
Following John

Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11; Psalm 126; 1 Thessalonians 5:16-24; John 1:6-8, 19-28

The Gospel of John begins with some of the most exalted, poetic phrases in all of scripture, “In

the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God….” And then, after talking about God and

the Word, Christ, the Gospel of John quickly devolves to speak of “a man sent from God whose

name was John”:

A man named John was sent from God. He came as a witness to testify concerning the light,

so that through him everyone would believe in the light. He himself wasn’t the light, but his mission

was to testify concerning the light. (John 1:7-8)

We are almost there, almost ready to approach the manger at Bethlehem, the babe named

Emmanuel, God-With-Us. But we can’t get there without first hearing the testimony of a witness, John

the Baptist even though the Gospel of John never calls him “the Baptist.” John’s beautiful gospel, his

story of Christ, does not begin with Christ. It begins with the witness of another. John, a “voice” in the

wilderness.

The story of Christ’s coming into the world begins, but it can’t begin without a human voice.

Maybe that’s the way it always is with the story of Christ. Some human being, some “voice,” has got

to tell you the story of Jesus. You can’t make it up yourself. Here is a story so wonderful and strange.

No one is born knowing this story. Knowledge of Christ is not innate. As the Danish philosopher

Kierkegaard said, “The truth of Christ does not arise from any human heart.”

Think about it. Why are you here this morning? How do you get to be a Christian?

Somebody had to love Jesus (and you) enough to tell you the story that you can’t tell yourself.

Somebody, in some way or another, was a witness, a voice that spoke to you the truth—the truth you

could not have known without someone telling it to you. The story of you and Jesus could not have
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occurred if there had not been a witness. Jesus the Light of the World could not have shown up in

your life had you not seen his light shining through another’s life.

It’s all too easy to forget our utter dependency upon a witness. Perhaps some of you listening

today have been Christian for a long time. Maybe some of you can’t remember when you were not a

Christian. Still, some witness had to witness to the truth of Christ, or you would not have made it

here.

That’s why the late Lamin Sanneh, missiologist at Yale Divinity School, said that Christianity is

“training in the art of receptivity.” This faith can only be received from the hands of another. It takes

some voice, some witness for you to be able to see the light. Somebody has got to tell you.

What does a witness do when called into a court of law? The court is uninterested in the

personality of the witness. Nobody needs to know the emotional state of the witness or the

educational background or intelligence of the witness except for lawyer shows on TV where the slick

attorney might try to discredit the witness. But in reality, the only thing the court asks of the

witnesses, “Tell us what you have seen and heard.”

John saw the long-awaited Messiah in this young man Jesus. And he called others to see

what he saw, “Look, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” Maybe without John

urging people to look, nobody would’ve seen or noticed. It takes a witness.

The great Christian theologian Karl Barth said that a Christian witness should be like someone

standing on a street corner pointing away from themself, upward into the sky. Of course, a crowd

gathers, everyone craning their neck, attempting to see whatever he sees. The character or

personality of the witness have less value than the witness having seen something. Evangelism could

be described as seeing enough of something to draw a crowd.

We are gathered in worship this day not because we are better than the other folks in town nor
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because we have some keen spiritual ability that they lack. We are here simply because we have

seen something. In some way, some witness got through to us and helped us to see the light of

Christ shining. And that we have seen Christ then gives each of us an assignment from Christ: We

are to witness to others, just as somebody found a way to witness to us.

Martin Luther said that the preacher preaches on Sunday to enable everybody else in the

church to preach the rest of the week. Spouse are to preach to spouses, parents to children, children

to parents.

Maybe you don’t think of yourself as a witness. But I think Jesus thinks of you that way. The

story of Jesus could not get going without John witnessing to the light, pointing to Christ, so the story

of Christ cannot shine upon a person’s life without our witness.

The job requirements for being a witness are not to be good at public speaking, not to have a

talent for organizing a good argument. All you got to do to be a witness is to have seen something.

