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Introduction 

How many of you are fans of Handel’s Messiah?  Can you tell 

me which is the first text of scripture that Handel uses in that 

oratorio?  It’s the opening words of chapter 40 of the prophet 

Isaiah:  

Comfort ye, comfort ye my people, saith your God. 

The opening recitative is followed by an aria and a chorus, 

using the following words from Isaiah 40: 

3 The voice of him that crieth in the wilderness, Prepare ye the 

way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our 

God. 

4 Every valley shall be exalted, and every mountain and hill shall 

be made low: and the crooked shall be made straight, and the 

rough places plain: 

5 And the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all flesh shall 

see it together: for the mouth of the Lord hath spoken it.1 

Today we thinking about St John the Baptist, whose Feast Day 

was last Wednesday, 24th June. 

All four gospels use a quotation from this prophecy of Isaiah 

to explain the mission of John the Baptist, who was called 

from even before his conception to be the forerunner for 

 
1 Isaiah 40:1-5 King James (Authorised) Version 



God’s Messiah, and the one who would prepare the way for 

the ministry of Jesus.  

John’s context and ours 

Luke tells us that John the Baptist's ministry began in the 15th 

year of the reign of the Roman emperor Tiberius. We know 

from other historical evidence that Tiberius became emperor 

in 14 AD; so, counting inclusively, this must be the year 28 AD, 

nearly 2000 years ago. The questions I’d like us to think about 

today are, does the world still need to hear the message of 

John the Baptist, and does God still need people like John to 

prepare the way for people to receive Jesus?   

This is not just about what we think our role is as a church; it 

is also about our analysis of the world around us and our 

understanding of the Christian message. Perhaps we think 

that the world around us is basically OK, and the Christian 

message isn't really going to make much of a difference to the 

people we work with, who we meet in the shops or who are 

members of our family. After all, we live in a pluralistic 

society:  people are free to believe what they want, or 

nothing. Religious faith is a private matter, OK if you like that 

sort of thing, but keep it to yourself, out of the public arena. 

Or, alternatively, perhaps you think that the world is 

definitely not OK. Christianity claims that in Jesus God has 

provided a way back from the darkness of emptiness, 

confusion and fear which is below the surface of many 

people's lives. God can change everything, if only we are 

willing to acknowledge where we’ve gone wrong and turn 

back to him.  



There are many similarities between the world of the Roman 

empire in 28 AD and our world today: the world of the first 

century was dominated by a culture which celebrated 

pluralism, where hedonism was prevalent, especially for 

those who were rich enough to live comfortable lives. It was a 

world in which sex and violence were used as forms of 

entertainment, and where, in spite of a generally stable and 

peaceful political setup, revolution and violence were always 

threatening to erupt, especially in the Middle East. It was also 

a world where the lives of many were blighted by poverty, 

injustice and oppression.  Can you see any similarities with 

our world today?  In addition to the challenges I have just 

mentioned, we now also have the growing catastrophe which 

climate change is bringing on us. 

A message of hope 

The message that God wants to bring to our world, as he did 

to the world of 28 AD, is that it shouldn’t be like this; and 

more than that, it doesn’t need to be like this. John’s message 

was that a better world was coming, but everyone needed to 

make radical changes in their lives to prepare for this.  Those 

in authority didn’t like John’s message, and it cost him his life.  

He reminds me of a modern-day prophet who also called for 

change, changes in attitudes and changes in society, and it 

cost him his life too. This prophet even quoted the verses 

from the same prophecy of Isaiah, and used them to 

summarise his message about racial injustice. Can you guess 

who I am referring to?  Let me quote these words from one of 

the most famous speeches of all time: 



I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, and 

every hill and mountain shall be made low, the rough places will 

be made plain, and the crooked places will be made straight; 

"and the glory of the Lord shall be revealed and all flesh shall see 

it together." 2 

Martin Luther King Jnr applied the words from Isaiah’s 

prophecy to the fulfilment of his dream of justice for all races. 

He had the courage to speak a message that the world, 

especially his own country of the USA, urgently needed to 

hear, and like John the Baptist, it cost him his life. 

Into the world of the first-century Roman Empire, God sent 

John the Baptist with a radical message that seemed to hit the 

spot for many people. Into the same world God sent his Son. 

