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                                Taking the blinkers off

Gracious God, we thank you for your word in scripture and made flesh in the Lord Jesus Christ.  Help us now to catch your voice and speak, we pray, to our hearts and minds.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.

On December 13th 1903, near Kitty Hawk in North Carolina, the Wright brothers made aviation history.  They flew in a controlled plane for the first time.  

At the end of a stupendous and historic day they sent a telegraph message back home to their sister Katherine in Dayton.  

It read: 
Success four flights Thursday morning.
All against twenty-one-mile wind.
Started from level with engine power only.
Average speed through the air thirty-one miles.
Longest Flight 57 seconds.
Inform Press.
Home Christmas.

Katherine dutifully took the message to the local Dayton Paper, and the duty editor read it.  ‘How nice’, he said. 

The next day’s banner headline read: Wright brothers home for Christmas.

He sort of missed the point somewhat!  Instead of breaking the news of the world’s first powered flight, he missed the journalistic scoop of a lifetime and told the good folks of Dayton that two neighbourhood lads would be back in town for the holidays!

Is that, I wonder, what John the Baptist was doing in today’s reading? Missing the point.

Yes, just like last week, John the Baptist is once again front and centre in today’s set gospel reading.

Jesus is healing.  Jesus is teaching.  Peoples’ lives are being changed for the better.  And we detect that although Jesus and John are undoubtedly on the same side and longing for the same outcomes, Jesus’ tone is not as judgemental as the preaching of his cousin, John. We might even conclude that John seems, by Matthew 11 at least, to have the blinkers on.  He is focussed on the need for change but, perhaps, he doesn’t always notice it when he happens.  He wouldn’t have been the first to have had such tunnel vision.

So, he sends word to Jesus with the intriguing and poignant question: Are you the one or should we look for another?

John was not alone in asking this question in those days.  Although not all Jewish communities around him were looking for a Messiah figure or gearing themselves up for the end time, the highly influential Qumran community was - and they too thought like John that this Messiah figure would be a fiery ‘end time’ agent and  Jesus didn’t quite fit the bill!

In so many ways John’s question from prison is as relevant today as it was the first time he asked it. Is Jesus the one, or should we look for another?

This Advent we have begun a new church year and the gospel which will be read most in congregations throughout the world over the next twelve months will be Matthew.  And Matthew is in no doubt how to answer John’s questions.  In a way, it’s obvious why he includes this story of a wobbly John in his gospel.  It gives Matthew, the protagonist, an opportunity to affirm with all the certainty he can muster that this Jesus was, in his view, the ‘one’ – the real deal.

A lot has happened since John first stood on the banks of the Jordan preaching with such conviction in Matthew 3, as Heather so helpfully reminded us last Sunday. Yet, by this point in chapter 11 he seems to question those convictions.

There’s been Jesus the preacher – much of which Matthew brings together in The Sermon on the Mount in chapters 5-7.  And there’s Jesus the Healer as told in chapters 8-9, viewed by some scholars as Matthew’s way of illustrating the fulfilment of many of Isaiah’s prophesies.  

Maybe Matthew’s first readers grasped that straight away and made the connection, this Jesus - he is the real thing.

But the truth is that such certainty wasn’t inevitably felt by everyone at the time of Jesus’ ministry.  It isn’t today.  We all know that even in our families there will be some of us who are approaching Christmas wanting worship to be a central part of our celebrations because faith in this Jesus of Bethlehem means the world to us – yet such convictions may not necessarily be held by those we love and with whom we willingly spend this season. 

Matthew writes of a time that wasn’t just exciting but confusing. 

Different sects within Judaism had a variety of expectations about Messiahship that collided – there simply wasn’t just one accepted standard job description on offer - yet there was an abundance of mavericks around all claiming to be the perfect candidate.

So, it might just be possible that Matthew, for his own purposes, does drive something of a wedge between John and Jesus.  John presented with a certain aggression, Jesus with more compassionate.

Did the cousins split over these issues?  I suspect we probably don’t know enough to be sure.  It’s just one more example of how complex and passionate anyone’s search for truth can become. 

It’s certainly true that Jesus had to emerge from the shadow of John the Baptist, and maybe this is what this part of Matthew is all about.  Every one of us who stand in pulpits like this one needs to find their own voice and not just be imitators of preachers we’ve admired in the past.

Anyone with a heart can surely understand how lonely, even sidelined John must have felt in prison, and maybe he did begin to get things out of focus.

Once he drew the biggest crowds around, but now no one thronged to hear his sermons. He is cut off, isolated and alone.

And in the night came the questions, and in the silence the doubts grow.  Sound familiar?

Yet, don’t be fooled because indifference is the opposite of faith, not doubting.  

Doubt has an honourable tradition within faith.  

Yet the question for John and for us is: what do we do with these doubts?

And surely it is to John’s credit that he is still asking those questions, he’s still a seeker after truth for he has not turned away from Jesus, but turned towards him with his questions.


Perhaps like you I have many questions about faith.  I don’t understand the idea of God made man at the Incarnation, I can no longer think of prayer as one function but a myriad of possibilities, and to be truthful the ideas behind Easter I find even more complicated than those we ponder together at Advent.

Yet there is nothing more precious than being able to sing at this most blessed season: 
Love came down at Christmas, Love all lovely, love divine;
love was born at Christmas, star and angels gave the sign.

I hope, then, like John I’m still wanting to turn towards Jesus not away from him.

So how did Jesus answer John’s question: Are you the one?

Characteristically he doesn’t give him a yes or no answer!  Theology is never quite that simple!!

Instead he says – Look John, peoples’ lives are being changed – the Kingdom of heaven is breaking in.

Where, I wonder, do we expect to find God at work?  God, as it were, breaking in?

There is no evidence from today’s gospel to conclude that John was bad, but Jesus was good.  The journey of faith is rarely linear.  

What might be our tunnel vision be today?  And what is the Good News we need to hear during this Advent? Perhaps it is encapsulated in the response of Jesus to his cousin John in today’s Gospel:

Do we need light in the darkness? 
Jesus says “The blind receive their sight.”

Do we need to know that things can change and we are not powerless? 
Jesus says “The lame walk.”

Do we need to feel comfortable and at home in our own skin?
Jesus says: “The lepers are cleansed.”

Do we need a word of encouragement, affirmation, or guidance?  
Jesus says “The deaf hear.”

Do we need a future and new possibilities? 
Jesus says “The dead are raised.”

Dowe need joy or hope? 
Jesus says “The poor have good news brought to them.”

In all our seeking after truth the direction we are facing is important – so let’s learn from John this morning, that even when doubts come our way, we don’t turn away from Jesus, but towards him.

In the name of God, whose Peaceable Kingdom can so often surprise us when it is manifested. 

This is our Advent hope, and such is the coming of God among us. 


Ian Green, Amersham, 12th December 2025



