Text: John 1:6-8, 19-28
Introduction
Excuse me for the geek-y introduction, but there is an ongoing squabble about how to translate part of the text today.  It centers around verse 24.   The translation that we read puts verse 24 in parantheses.  Open Parentheses - Now they had been sent from the Pharisees – close parenthesis.  The ESV takes the question of John by one group.  It just takes 5 verses for John the Evangelist to give us a little more info, like oops I forgot something important – they were Pharisees.  The English version that I have running in my head – the NIV takes the opposite course.  It reads two separate groups questioning the Baptist. They translate 1:24 as “Now some Pharisees who had been sent questioned him.”  The context that we know would seem to argue for the NIV.  Priests and Levites from Jerusalem were the religious elite of the day.  They were usually Sadducees.  Pharisees didn’t have religious authority positions, but they were the teachers and lawyers.  The synoptic gospels – especially Matthew says – many of the Pharisees and Sadducees came out to John.  I assume the two groups.
Trouble in the Text
The first group comes out with very specific questions and very specific worries.  They are asking who are you?  It’s an identity question. From the Baptist’s response and their further questioning we know what they meant.  John declares I am not the Christ.  Are you Elijah?  I am not.  Are you the prophet? No.
All three of those were expected end times or eschatological offices.  Everyone was expecting the Christ or the messiah.  They might have been split on what they were expecting – Kingly messiah, priestly messiah, but the Christ was coming.  Elijah was expected as the herald of the last days.  God had whisked him away on the chariot of fire – and Elijah was ever after the archetype of the prophet.  The last prophet received by Israel – Malachi – had closed his writing with the words, “See I will send you the prophet Elijah before the great and dreadful day of the Lord comes.”  So, are you Elijah?  Moses – in his farewell sermons had predicted a prophet like himself.  Are you The Prophet?  
The priests and Levites of Jerusalem where worried about titles and offices.  Identity was tied up in these.  This John out here in the middle of nowhere is attracting audience – he must be “somebody”.  Tell us – “Who are you?  We’ve got to go back with some answer to the High Priests.”
I’m just a voice crying in the desert.  Prepare…Make straight the way of the Lord.
The second group, the Pharisees step up.  And what they want to know is why he is baptizing.  If you don’t have some office, if you aren’t the Christ or Elijah or the prophet, then why are the changing the traditions that we guard?  Identity and authority ties to tradition. If you aren’t claiming the authority of a recognized God sent office, who told you to baptize?
I baptize just in water, but among you today stands a greater one.  If you are troubled by a little water…just wait. 
Gospel in the Text
John claimed no offices.  He confessed to no authority…no authority other than the Word he gave a voice too.  This one came for witness…that he might testify about the light.
He also didn’t shrink from his path.  There was a man who had been sent from God.  His name was John.  He came to testify…that  all might believe through him.  The messiah, the Christ, the prophet was standing in their midst.  And John would reveal him.  John would baptize HIM.  Putting those waters of repentance over Jesus – so that those same waters restore us, pour out His Spirit on us.
Trouble in the World
John was the son of priests from both mother and father.  He could have claimed an office.   Instead he went to the desert. 
The great stories are of the saints.  In 1518 Frederick the Wise – Luther’s prince – was offered the ability to make a cardinal of anyone.  It is interesting to imagine Luther with a red hat, but they turned it down for Worms and eventually Augsburg.  A confession.  The great stories are of the saints.  But I think we are often tempted in the same way – to make out identity an office.  To trade the clear voice for a position or a title.  Satan is always offering little kingdoms if you just put away that foolish Word.  Stop giving voice to the name of Jesus.  He is always saying come back from the desert and into the comfort.  Stop all you effort at preparation.  Let the way be crooked.  Its more interesting.
Likewise the reigning arbiters of taste often have great power over us.  Investing your identity in the newest gadget or the oldest tradition of men.  The Pharisees wondered why John was baptizing.  Stop that non-sense.  Pick up what we do, and you’ll be good.
I think that’s the definition of High School.  And it continues – adults just are better at not being so crass about influence.  (Unless you are the Governor of the State of Illinois.)  The smart set chimes in - Are you still going to the church?  Haven’t you outgrown such things?  How can you really believe that the bread and wine is the body and blood?  Such strangeness.   Why do you do such silly silly things?
The world is with us in titles, and images and expectations and pressures.  Clamors to give out identity to them.  We struggle not against flesh and blood, but against the powers and principalities of this dark age.
Gospel in the World
And against that what to we have?
The Word and a cloud of Witnesses.  Starting with John who came to testify to the light, that all might believe.
We have the Word.  Hidden in this world.  Hidden in bread and wine.  Hidden in water.  Hidden in a thousand acts of his people every day.  “I will never leave you nor forsake you.”  “Behold I am with you always, even until the end of the age.”  The word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth.  That Word continues to dwell among us.
And those powers and principalities recognize him.  They quake in fear.  A simple confession ends their power.  All they can do is hope to keep Christ hidden.
And all it takes for Christ to remain hidden is for a lack of witnesses.  We have been given a great cloud of them.  From the Baptist and the apostles and martyrs and saints of every age…down to whoever told you.  A mom, a dad, a grandparent, a co-worker, a friend.
Our adversary will try anything to keep our witness quiet.  That is the only way he wins.  When Christ is revealed…when he is confessed…that old snake loses.
Go, and baptize all nations, teaching them everything I have commanded you.
[bookmark: _GoBack]There was a people who had been sent from God.  They came for witness, that they might testify concerning the light, that all might believe through them.  They were not the light, but that they might testify concerning the light.
And these things happened beyond the Jordan…where that people continued to baptize…continued to reveal Christ who lived in their midst.  Amen. 
