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             Advent 3    

Be strong and unafraid!  Here is your God 

Here Isaiah is speaking to a people in despair and what he offers to them is a message of hope, a 

vision of a transformed cosmos.  This transformation is not going to be achieved through force of 

arms or political machinations.  God is coming to inaugurate a renewed creation, a place where 

men and women live in a world where the present realities are turned upside down.  They will live 

in a world just like it was in the Garden of Eden before the sin of Adam and Eve.  The key to the 

vision is to be found in having God in the centre of all things.  Only with God actively engaged in 

all human activity can the desert, springs burst forth, streams of water in the wilderness 7 the 

sandy mirage become a pool, the thirsty ground springs of water.  Where there was nothing but 

dry desert sand dunes for miles, springs of fresh water will spring forth.  That is not only a 

physical reference.  It is meant to apply to the lives of all of the Hebrew people who have suffered 

from invasion and exile and the hatred of the nations around them.   

It is the nature of God to begin again with sinners 

Throughout this section of Isaiah there are many mentions to the coming vengeance of God.  

When the Almighty comes among them, there will be a time of retribution during which those 

who have oppressed Israel will be on the receiving end of divine justice.  But we need to 

remember this is the language of the prophet, a part of his message to those living in despair and 

who are oppressed.  It makes a great deal of cultural sense for that is the way human relations 

were managed – an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.  This God-who-comes must come with 

might and wreak havoc among His enemies and the enemies of His people.  In the previous 

chapter Isaiah wrote…for Yahweh is enraged against all the nations, and furious against all their 

hordes; he has doomed them, has given them over for slaughter. 
3 
Their slain shall be cast out into 

the streets, and the stench of their corpses shall rise; the mountains shall flow with their blood.  

How good that must have sounded to the Hebrew people subjected to brutal foreign rule and 

imprisonment.  It offers them a hope beyond the dark hopelessness of their present existence.  

Their seemingly all-powerful enemies will be destroyed by a heavenly power.  Their priority was 

to return to faithfulness. 

Isiah teaches the people how God is even now acting for the sake of Jerusalem’s well-being.  He 

urges them to compare the “before” and “after” images.  The wasteland which defined their lives 

was a consequence of their own unfaithfulness.  The paradise coming back into existence with the 

coming of God is a sign of the forgiveness and mercy of the God against whom they had sinned. 

In God there is always more than the present 

THE  NEW  SHOFAR 
How open are we to being transformed by God? 

Is our faith life truly as Christ wants it to be? 
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In danger of despair on account of the darkness of their present lives as exiles and a defeated 

people, Isiah reminds them that in God there is always hope of a future rich in blessings – if they 

believe. 

What was it you hoped to see out in the desert? 

In this brilliant engagement between Jesus and the people it is clear He is calling into question the 

genuineness of their repentance.  They make their way out into this isolated wilderness to be baptised 

by the prophet John but in what way does that action reflect what is happening in the way their live 

their lives when they go home?  The condemnation is clear.  They go to John in order to have their 

own ways of living the covenant rationalised and justified.  They do not have to change anything 

because they had been baptised in the Jordan and all was now well with God.  Their religious life just 

goes on as before. 

What was it they were seeking in the desert?  A reed shaken by the wind…  The reed here is the tall, 

hollow grass that grew in the shallow water alongside the Jordan river.  The question then is about 

whether they went out to see John or the grass?   If they wanted something flexible, then they could 

find that in the grass.  If they wanted an inflexible, stern, clear prophetic teaching on the ways of God, 

they would have gone to see the Baptist.  Had they gone to see John, they would have come away 

committed to a transformation, a renewal, a reinvigoration of the way they lived their covenant 

relationship under Yahweh their God.  No one would have associated John with weakness and 

vacillation.  He was fixed and unbending.  He would not water down the demands of God – even 

though it ended up costing him his life.  Even when the government of the day (King Herod) 

demanded a flexibility in the demands of God, an accommodation that would allow the king to modify 

the laws of God so they were more acceptable in the liberal world of his court. 

What was it they were truly seeking in their pilgrimage to the Jordan? 

 (to see) A man clothed in fine apparel…?  Given that John was dressed in clothes made of camel hair, 

was unkempt and more than likely unwashed, he would be the very opposite of a man clothed in fine 

apparel.  Such people were to be shunned – along with their harsh teachings and judgments.  John was 

clearly a prophet of God and acknowledged as such but surely he was speaking a language impossible 

to adapt to daily living in Jerusalem?  He was good to have around, fun to have on an agenda…I must 

go along on a pilgrimage to John, it is the thing to do at the moment.  But Jesus is clearly seeing 

through the charade.  They should not go out there looking for more of the same, without being open 

to a radical transformation.  John was sent to shake up comfortable and unquestioned religious living. 

Herod would better represent the well dressed in the world and he did not live in the wilderness.  He 

lived in a fine palace.  The closest Herod came to wilderness living was the family palace on the edge 

of the wilderness near Jericho.  But he did represent the social, political and financial success story of 

the day.  This is where the divine boot is truly sunk into these crowds.  What they are looking for are 

ways to be more like the man in fine apparel than the man in smelly, unwashed camel skins, a long-

haired fire and brimstone preacher.  In other words, they were content with their existing faith lives. 

Advent is all about choosing God over other priorities in life 

Isaiah, John and Jesus all proclaimed the exciting message of the possibility of all men and women 

living in a radically transformed world, one in which deserts became fertile gardens and dry river-beds 

flowed with water.  They are the visions given to us in Advent for they are metaphors mean to be 

applied to our own lives.  We all know those “wilderness” moments, when life seems dry and lifeless.  

We know our lives should be ‘flowing” with life-giving streams but can so easily be little more than 

empty promises, unfulfilled dreams: dry river-beds.  But hope stands firm amidst all of this, for God 
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reigns and where men and women allow God to reign, there is always “water” to be found in our driest 

“sandy wastes”.  Always hope – but that hope is dependant on just how closely we align the way we 

live with the Way of Jesus Christ.  It is God who transforms;  it is God who brings life and God who 

lightens our darkness.  That is the invitation of Advent 3 – find ways in which we can align our lives 

with Christ rather than seeking to justify how we are now living, with how we have always lived out 

our baptismal existence. 
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