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Advent 3    Year A    Matthew 11:2-11 
 

“When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing, he sent word by his disciples 
and said to him, “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?” 
 

Several years ago, I was introduced to a woman who had formerly been imprisoned, 
and who afterward worked in prison ministry on behalf of her local church.   

I asked her about the kinds of spiritual questions that I imagined she was hearing 
from the prisoners.  Does God forgive me for my crime?  How can my faith help 
me to make sense of my new reality?  What can I learn from this prison 
experience?   

“Lisa,” she said gently, “When you’re in prison, you only think about one thing.  
You only have one question:  how am I going to get out?” 

So then, why isn’t that the question that John the Baptist is asking in today’s Gospel 
reading?  Why is the only question we hear John asking, “Are you the one who is to 
come, or are we to wait for another?”   

John has been imprisoned by the region’s ruler, Herod Antipas, because he had 
criticized Herod for divorcing his first wife to marry Herodias…who was the ex-wife of 
his half-brother.  (Yes, it is a soap opera plot line).   

Let’s recognize that ancient Roman prisons were absolutely horrific.  They were 
dark, filthy dungeons where prisoners were chained to workbenches and forced 
to perform hard labor.  There was no Human Rights Watch or Amnesty 
International for these prisoners.  Further, John is living under the threat of 
execution.  In fact, the beheading that was to come might have been a welcome 
relief given the dreadful conditions of prison. 

Before his imprisonment, John had been traveling the region, proclaiming baptism for 
the forgiveness of sins, preaching about a “coming judgment” from God, and promising 
the arrival of a savior greater than he.  John’s followers had been expecting the arrival 
of the Messiah prophesied in the Book of Isaiah, a portion of which we heard in this 
morning’s Old Testament reading from Chapter 35.   

This Messiah, or “anointed one”, would “strengthen the weak hands, and make 
firm the feeble knee.”  This Messiah would do the most miraculous things:  give 
sight to the blind, hearing to the deaf, movement to the lame, and speech to the 
speechless.  This Messiah would “…come with vengeance [to] save you.”   
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And, most importantly to John, in another chapter from Isaiah (Chapter 61), we 
are even told that this Messiah would “proclaim freedom for the captives” and 
“release the prisoners from darkness.”  This Messiah was supposed to conquer 
all oppressors, and save His chosen people. 

So, it’s completely understandable that John’s first question would be if Jesus was in 
fact the Messiah.  If he were, wouldn’t he have at least tried to free one of his most 
devout followers, indeed, his own cousin, from prison?  And, if not, why not? 

One commentary points out that Jesus’ work couldn’t just culminate in the 
miracles of healing and release that John’s followers had come to expect.  To do 
so would have impeded his true mission:  to suffer and die on the cross in order 
to finally and truly establish His kingdom.   

By not immediately freeing John from prison, by not immediately 
destroying the political structures of the time, Jesus was making it clear 
that his work on earth is not yet done.  John and many others would have 
to suffer with Him in the birthing of his new kingdom. 

And, as another commentary put it, Jesus was not the Messiah of “popular 
misconception”.  The people expected power and glory, a king who lived in a palace, 
adorned in fine jewels, who commanded reverence and obedience. 

Instead, what they got was a humble man who rode donkeys, an empathetic man 
who embraced outcasts, and a courageous man who bristled at the political and 
societal structures that prevented people from living as one unified whole.   

It’s hard for any of us to adjust to a new reality when our expectations 
aren’t met, whether these involve election cycles, football games, the 
weather, job tasks, or romantic relationships.   Suddenly we are thrown 
into a whole new reality with uncertain measures and outcomes.   

On this third Sunday of Advent, we still have some time to consider, and to prepare for, 
what Messiah we are expecting.  Is it the one who solves an immediate, pressing need, 
or the one who sets us up for a powerful and prosperous future?      

In addition to considering our expectations of the Messiah, I believe we are also called 
to consider what the Messiah is expecting of us.   

Are we expecting Jesus to shine the light on our divided and troubled world?  Or 
is He expecting us to illuminate the world with our own divine light?   
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Are we expecting Jesus to free us from our self-imposed prisons of indifference?  
Or is He expecting us to make our own great escape, empowered by his Gospel 
message of love and compassion?   

Would we really tell Jesus that we are not the people he is looking for, and that 
he should “wait for another”? Or are we prepared to be the transformative, 
charitable people he has been expecting? 

Imprisonment has been on many people’s minds this week with the welcome news that 
basketball star Britney Griner had been released from a Russian penal colony that was 
infamous for its brutality and harsh living conditions.  

Of course, the joy of her release was tempered by the knowledge that several 
dozen more U.S. citizens remain detained in various foreign countries, including 
Paul Whelan and Marc Fogel.  

This Advent season, may we keep all prisoners and their families in our daily prayers. 
May we not be weighed down by the expectations of following Christ’s example, but 
instead buoyed by the power of grace and forgiveness that Christ promises to us.   

May we prepare not only to welcome “the one” who comes to proclaim freedom 
and justice, but also to be “the ones” who heal and free.  And, through all these 
things, may we answer John’s question that yes, Christ is the Messiah.  Amen. 

 

https://bible.org/seriespage/15-question-john-baptist-matthew-111-19 


