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Common wisdom has it that the three most important things in real estate are location, location, and 

location.  

The same is true for people. "Since the divorce she's been in a really bad place." "Our group just isn't 

there yet. We're stuck." "I know I shouldn't dwell on the past, but I don't know how to move on." "None 

of his peers has any sense of direction." "Where are you on this decision?" You can better identify a 

person's location by listening than with maps and a Global Positioning System. Attitude is more 

important than latitude. 

Whether one addresses this text singly or as part of an Advent series on Matthew's messengers (other 

messengers include Jesus, John's disciples, and Joseph's dream angel), this richly textured passage not 

only helps us locate ourselves, it also challenges us to move forward into God's approaching reign. 

First: Wilderness 

The text begins by telling us that "John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness of Judea." The wilderness 

is an important place in the Bible. The children of Israel passed through the wilderness on the way to the 

Promised Land. The Isaiah text Matthew quotes to illumine John's ministry (Is. 40) supports building a 

highway through the wilderness to transport the Babylonian exiles home. John preached in the part of 

Judea known as the wilderness. He also preached during the Roman occupation, which we can view as a 

sort of wilderness experience. 

Wilderness is not merely a place on a map, but is a foreboding region in the geography of the individual 

and collective soul. Jesus experienced the wilderness as a place of testing (Matt 4:1-11). No one wants 

to linger in the wilderness because it is desolate and dry. Its barrenness forces one to recognize one's 

dependence on God's provision (Exod 16-17).  

The wilderness is a tiresome place, and one soon longs to go back to the way things were before. Yet 

one cannot go back. Going forward can be hard too. On more than one occasion the children of Israel 

walked up to the Promised Land, looked across, decided that claiming the land was too hard, and turned 

back (Num 13:1-14:38). When one doesn't go forward and can't go back, one must wander. 

We often equate the wilderness with the disruption that follows illness, divorce, or other loss, but it is 

worth remembering that the children of Israel wandered in the wilderness after their liberation. 

Similarly, some young adults drift in the wilderness after they leave home. For a time, the thrill of being 

on one's own can obscure the truth that God's commands are signposts to freedom. Some would say 

that race relations in America have wandered in the wilderness these past forty or fifty years for similar 

reasons, and we have yet to claim the promise of the civil rights movement. 
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People who are in the wilderness wonder whether it ever ends. They ask how they can move forward. 

John testified to the hope that although God may lead us into the wilderness, God does not intend for us 

to stay there. John also reminds us that moving forward may require significant change on our part. 

Next: Crossing the Jordan 

Although one supposes that John could have ministered most anywhere, John chose to locate his 

ministry on the Jordan. In contrast to the Apostle Paul, who tried to reach as many people as he could by 

going to the major cities around the Mediterranean, John made the people come out into the 

wilderness to hear his message. Indeed, he could not have made them travel out any farther and still be 

in Israel. It is an odd approach that only makes sense if we recognize that John could not do what he was 

doing any place else. 

The Jordan River claims a significant place in Israel's history as the threshold through which the children 

of Israel entered the Promised Land. John stood on Jordan's banks and announced that heaven's reign 

had come near and had called people to prepare for the Messiah's coming. John baptized people in the 

Jordan to wash away the past and inaugurate a new future. When we put all this together, we see that 

John's baptism enacted a retaking of the land. Although we generally overlook the political ramifications 

of John's ministry, they did not go unnoticed by the Roman occupiers, and this may explain, in part, why 

he was imprisoned and beheaded. 

John's border ministry suggests another angle. The church still connects baptism with the proclamation 

of heaven's approaching reign. We cannot understand baptism apart from repentance and the intention 

to live life in the light of God's rule. Those involved in such radical ministry must have courage because 

the news of God's reign and the transformation it produces still threaten principalities and powers. 

Third: Direction and Destination 

John called people to "repent for the kingdom of heaven has come near." (Jesus echoes this in Matt 

4:17.) We see dimensions of this message more dearly when we refract it through the prism of location. 

John perceived that God's reign was drawing near in Christ. This nearness should be understood not only 

temporally but also spatially. Not only does God rule the world around us, but God is also manifesting 

divine governance through the latent possibilities that lie around us, waiting to be realized.  

Of course, announcing these possibilities is not enough. We are invited to participate in God's reign by 

making the personal and social amendments that John describes as repentance. 

Repentance involves choosing a new spiritual and moral destination. Advent is a penitential season, and 

it gives me the opportunity to invite you to consider where you are headed. John spoke quite pointedly 

about the destination that awaited those who did not change. He alerted those who rested on the  
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laurels of a religious past that God was looking for them to produce fruit. He informed them that they 

were dispensable, claiming that God was capable of raising children from the stones.  

What’s more, he warned that God was ready to dispense justice and that God would soon appear on the 

divine threshing floor, separating the wheat from the chaff. The chaff could look forward to 

unquenchable fire. His message was unabashedly, "turn or burn." The call to repent is an invitation to 

accept responsibility. It denies that God's future depends on everyone else changing. By calling us to a 

radical, disruptive, and decisive change, it denies that we easily grow in goodness. Repentance requires 

a conscious turning from sin and a deliberate turning to God. Both are necessary to effect 

transformation.  

John reminds us that Advent is a season that invites us to choose our direction and destination. It is the 

season to ask "Where am I?" and "Where am I going?"  

Peace be with you. 

Amen. 

 


