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“For Your Eyes Only?” 
A SERMON on Luke 3:1-6 for the 2nd Sunday of Advent, Year C 
Preached 5 December 2021 by the Rev. Matthew Emery, Lead Minister1 
Cloverdale United Church, Surrey, British Columbia, Canada 
 

Maybe it was a boss at work whose orders seemed more random than the lottery, or a 
ne’er-do-well neighbour who did not seem to care about your family’s needs.  Perhaps it was that 
teacher you could never please or the classmates you could never seem to fit in with.  Or maybe it 
is not a person at all, but rather other kind of dynamic that holds undue influence:  illness, age, 
self-doubt, addiction, even debt.  Whatever the cause, have felt at some time or another like we 
are being held merely at the mercy and whim of another person or force, and it’s not a very good 
feeling.   

The author of today’s gospel reading would have known the feeling all too well, too.  Our 
story began today with a list of seven people—seven people who were the great powers of their 
time.  It is a list of kings, great rulers, and priests.  It is a list of the people who seemingly held the 
power of life and death in their hands—the power to oppress or to liberate, power to make war or 
peace, power to create chaos or call for justice.  Luke begins the gospel today by orienting us to 
those who seemed to hold the absolute power, shaping the course of events and the trajectory of 
history in their time.  They are the people beside whom all others would have felt insignificant. 

That sounds like a lot, I know, for a list of names for which many of you probably zoned 
out a little bit.   However, the boring bits are often important, especially in the Bible—as it has 
been said, when it comes to the Bible, always read the boring bits, because they too are telling a 
story. 

And indeed, Luke includes this list of the big names of the day for a reason, but not the one 
we might expect.  When reading a text like this, full of names and positions, people usually 
assume that they were included as a way of dating the events—a frame of reference, as it were.  
I’m not so sure, though, that a mere frame of reference was what Luke was up to with this list.  No, 
there’s something more here.  It may be simply a list of names, but it tells us something about 
God’s relationship with humanity and how God acts in the world. 

First, by listing these seven towering figures in the public life, Luke makes a claim about 
the eighth person in the list: John, son of Zechariah.  By including John in this great list, Luke 
claims that he is just as notable, just as important as all the others.  The others are listed on the 
merit of being emperors, great rulers, and high priests, but John is included because the Word of 
God was with him.   

In fact, Luke is doing something even more than equating John with these seven great 
figures; he is placing John above them.  By the time Luke is writing down the gospel story, all these 
people are dead; all these great and towering figures have passed away.  By including them, Luke 
is saying, “remember all these great people, these who seemed to shape the world to their will?  
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Well, they are long gone and it is not their story we tell, but John’s.  Fast forward two thousand 
years, and now when we hear this story, these seven people, once great and known throughout 
their world, are footnotes at best.  We only know their names because they are mentioned in the 
telling of John’s story.  All these people who had great claims to power and authority have passed 
away and are long forgotten, and only one remains and is remembered, the one with whom God’s 
word rested. 

The third reason is the most important of all, however.  Beyond making a claim about the 
importance of John relative to other figures of his time, and even beyond Luke’s claim about John’s 
lasting importance compared to the emperors and rulers and high priests, Luke is saying 
something critically important about how God works in the world.  Luke includes these other 
people to say, “Look, here are the people everyone expects to be important, the people everyone 
expects God to choose.”  But whom does God choose; with whom does God’s word rest?  Not the 
emperor, not the great rulers, not even the high priests, but with a complete nobody.  Compared to 
the great figures in this list, John is the boring bit, the insignificant person from an insignificant 
family, living in the definition of nowhere—literally the no-place of the wilderness. 

It is to this unknown person that the Word of God comes; it is this insignificant man 
through whom God will fulfil a promise foretold by the prophets in scripture.  With this boring list 
of names, Luke makes the radical claim that God works through the unexpected and the least 
likely.  Here in this tedious list is one of the core messages of the gospel, the good news that God 
works through the least of us, the people you don’t expect, those who might otherwise seem 
powerless… and in so doing, God changes the course of history and brings our salvation. 

Advent is a season of promise, and today’s gospel reading is a reminder and a challenge to 
us.  It is a reminder that God will keep God’s promises.  Today’s reading is also a reminder that 
those things which seem to have power in our lives—governments, relationships, employers, 
sicknesses, addiction, depression—ultimately have no power.  They shall fade away in the light of 
God’s work and God’s word. 

Today’s reading is a challenge to us because God will work those promises from quarters 
least expected—it is a challenge to us all to be mindful of those people in our lives whom we least 
expect, people who nonetheless bear God’s word to us, people who are fulfilling God’s promise to 
us.  It is also a challenge to look within ourselves for the parts of our own lives that are bearing 
God’s word and the fulfilment of God’s promise, perhaps parts of our lives that don’t seem all that 
important on the surface.   

God always fulfils the promises God makes, but it is almost never in the way we expect it.  
Luke invites us in today’s scripture to watch for John the Baptist in the people around us and to 
search of the unexpected wilderness within ourselves where the Word of God resides. 

“Prepare the way of the Lord,” cries the voice.  “Make way for the coming of God.”  That’s 
not just a call to the powers-that-be, my friends, or even to the world generically.  This day, I invite 
you to ask yourself, deep down in the wilderness of your own soul, what it would mean for you to 
welcome the Word of God whenever and however and wherever comes. 