And we are here this morning because we saw the Light of the World.

How did you get to be a Christian? Maybe there was a saintly grandmother who told you the

stories of Jesus. Perhaps there was someone you admired, when you were growing up, some adult

who showed you the way. Over the years, I’ve been impressed, when I have asked people, “How did

you become a member of the church?” They answered, “I met this wonderful girl. She invited me to

attend youth group with her. Jesus did the rest.”

If you grew up in the proverbial “good Christian home,” well good for you. Most people didn’t.

The good news that may have lost some of its luster for you could be stunning news for them. The

story of Jesus that drives your life is not the normal, natural inheritance that everyone gets from life.

What’s required is a witness.

Don’t trouble yourself too much about just what you are to say or the right words to use. In my
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experience, people who receive good news will find a way to share it. Don’t worry about appearing to

be pushy or intrusive into somebody else’s life. If you have received good news, and keep it to

yourself, that’s rather insensitive and arrogant. Not being a witness could be a form of selfishness.

A child, stranded, without a wallet, had no money in their pocket. It cost $.50 to ride the bus

home. What to do? A boy, about the same age, stood at the bus stop with them. He must’ve sensed

the dilemma. He thrust his hand into his pocket, pulled out a handful of coins and said, “Here, take

what you need.”

Take that as a parable of the work of a witness. Witnesses don’t force people to believe their

witness. There’s no way that we can make them see what we see when we look at Christ. Our job is

simply to witness to what we’ve seen: to tell the good news.

It was about this time of year. A man who was active in ministry at a nearby prison had

befriended an aging prisoner who, in an act of youthful indiscretion, had committed a terrible crime

when he was a young man. This man had spent 40 years incarcerated. Now he was dying. As he lay

in the prison infirmary, breathing his last breaths, his Christian visitor, the man who was a prison

chaplain was attempting to comfort him. But the prisoner was agitated and fearful: “I guess this is the

end? And I’m fearful. I’ve spent my whole life paying for what I’ve done, but I don’t believe I can ever

repay it. I’m frightened about meeting God.”

“Then maybe you’re confused about who God really is. Let me tell you the truth. God loves

you and cares for you, loved you from the very beginning. There is nothing you can do to get God to

stop being who God really is, nothing you can do to keep God from loving you. God is Jesus Christ.

Just think about Jesus, and you know you’ve got nothing to fear. We’re only a few days away from

Christmas. Help is on the way.” What a witness to a fearful, dying man.

So, as you leave here this morning after worship, I want to say a little prayer. Repeat after me:
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God, open my eyes
to your presence in our world.
Make my open eyes to see others around me
who have yet to see
what you have given me
the grace to see.
Enable me, in word and deed,
to show them the good news. Amen.

Let me know if you have adventures in witnessing during this coming week. It’s an awesome

responsibility that Christ has given us. There’s nobody to give the word, no one to point to the light,

but you and me. And I know that you will.

When, in John’s gospel, Jesus calls himself the “light of the world” (John 8:12), the prophet’s

promise is fulfilled: “I will give you as a light to the nations that my salvation may reach to the end of

the earth” (Isa 49:6b). Jesus is light shining into our often dark and confused world where lots of

people can ‘t see where they are going.

In Matthew’s gospel (Matthew 5:14), Jesus turns to his ragtag group of disciples and dares call

them the light of the world, God’s answer to what’s wrong with the world. How are they to enlighten

the darkened world? “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the

ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). Wherever Jesus’s followers go, they are to say and to show other

people that “The kingdom of God has come near to you.” (Luke 10:9 NRSV). How does the realm of

God make its advance into the world? Witnesses.

John witnessed to Christ out in the wilderness. I don’t know where God may be sending you to

give witness but I know that in the midst of this pandemic we are facing a wilderness where many are

seeking a path.  So, if anybody should ask you, in one way or another, go ahead, show, tell: Help is

on the way. Thanks be to God. Amen.

5Following John.ser.wpd



6Following John.ser.wpd


