Reflections for the
Week of January 9
Last week we kicked off our new
teaching series from the Gospel of
Matthew. This week we look at
how this individual known as John
the Baptizer prepares the way for
Jesus to come on the scene. Ed
Green is our devotional author.

Day 1
The other morning I woke up earlier than usual. Well, to be more
accurate, something woke me up. What I heard was music coming
from downstairs. In our living room we have one of those Amazon
Echos, and somehow, it began playing one of the radio stations I
have on quite often. I don’t know how or why Alexa decided to play
WTUE at 5:30 in the morning, but it broke the silence and woke me
up.
Maybe you’ve heard the phrase “the 400 years of silence” between
the last book of the Old Testament (written around 430 BC) and the
events recorded in the Gospels (we call this the “intertestamental
period”). It refers to how the voice of prophecy—words from the
Lord through prophets—had been stilled. But we would make a
grave mistake to think that God was not still working and leading
and speaking during those centuries. It was just not primarily
through prophets.
But that all changed with John the
Baptizer. All four Gospels attest to
the “appearance” of this strange
dude in the middle of the Judean
wilderness. He wore strange
clothes and had a weird diet and a
bold message to proclaim. John was
widely recognized as a prophet in
the tradition of the prophets of old,
calling Israel to return to God and
to his covenant with them. Take a

few moments today and read Matthew 3:1-12 as the evangelist tells
the story of John’s entrance onto the scene.
Have you ever been woken from a deep sleep? It is jarring.
Disorienting. Even a little scary. That’s what God was doing through
John. The silence was broken!

Day 2
The Yankees great Yogi Berra was not only known for his great play
on the field and as a manager, but also for his unique turns of phrase.
These have become known as “Yogi-isms.” Some of his more famous
are:
•

“When you come to a fork in the road, take it.”

•

“It ain’t over till it’s over.”

•

“It’s like déjà vu all over again.”

•

“We made too many wrong mistakes.”

•

“Always go to other people’s funerals, otherwise they won’t
come to yours.”

•

“The future ain’t what it used to be.”

For the Jews in the first century, there didn’t seem to be a whole lot
of hope on the horizon. God had sent them to exile over five
centuries before to Babylon, but he had brought them back to their
land. But they were still ruled by the Persians. And then came the
Greeks, and now the Romans. It seemed like they were still in exile,
even in their own land. But hadn’t God promised them a Kingdom? A
new future? A Messiah King who would usher in this golden age? But
they were still waiting.
Then came John announcing the arrival—or at least the imminent
arrival—of the Kingdom of God. His exact words were: “Repent, for
the kingdom of heaven has come near” (Matthew 3:2, NIV). Can you
imagine the emotions that would ignite! Hope stirred from the
embers. Thoughts of power, of a restoration of their greatness, of
being on top again. Kicking out the Romans and being able to live
free again.

But the future ain’t what it
used to be. Is that the
“kingdom” that was at hand?
Was that what God was up
to? For much of his ministry,
Jesus would have to
deconstruct (to use a
modern term) their
understanding and their
expectations, and to replace
them with what he knew his Father was doing. The kingdom of God
was being released into the world, anchored in himself as God’s son,
the anointed king, to restore the truth, beauty, and goodness of God’s
reign in people’s lives and throughout all creation.
And it begins with John. We will look more tomorrow at the other
part of his message. Did John fully grasp the nature of this kingdom
he was announcing? Perhaps not. We’ll see him wrestle with that in
the future. But the question is just as relevant for us: Do we? What is
our understanding of God’s kingdom? How does it align with what
we see in the life and words and work of Jesus?

Day 3
It’s a religious word. In fact I don’t think I’ve
ever heard it outside of a religious context.
Why would we expect to? It’s the word
REPENT. But even when we use it in church
or in our Christian lives in general, it is often
misunderstood.
It’s important that we have a handle on it, because it is at the heart of
the message of the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke). We
find this same message on the lips of John (3:2), Jesus (4:17), and the
Twelve (10:7) as Jesus sends them out on their preaching and
healing tour. “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.”
Okay… Alert! Grammar ahead! … “Repent” translates the Greek word
metanoia. If you look at the word in its original language,

etymologically, it is made up of two parts: meta- signifying “change,”
and noia, which comes from the word which means “mind.” So does
it mean “a change of mind”? While we might be excused for thinking
that, we would be committing a well-known fallacy when studying
words in the Bible. The meaning of a word cannot simply be
determined by the meaning of its constituent parts.
By looking at how the word is actually used across the New
Testament, we determine that it means more a change of direction,
or orientation. It suggests a turning from sin and turning to God and
his priorities for life. But this isn’t merely something interior. John
himself calls attention to the need for this interior change to have
results in the external world: “Bear fruit in keeping with repentance”
(3:8).
As Christians, many of us make the mistake of thinking that the act of
repenting—of turning away from sin and to God—belongs only at
the beginning of our walk with Christ (think Acts 2:38). But the way
John puts it, the act of repenting is something that happens over and
over. It’s almost like, as God’s people, we need to always be ready
and willing to re-align our lives with God.
But it’s not like we ever wrestle with sin after we begin following
Jesus, right?

Day 4
When John was preaching out in the wilderness of Judea, there were
a lot of folks who came to check out the crazy dude wearing camel’s
hair and eating locusts.
Along with everyone else came some of the religious leaders from
Jerusalem. When he sees them John sarcastically asks “Who warned
you to flee from the wrath to come?” He then says this: “Do not
presume to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father,’ for I
tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children for
Abraham’” (3:9). These Jewish leaders had a tendency to trust and
lean on their heritage as God’s people.

So that brings up
a good question
for you today. In
what or whom do
you place your
trust? Maybe it’s
in what you have:
a good job, a nice
home, a fully vested 401k. Maybe it’s in your people: your family,
your friends, your church. And speaking of church, perhaps you trust
in your religious or spiritual activities: your religious tradition, your
Bible reading, your prayer life.
This is what Jesus will say later in his sermon on the mount: “Not
everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of
heaven, but the one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven.
On that day many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in
your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many mighty
works in your name?’ And then will I declare to them, ‘I never knew
you…” (Matthew 7:21-23).
Take some time today to reflect on these three passages: Psalm 20:7;
Proverbs 3:5-6; Luke 18:9-14. All the good things you acquire or do
will never be enough. You can’t trust in them. You can only trust in
the Lord, the one who accepts you and offers you grace.

Day 5
I had a friend in college who had “acquired” some road signs and had
them displayed in his dorm room. Maybe you know someone like
that. Can you imagine trying to drive without road signs? I hate
driving in the country, surrounded by corn fields all around, and
coming up to a four-way intersection without any signs… The
purpose of a sign is to point, or call attention, to something
important.
All four Gospels tell us that John the Baptist had this habit of pointing
away from himself to someone else. He tells folks that even though
he baptizes with water, the Coming One will baptize with the Holy

Spirit and with fire. John doesn’t even consider himself worthy to
carry the sandals of the One who follows him.
In John 3, some of John the Baptist’s disciples noticed that Jesus was
becoming more popular than him: “All are going to him.” John
responds with two things: just as the friend of the bridegroom is
excited when the groom arrives, …that’s me. Then he makes this
familiar statement: “he must increase, but I must decrease” (3:30).
What would it look like for us to adopt
John’s posture of always pointing to
Jesus? Not in a forced, or Jesus-jukekind-of-way, but in humility and
sincerity. What kind of opportunities
do you have each day to point to Jesus?
Pray that you would have both the
eyes to see those opportunities, and
the boldness to take them.

