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Advent 4 Sermon
Philippians 4:4-7   Ps. 145:18-22   John 1:19-29

 People asked John the Baptist out in the wilderness who he is. He said, “I am not the Christ.” 

 “Well, then are you Elijah?”   “No, I’m not.”

 “Are you the prophet we’re expecting?”  “No.”

 “So who are you? We need an answer.”

 “I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of the Lord.’”
 That was John the Baptist’s answer to people who asked who we he was. We will come back to that, but first let’s think about the wilderness. What’s a wilderness?
 Whether in the Bible, or in northern Canada, wilderness is a wild place, where survival isn’t easy. But wilderness is also a sacred place. We can feel closer to the Creator when we are away from settlements and cities. 
 The wilderness: that’s where John the Baptist preached for a baptism of repentance. He was in the “Wilderness of the Jordan.” The Jordan River valley isn’t that big. It’s thick with bush, but not what we in Canada would call a real wilderness. But to people from settled farms and towns and cities, it was pretty wild country.
 Not everyone likes the wilderness. Some of us want the wilderness made easy. 
 Some years ago, at the foot of the Bridger Wilderness Trail in Wyoming in the U.S., park visitors who had just hiked a steep trail left suggestions in a box for the park rangers.
 Here are some of their suggestions:

 -Trails need to be reconstructed. Please avoid building trails that go uphill.

 -Too many bugs and leeches and spiders and spider webs. Please spray the wilderness to rid the area of these pests.

 -Chairlifts need to be in some places so that we can get to wonderful views without having to hike to them. 

 -Coyotes made too much noise last night and kept me awake. Please eradicate these annoying animals. 

 -A small deer came into my camp last night and stole my jar of pickles. Is there a way I can get reimbursed?

 -A MacDonald’s at the trailhead would be nice.

 Finally, this comment, from a real city slicker:

-Too many rocks in the mountains.

 So, it seems some people want “Wilderness for Dummies, or, “Wilderness Made Easy.”
 For us Christians, we should beware of books or programs with names like “Seven Easy Steps to Being More Righteous, or “Holiness for Dummies.”
 To walk with Christ is like being in a wilderness. You can’t see very far ahead. You have to trust Him to know the way. He will not always lead us on the most obvious path. And it is good to be alone with the Lord in the wilderness. He will teach you many things when you are with Him.
 Growing in Christ means moving ahead without knowing what’s around the next corner in the trail. We have to trust God to lead us. God will even send us to the wilderness to be with Him. God often sends people into the wilderness.
 God sent Moses and Elijah into the wilderness.
 God met Moses in the wilderness, at the burning bush. God met Elijah in the wilderness, when he was burnt out and running away from his enemies.

 When we’re in a wilderness, we have to rely on God and not much else. Then God can do things to change us.
 Do we want to change when things are going great for us? Not really. It’s only when we feel lost that we ask for directions. It’s only when we feel sick that we go to the doctor. It’s when we’re in trouble that we look for help.
 When we’ve completely lost our way, we seek the Lord. 
 There was man in the wilderness who had slipped and fell off a cliff. He reached out and caught a branch of a tree. Hanging in mid-air, he called out, “God, please help me!” God’s voice said to him, “Let go of the branch. Let go, and I’ll look after you.” After a few moments of silence, the man said, “Is there anyone else up there?”
 In times gone by, when a blizzard was coming, farmers would stretch a rope between the house and the barn, so that when the snow was so thick you couldn’t see, you could hang on to the rope. For us, Jesus is that rope.

 And speaking of blizzards, what do we do if we leave home and realize we are running straight into a blizzard? We turn right around and head for home, to be safe.
 The Bible has a word for the turn-around. The word is “repent.” Repent, in Hebrew, literally means “turn.” 
 The Bible is our road map. When there are commands from God in the Bible, they act the same as a map, telling us, “Turn here.”
 When we are lost, we need a reliable map or guide that can get us turned in the right direction, back to God. 

 John the Baptist, the forerunner of Jesus, guided people towards Christ. John the Baptist was the one who said to the people, “Turn here. In fact, turn right around. Stop sinning. Repent. Go in the opposite direction.”
 He said, “I am the voice of one crying in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of the Lord.’ John the Baptist is saying, get back on track with God. Stop wandering around lost. If you reach out to God, he will help you. Jesus is the rope to hang onto in a blizzard.”
 John the Baptist points us to Jesus. He is the voice of one crying in the wilderness, “Turn your life around, repent, go the other way, and prepare for the coming of Jesus.” 
 When Jesus walked past John the Baptist, he pointed at Jesus and said, “Behold the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world.”

 John the Baptist is telling us to follow Christ, for He is the way. Jesus is our way through the wilderness.

 Jesus Christ is the way we return to God, especially when we have lost our way.

