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Sunday 17 December 2023: Angela Hannafin 

Good morning and welcome to the third Sunday in Advent. In church we’ll be 

lighting the third candle on the Advent wreath – the pink one – which symbolises 

joy. More about that in a little while, but let’s hear the gospel reading first for 

today from John. 

------ 

6 God sent a man, John the Baptist, 7 to tell about the light so that everyone 

might believe because of his testimony. 8 John himself was not the light; he was 

simply a witness to tell about the light. 

19 This was John’s testimony when the Jewish leaders sent priests and Temple 

assistants from Jerusalem to ask John, “Who are you?” 20 He came right out and 

said, “I am not the Messiah.” 21 “Well then, who are you?” they asked. “Are you 

Elijah?” “No,” he replied. 

“Are you the Prophet we are expecting?”  “No.” 

22 “Then who are you? We need an answer for those who sent us. What do you 

have to say about yourself?” 23 John replied in the words of the prophet Isaiah: 

“I am a voice shouting in the wilderness, 

 ‘Clear the way for the Lord’s coming!’”  

24 Then the Pharisees who had been sent 25 asked him, “If you aren’t the Messiah 

or Elijah or the Prophet, what right do you have to baptize?” 

26 John told them, “I baptize with water, but right here in the crowd is someone 

you do not recognize. 27 Though his ministry follows mine, I’m not even worthy to 

be his slave and untie the straps of his sandal.” 

28 This encounter took place in Bethany, an area east of the Jordan River, where 

John was baptizing”. 

------ 

In our Advent journey so far we’ve thought a lot about preparing ourselves for 

the arrival of Jesus. John the Baptist came to help those who were waiting for 

the Messiah to prepare themselves by turning away from a life without God. 

Baptism would be a sign of their new life. In today’s reading it seems the Jewish 

leaders wanted to find out who John was, so they sent holy people from the 

most holy city, Jerusalem, to find out more about this strangely clothed man 

shouting in the desert who had attracted a following. Could John be the 

Messiah? They worried. A conversation with John didn’t help. He said he 

definitely wasn’t the Messiah and was only a witness about the light which was 
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coming. The Pharisees were concerned about John’s credentials – let alone his 

bizarre appearance, he was totally unschooled and unknown to them. John’s 

response about his right to baptise was even stranger. He claimed that right here 

in the crowd was someone they did not recognise. This was an odd thing to say, 

since the coming of the Messiah had always been considered to be something 

which everyone would see. How could a special person be there amongst them 

and they not recognise him? It was worrying.  

This is a familiar passage. However, I wonder if we could read this differently than 

just a confusing conversation? Today on the third Sunday of Advent we turn from 

the inward preparations of Advent. We fix our eyes on Christ, the joy of salvation, 

whose arrival we’ll celebrate in just over a week’s time. It’s no longer about us 

but Jesus. And if the theme of the day is joy, then how can we interpret this 

passage through another lens? What difference does it make to read this with 

joy at the centre? And, of course, how can we consider living with joy in the face 

of such atrocities in the world?   

I wonder if John the Baptist spoke these words with joy. Could it be there was 

something about his deep-seated faith which radiated a stability? Could there 

even be in John, an authority, something which made the Pharisees uneasy? 

Let’s be clear, joy is the anchor of faith, it is possibility of inspiring hope. I really 

don’t think it’s to do with being smiling or happy. This is our reaction to 

circumstances or just our personality, but joy is a reaction to faith. Joy has the 

capacity to inspire hope, even in the worst of times. Joy is the presence of the 

Holy Spirit, and it’s part of God’s character. Back to John the Baptist. Like his 

father Zechariah who had prophesied that John would be a prophet of the 

‘Most High’, now John is filled with the Holy Spirit, the spirit of joy, as he tells about 

the light to come. I think that John’s joy was visible from his faith, from his words, 

and it impacted the Jewish leaders.   

Our deep-seated faith is visible. It’s not a holy glow above our heads which 

makes a Christian stand out. It’s hope, it’s the anchor which brings stability, 

particularly when it doesn’t make sense. Joy is about looking to God alone for 

hope because it’s only in God we can find true peace, hope and joy. Paul’s 

letter encouraged the Christian church to always be joyful, and we need to take 

every opportunity to be filled with Joy. So not about trying to force a happy 

face, but turning to God to be filled with the Holy Spirit. 

Joy is often spoken about in the New Testament with a link to suffering which 

may sound odd. It goes back to that link again with faith. Joy has nothing to do 

with surroundings or how you feel but everything to do with the hope of Christ’s 

coming. Because of Jesus, we are now able to access the full and unconditional 

love of the Father, regardless of what is happening around us. Jesus is the source 
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of our hope and our joy. I know most people carry burdens of some sort – 

disappointment, failure, regret, unanswered prayer – but because of Jesus we 

can now bring him those burdens and listen to what he has to say about them. If 

all of this feels far away to you, then let me ask you, when did you last spend 

time with God and reflect on his complete and perfect love for you, think about 

his plan of salvation which includes you, ponder on the many blessings he offers 

you, and hear again his words of love for you.  

I hear many people say that they have stopped listening or reading to the news. 

It’s too depressing and difficult. I sincerely hope that those people won’t have 

excluded all news because there is still good news to be found. Christmas is 

good news. It’s the coming of light in the darkness. It’s the hope of salvation for 

the planet and for us. It’s God reaching down to be one of us, and in doing so 

identifying with all our sorrows. This is what gives us that joy and that’s what we 

celebrate today. And by the way, it’s worth thinking about whether people see 

joy in you. Again, I don’t mean a manic grin or a ‘I’ll get by’ attitude. I wonder if 

people know your life and your circumstances, and that you have faith, even in 

the tough times. Do they know that God is in you and you have hope? I wonder 

if today we are, like John the Baptist, being called to be a witness? Let’s pray 

that this Advent our light may shine out bringing hope and bringing joy to others 

in the darkness. AMEN. 