And into our 21st Century world God sends … who?  The 

Archbishop of Canterbury?  The Pope?  The Church – which 

includes you and me. There is hope, but the world is not going 

to be fixed by God waving his magic wand.  

There are three things that are needed for change to take 

place. Firstly, people need to recognise what has gone wrong 

and be willing to change – this is called repentance, and it 

applies to each of us. It means doing some self-examination, 

and being willing to make some significant changes in our 

relationship to God and to other people.   

Secondly, and most importantly, it needs a Saviour, the one 

for whom John the Baptist was preparing the way. Jesus came 

to show us the way to God, and to die on the cross so that we 

 
2 Isaiah 40:3-5; you can watch the whole speech of Dr Martin Luther 

King Jr on YouTube at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vP4iY1TtS3s  



and all the world can be reconciled to God, forgiven for the 

past and empowered to live for God in the future.  

And thirdly, it needs messengers who will bring the message 

of God's transforming love and power to the people of our 

generation.  People who will go out to others with this 

message, not just waiting others to come to us. Are we willing 

to be part of this mission in whatever way we can? 

Character  

God probably isn't asking you to preach on the streets or in 

the parks in Aldenham, Radlett or Watford (although if you 

think he is, please talk to me first!) He isn't expecting you to 

dress in camel's hair clothes or to eat locusts and wild honey.  

But there are things about John the Baptist we could learn 

from, aspects of his character that made him and his message 

attractive to the people of his day.  They are all qualities we 

could imitate, although we may need to work on them - 

things which enabled him to be a messenger of God. 

The first thing that strikes me is his single-mindedness. We 

know from Luke’s gospel chapter 1 about John's calling before 

his birth, which I will be speaking about this evening. As he 

grew up, John knew that God had a plan for his life, and he 

took time out to pray and listen to God. For him that meant 

living in the desert.  That may not be something you and I can 

do. But we can all pray. If we really want to get closer to God, 

we can. I know how easy it is to get distracted, and how easily 

prayer gets squeezed out. But if we really want to do 

something, we will find a way.  



The second thing I noticed was John's obedience. God told 

him to go to the desert and he did. God told him to preach 

and he did.  When you sense God wants you to do something, 

do you do it? Especially if it's not something that you want to 

do. 

Thirdly, his integrity.  I think this must have been a large part 

of his appeal.  John was straight with people, and they knew 

he meant it, and he lived what he said.  Do we do that? Or do 

we make excuses?  Other people will see whether we are 

genuine, or whether we're playing a game at being religious 

or spiritual.  

And finally, John was courageous. He didn't hold back from 

saying what he believed, and was willing to pay the price. He 

criticized the religious leaders of his day, and he also dared to 

publicly criticise the ruler Herod Antipas for taking his 

brother's wife, and as a consequence he was imprisoned and 

later executed3. 

Single-mindedness, obedience, integrity, courage.  That was 

John the Baptist. And people respected him for it – even 

Herod.  And if people respect you, they will respect your 

message. 

Our calling today 

God needs more people to be his representatives in the 

world. People who believe his message of restoration and 

reconciliation and who live it out.  This week, why don’t we 

take some time every day to reflect on where we are with 

God as individuals? Are we growing closer to him? Are we 

 
3 Matthew 14:1-12 



obedient to his will? Do our lives match what we say we 

believe? Are we willing to run the risk of receiving the 

disapproval, or mockery, of others for what we believe? Are 

we willing to speak? 

People like John the Baptist and Martin Luther King change 

the world around them. By God's grace, so can we. 

 

 

  



Proper Preface (JC) 

And now we give you thanks  

for your faithful servant, John the Baptist,   

chosen by you to prepare the way for your Son;  

even in the womb he leapt for joy at the presence of the 

Saviour;  

as your great prophet, he hailed the Lamb who takes away 

the sins of the world;  

though acknowledging his own unworthiness  

he bore witness to the truth,  

to the point of shedding his own blood. 

 

Post Communion 

Merciful Lord, 

whose prophet John the Baptist 

proclaimed your Son as the Lamb of God who takes away the 

sin of the world: 

grant that we who in this sacrament have known your 

forgiveness and your life-giving love 

may ever tell of your mercy and your peace; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

 


