flesh will see God’s salvation. But it will be difficult if we are 

locked inside our homes, inside our churches, inside our minds and 

hearts, putting up barriers and walls between us and the kingdom of 

God. 

Last weekend, we went to Uspiritus, now called Centerstone the 

residential home for abused and neglected kids. These kids are either 

trying to get back to healthy family members or they are waiting for 

adoption. With these kids, we decorated cookies and ornaments and 

showed off our dance moves and flossing skills to one another. I was at a 

table with three little girls of about 10 and two little boys of about 11. 

These kids were in the wilderness, through no fault of their own. Far 

from home. Far away from what is fair or what is good or right. There 

are so many barriers in their way. But that didn’t stop God. God was in 

the little girl who made such amazing art with foam pieces and markers, 

that it made us all wonder. God was in the moment when a boy asked for 

a baggie for his M&Ms so he could save them for his mom. God was in 
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the moment when we read our Bible reading from Isaiah, the boy next to 

me said, ‘that’s my name! I’m Isaiah, too!’ I told him that he must be 

someone who gives people hope, just like this prophet did. And with a 

look that spoke volumes he asked: “Do you have any kids?” And I could 

tell that he wanted to go home.  

All flesh shall see the salvation of God and nothing will stand in the 

way. John the Baptist sings his song today and he invites us to sing 

along. Because those things that stand in the way of what is right and 

good in this world. Those barriers that keep us from knowing the 

forgiveness and love of God. All the obstacles to God’s heart will be 

removed. And that good news is proclaimed every time we notice the 

small and weak. When we make room for the broken and lost. When we 

work to take down the barriers that keep us from God and from one 

another. Because of Jesus, because of the Christ child, there is nothing 

that keeps us from God anymore. 


