WEEK 2 – TWO LATER PROPHETS – JOHN THE BAPTIST AND JOHN THE THEOLOGIAN

Much of this week’s devotion’s content was sourced from Come, Thou Long Expected Jesus - An Advent to Christmas Pilgrimage, by Andy Langford & Ann Langford Duncan. 

MONDAY – Destination – The Jordan River and the Island of Patmos

[image: ]Matthew 3: 1  In those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the desert of Judea, ...
Revelation 1: 1-2a The revelation of Jesus Christ, … He made it known by sending His angel to His servant John, who testifies to everything he saw … 


John the Baptist beside the Jordan River and John the Theologian on the island of Patmos revived the mantle of the Hebrew prophets, preaching both judgement and hope. They journeyed far from their homes to remote places from which they proclaimed messages from God. John the Baptist, from the hills of Judea, trekked down to the River Jordan. John the Theologian travelled by boat from the west coast of Asia Minor to the remote Aegean island of Patmos.

The Jordan River runs from a beautiful spring of water in northern Israel at Caesarea Phillipi through the Sea of Galilee to the Dead Sea in the south. Over 240 km in length, the river has been the primary source of the Holy Land’s fresh water and thus life itself. Jesus’s own baptism probably took place about five miles north of the Dead Sea at Al-Maghtas on the Jordanian eastern shore of the river.
Patmos is a remote island in the Aegean Sea about 50 miles off the western coast of Turkey. Rocky and arid, the island, only 212 km, has about 3 000 inhabitants living mostly in small villages. In the island’s mountain is a small cave called the Sacred Grotto or the Cave of the Apocalypse, where John slept and received his vision.

In the early church, Christians worshipped every day at both sunrise and sunset, remembering the resurrection of Jesus Christ at dawn on Easter and at the end of every day God’s protection through the night. On Patmos, John understood both the actual and symbolic visions of God’s light.

John the Baptist and John the Theologian became two of the major spokespersons for God after the birth of Jesus Christ. Their messages, often read during Advent, will provide guidance for our pilgrimage.

Reflection: Will I make the guidance of these two prophets a major part of my own journey through the 2025 Advent time?

[image: ]
Prayer: Dear Lord God, please help me to grasp Your true message of Christmas.  AMEN



TUESDAY – John the Baptist

[image: ]Matthew 3: 2 & 3  (John the Baptist) ... saying “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near”. This is he who was spoken of through the prophet Isaiah: “A voice of one calling in the desert, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for Him.’ ”


John the Baptist stood as a bridge between the Old Testament prophets and the Messiah. The birth of John answered the prayers of his elderly parents, Elizabeth and Zechariah, whose story you may recall from a previous West View preaching series.

Luke’s Gospel opens with an angel visiting Elizabeth and Zechariah (Luke 1: 5-25), which comes right before a similar account of an angel visiting Mary. Zechariah, while worshipping as a priest at the Second Temple in Jerusalem, had a vision from the angel Gabriel: he and Elizabeth would become parents. Elizabeth and the younger Mary of Nazareth would support one another in their pregnancies.

When Zechariah and Elizabeth’s son was born, Zechariah burst into song. The Song of Zechariah (in Luke 1: 68-79), also called the Benedictus, is a hymn of liberation, salvation, and restoration, starting with: “Praise be to the Lord, the God of Israel, because He has come and has redeemed His people. He has raised up a home of salvation for us in the house of His servant David.” (Luke 1: 68 & 69) Thirty years later, Zechariah’s song unfolded in the prophetic ministry of his son, when John the Baptist appeared in the desert of Judea, announcing: ‘Change your hearts and lives! Here comes the kingdom of heaven!’

People from Jerusalem, throughout Judea, and all around the Jordan River came to him. As they confessed their sins, he baptised them in the Jordan River. Many Pharisees and Sadducees also came to be baptised by John, but he rebuked them for their misguided ‘faith’ (Matthew 3: 7-12).

Reflection: If John the Baptist were here now, would he baptise me because of true repentance of my sins, or tell me that I have not ‘produced fruit in keeping with repentance’?


[image: ]
Prayer: Dear Jesus, during this time of remembering Your coming, I truly wish to repent and be baptised with the Holy Spirit.  AMEN


WEDNESDAY: John the Baptist’s two messages

[image: ]John 1: 29 The next day John saw Jesus coming towards him and said, “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!”


Although John came from a priestly family, he became an evangelical preacher. He lived in the rocky desert adjacent to the Jordan River and preached beside and within its shallow waters. In classical paintings, John often wore a rough camel-skin cloak. If John were with us today, he might sleep outdoors, wear old clothes, and walk up and down the streets preaching with a megaphone.

John preached two different sermons to two different audiences. To King Herod, the political authorities, the temple priests, and other religious leaders, John was a sharp thorn in their sides. To self-satisfied, shortsighted, and selfish folk, John preached damnation. But for those people who were uncomfortable with their lives, wondering about their priorities, and anxious about the future, he proclaimed that the Messiah foretold by Isaiah had arrived.

