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In today's gospel, we meet the iconic Advent character: John the Baptist. And what the Gospel 
writer Luke wants us to hear in this part of John’s story is that God is coming into the world as 
Emmanuel, God-with-us. God is not distant. In fact, God enters into a particular time and place. 
And God continues to engage with the world in particular times and place for the 
transformation of our lives and the transformation of the world. 
 
There are three distinct moments in today's Gospel passage. The first is the description of time 
and place. The second is a call to repentance. And the third is the call to prepare. We'll explore 
each of those moments, and then look at what they mean for our lives today. 
 
Luke begins this chapter locating the story at a definite time and place: the fifteenth year of 
Tiberius' reign. Since Tiberius became emperor in 14 CE, we know that the year is 29 CE. Luke 
also names what one scholar calls the A-List of worldly power: 

• Tiberius was the Emperor of Rome  
• Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea 
• Herod was ruler of Galilee 
• Herod's brother Philip ruled Ituraea and Trachonitis 
• Lysanias ruled Abilene 
• Annas and Caiaphas were the high priests in the Jerusalem temple 

These men were the most powerful humans in the vast first century Roman empire - and would 
have been extremely well known to those Luke was writing to. So, part of what Luke wants us 
to know is that God is coming into the world at a very specific time in world history. We know 
the date. We know who the leaders were.  
 
And Luke is also setting up a contrast here. In Roman culture, which was a central part of life in 
Jerusalem under Roman occupation, status and stature mattered a great deal. The emperor 
claimed to be the Son of God. Pontius Pilate, Herod, and the others all had both stature and 
power.  
 
If God were coming into the world, any of them would have been likely messengers of God's 
impending arrival - if we are using the world's standards. And, in the same vein, if God were 
coming into the world, any one of them would have been likely vessels. But God's values 
weren't Roman ones. So, Luke talks about all these guys, at the center of power in the known 
world of first century Judea. And then, without even starting a new sentence, he tells us that 
the word of God came to John, son of Zechariah, in the wilderness. When the word of God 
came to John, everyone knew the names Tiberius, Herod, Lysanius, and the rest. But that's not 
who God calls as a messenger to share this news. Instead, God calls John, and sends him to the 
wilderness outside the Jerusalem.  
 
And from the wilderness, John calls people to a baptism of repentance, for the forgiveness of 
sins. Let's unpack that phrase. It's important to talk about repentance when it drops into the 
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lectionary, because most of us have been conditioned to think of repentance as something that 
it isn't. Repentance isn't breast beating. It's not feeling terrible about ourselves and the things 
we've done that we are not proud of.  
 
The Greek word we translate as repentance is metanoia, and it means to turn around. So, in 
true repentance, we take an honest look at what we have done that's counter to God's hopes 
for us and for the world (more on that in a minute) and then we turn around, turning back 
towards God and living our lives in a new way.  
 
Sin is the name for living counter to God's hopes for us and for the world. There are two kinds 
of sins: "little s" sins and "Capital S" Sins. "Little s" sins are the very personal ones. I'm tired and 
so I get snappy, and I'm mean to David. Or, I am neglectful in my prayers, because I'm spending 
too much time on Facebook. Or I engage in self-destructive behaviors. These things are not 
helpful in my relationships with others. They fail to respect the dignity of other people or 
myself. And they create distance in my relationship with God. If I notice these kinds of 
behaviors, it's important to repent and turn back towards God.  
 
But here's the thing. The Bible is way more concerned with the "Capital S" Sins. Those are the 
things that aren't just individual - they are also corporate. We hear again and again across both 
testaments the call to care for the poor, the sick the hungry, and those in prison. God's people 
are chastised repeatedly for failing to welcome strangers (and the Hebrew word is best 
translated as refugees). The Israelites' failure to provide for the neediest in society - widows 
and orphans - was a constant source of frustration to God. And everything that we know about 
the Roman empire in the first century is that those in need were generally taken advantage of, 
not cared for. 
 
When John calls for a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins, he's likely far more 
focused on the "Capital S" Sins than the "little s" ones. He's asking people to transform their 
own lives, certainly. But he's also asking them to come together to help transform society. 
And why does John bring this message? Because he knows that God-with-us, Emmanuel, has 
come/is coming into the world. And he wants the world to be ready. He quotes a section of 
Isaiah 40 as his call to action. He wants those who hear his message to prepare the way for 
Emmanuel.  
 
So, how do we hear this message, and what does it mean for us? 
 
As Stacy reminded us last Sunday, in Advent we are doing two kinds of preparation at once. We 
are preparing for our yearly celebration of the memorial of Jesus' birth more than 2000 years 
ago in Bethlehem. And we continue to prepare for the return of the Messiah, Emmanuel, God-
with-us, who we are promised will come again. And to make those preparations, we have 
several tasks. 
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First, we are called to watch, not those in the seats of power, but those on the margins. We are 
to watch for those who can direct us towards God's hopes. We should keep our eyes peeled for 
prophets who can draw our attention away from the kind of power society values and who can 
point us towards the kind of leadership and teachings that God values. Who are the voices that 
can help us to see God's values in these and other areas more clearly? 
 
We can also use this Advent season to review our lives. Where have we fallen into "little s" sins 
that can be destructive in our relationships with others, or that can lead us to behaviors that 
aren't life-giving for ourselves? What does true repentance/turning towards God look like in 
those situations?  
 
And we can look for ways we have participated in the "Capital S" Sins that are destructive to the 
humanity of others and turn back towards God. Perhaps we are called to fight against systemic 
racism, to protect victims of human trafficking, to make better choices about where and how 
we spend our money (to be certain that workers are fairly compensated), or to help our new 
Afghan neighbors. God's desire is for society to be transformed. That's our collective work, 
while we wait for the return of Emmanuel. 
 
When Christ came, two thousand years ago, as Emmanuel - God with us, he came into a very 
specific place and time. And he did so to enter into relationships with people, to transform their 
lives, and to transform the world. During Advent, we prepare to celebrate that first coming of 
the Christ into the world. We give thanks for the ways that the life of Jesus of Nazareth brought 
life and light and hope into the world. And, as we await the return of Christ, whenever that may 
be, we have this season of Advent to engage in our own work of preparing the way of the Lord 
by deepening our relationship with God through Christ and by doing the work he called us to, as 
we wait.  
 
AMEN. 
 