At times, we all need to hear John’s sermon of judgement. During the holiday season, we find it quite easy to wander away from God. We use our credit cards excessively, wear ourselves out with activities, and eat and drink in excess. We stress over finding the perfect gift for someone who has too much while neglecting to buy clothes for a child in need. We become so focused on shiny wrapping paper and Christmas lights that we are oblivious to the suffering of people in our communities and around our world. In such moments, John shouts to us: “Repent!”

However, John also offered a message of grace through his baptism of repentance. He urged his listeners to turn toward God and start bearing fruit. He expected the imminent coming of the Messiah. In Matthias Grünewald’s altar painting The Crucifixion, John is pointing his finger at Jesus on the cross as the sacrificed Lamb of God. With John as our example, Christians must always point to Jesus.

Reflection: Will we, during this Advent, use the opportunity that John offers us to see Jesus, acknowledge our mistakes, turn in a new direction, and start living holy lives?


[image: ]
Prayer: Dear Mighty God, thank you that the messages of Your prophet John the Baptist still speak clearly to us today.  AMEN


THURSDAY – John the Theologian
[image: ]
Revelation 1: 3 Blessed is the one who reads the words of this prophecy, and blessed are those who hear it and take to heart what is written in it, because the time is near.


Decades later, another John joined the refrain of repentance and grace. In the first decades after the resurrection and ascension of Jesus Christ, the church consisted of just a few thousand believers scattered around the eastern Mediterranean Sea. Jewish and Roman opposition to the new religion had increased. It is during this time that one Christian leader fled to a small island - John the Theologian (who may not necessarily have been John the Apostle). Through the Book of Revelation, he still speaks to us.

John wrote to Christians in seven small churches in Asia Minor. Each of these congregations had strengths, yet each church was in danger of falling away from Jesus Christ. John’s words to the Christians in Laodicea could describe many Christians today: ‘lukewarm - neither hot nor cold’. (See Revelation 3: 14-17) Although written in a dramatically different style, John’s core message resembles that of John the Baptist in that both warned of the end times and called for repentance.

Also like John the Baptist, John the Theologian preached a two-part message: repent and trust in God’s grace. First, John addresses Christians who are lukewarm about their faith. Like many Christians of times past, we can also go through the motions of spiritual disciplines but lack commitment. We decorate our homes and churches for Christmas, but spend little time praying and reading the Bible. We spend Christmas money buying gifts for ourselves and family, but do not contribute generously to charities. We may even live as if Christ will never return, and thus feel little need to change.

The German theologian and martyr Dietrich Bonhoeffer called such behaviour cheap grace: “Cheap grace is the preaching of forgiveness without requiring repentance, baptism without church discipline, communion without confession, absolution without personal confession. Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the cross, grace without Jesus Christ, living and incarnate.” During Advent, both John the Baptist and John the Theologian oppose cheap grace.

Reflection: Am I also lukewarm, or guilty of cheap grace?


[image: ]Prayer: Dear God, please help us to live Your true grace in this Advent season. AMEN



FRIDAY – Both Johns speak to us today

[image: ]Isaiah 41: 10  So do not fear, for I am with you; do not be dismayed [afraid], for I am your God. I will strengthen you and help you; I will uphold you with My righteous right hand.


Even at Christmas, among others, because of lukewarm faith, humanity allows violence, famine, and death to run rampant. Wars continue in many parts of the world. We are only one mistake away from apocalyptic destruction arising from conflicts near Taiwan, Iran and Ukraine. Totalitarianism is increasing around the world. Millions of refugees leave their homes seeking freedom from violence, hunger and poverty. So-called Christians are often complicit in these evils.

At the climax of John the Theologian’s vision, Jesus Christ returns to confront the forces of evil, sin and death. John describes a terrible war between Christ and the beastly Antichrist (Revelation 19: 19-20). Christ is victorious, and on the terrible day of judgement, the evil spirits and their wicked human followers are thrown into a fire (Revelation 20: 11-15).

Yet judgement is not the end of the story. Like John the Baptist, John the Theologian offered hope through God’s grace. A righteous remnant of faithful Christians will be saved. John concluded Revelation with a promise from God made incarnate in Jesus Christ. Jesus was born in humility to a young mother in an animal stable. At the end of time, Jesus Christ sits victoriously at the right hand of God in the New Jerusalem and speaks the final words of the Bible (Revelation 22: 13-17).

John proclaims that God is with us through Jesus Christ. The persecutors will disappear. War, famine, and death will be eliminated. Those who know and love Jesus Christ will live in a holy city where there is no darkness, pain, suffering, tears, or death. The reign of Christ is eternal.

In summary, both John the Baptist and John the Theologian chastised unfaithful sinners and comforted fearful, needy people. Their listeners could either reject God and face eternal death or accept God’s grace, live faithfully, and win eternal life. Proclaiming that God will reign forever, these prophets echoed for their listeners the promises God spoke to Isaiah, as quoted above.


[image: ]Prayer: Dear Jesus, thank you for sending us these, Your prophets to remind us of Your true way during this Advent time.  AMEN
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