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In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

a     a     a

This is the first time that I’ve preached on the third Sunday in Advent in
the six years I’ve been at St Michael’s, because we’ve always done the
Christmas pageant in place of the sermon on this day. And maybe when
I’m done here you’ll wish we could go back to doing the pageant
instead. 

I dug up a fascinating bit of Bible trivia, although it’s not really all that
trivial. In fact, you may not be as fascinated by it as I am, but it is quite
important. John the Baptist says something in today’s gospel that’s
familiar to just about everybody, and which most of us have probably
also heard in other contexts. The people who went out to hear John
“were filled with expectation,” Luke says, and were wondering whether
he was the Messiah, the Christ, who was foretold by the Old Testament
prophets. John denies that he’s that person, and says that “one who is
more powerful than I is coming; I am not worthy to untie the thong of
his sandals.” 

That last bit is the line I’m talking about. To stoop down and untie
somebody’s sandal strap is a pretty humble thing to do. And as caustic
as John was toward his audience, e.g. calling them a brood of vipers, he
really was a humble man. He understood clearly that he was on a
mission from God, not to be the center of attention himself, but to be the
forerunner, the herald sent ahead to announce the coming of One greater,
and to be the eyewitness to God’s anointing of Jesus as the Christ.
Elsewhere John says, “I saw the Spirit descending from heaven like a
dove, and it remained on him... And I myself have seen and have

testified that this is the Son of God” (Jn 1:32, 34). “I am not worthy to
untie the thong of his sandal” (Jn 1:27). Most people think that that’s
just John’s way of saying how much greater Jesus is that himself,
which is true. But there’s significantly more to it. And the fact that
all four gospels record that statement indicates how significant it is.

One commentator says that it’s “charged with the deepest possible
level of spiritual significance” (DL Jeffrey, Luke, Brazos: 2012, 59). 

In the ancient law of Israel is a provision for something called
levirate marriage. Levir is a Latin word that means “husband’s
brother.” So a levirate marriage is between a widow and her
brother-in-law, and it’s purpose was to protect vulnerable women
from poverty, and to carry on the line of succession, to keep the
family name alive. Under that law, if a man died without a son, a
brother was expected to marry the widow, and their first child was
to be considered the heir of the dead husband so that, as Moses
said, “his name may not be blotted out of Israel” (Dt 25:6). But if the
brother were to refuse to marry his sister-in-law, then the law says, 

his brother’s wife shall go up to him in the presence of the elders,
pull his sandal off his foot, spit in his face, and declare, “This is
what is done to the man who does not build up his brother’s
house.” Throughout Israel his family shall be known as “the

house of him whose sandal was pulled off.” (Dt 25:9-10)   

Out of that developed the custom of the unwilling brother untying
his own sandal and handing it to the next closest male relative who
was willing to marry the widow, and of the willing brother to untie
his own sandal but leave it on his foot (Gregory the Great, 40 Gospel

Homilies 6). Only two instances of this are recorded in the OT, and
the sons of those two levirate unions are both ancestors of Jesus:
Perez, son of Tamar and Judah, and Obed, son of Ruth and Boaz.
Boaz had first brought a man before the elders who was more
closely related to Ruth than he was, to see if he would marry her.
He said he couldn’t do it, so he took off his sandal and handed it to
Boaz (Ruth 4:4-7). That’s partly why, at the end of the chapter we
read from today, Luke gives a list of the ancestors of Jesus, from
Joseph all the way back to Adam. And by including that list, Luke
is dropping a subtle hint that John’s remark about untying the strap
of Jesus’ sandal is more than just a figure of speech. 

So what’s it about? Well, first of all, in Hebrew and Aramaic, the
language of Jesus and his disciples, there’s no specific word for



cousin. So cousins were referred to as either brothers/sisters, or kin.
E.g. when the archangel Gabriel told the Virgin Mary that her
cousin Elizabeth was pregnant (with John the Baptist), the word he
used means kinswoman, which means that John and Jesus were
probably second cousins. And when the gospels refer to the
brothers of Jesus, they mean his cousins, or possibly step-brothers,
because Mary didn’t have any other children. 

Another important little fact is that the man who married his
brother’s widow was called the gô’çl = the one who rescued the
widow from a potentially bleak future, the redeemer. Do you see
where that’s going? This is language about marriage. The image of
Israel, the people of God, as a virgin bride betrothed to God is
pretty explicit in the writings of the prophets, so it was familiar to
just about everybody. And the image of Israel as an unfaithful bride
was also made pretty clear by the prophets, who warned the people
what would happen if they didn’t repent. Through Jeremiah, for
example, God says to his people, “Return, O virgin Israel... How
long will you waver, O faithless daughter?” (Jer 31:21-22). And
through Isaiah God says, “Because you have raged against me and
your arrogance has come to my ears, I will put my hook in your
nose and my bit in your mouth; I will turn you back on the way by
which you came” (2Kgs 19:28). Now I’d strongly caution husbands
not to say things like that to their wives, lest they find a couple of
police officers on their doorstep. But this is God calling out to his
people who had turned away from him, and engaged in all kinds of
sinful behavior, including pagan worship. And they kept doing it
over and over again. Israel’s chronic unfaithfulness had made her
like a widow before God. So God raised up prophets over and over
again to call the people to repent, to turn around. 

John the Baptist was the last and the greatest of these prophets.
And his prophecy was similar to the others: “Even now the ax is
lying at the root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear
good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.” And like John, all
the other prophets also pointed to Jesus, the ultimate goel, the

Redeemer who would rescue God’s people once and for all. But
John did it with far greater urgency than the rest because Jesus, his
brother/cousin, was even then on his way to John to be baptized by
him and anointed by God to begin his redeeming work. John called
the people to a baptism with water as a sign of repentance in
preparation to receive the baptism of Jesus which, John said, would
be with the fire of the Holy Spirit. In other words, John’s baptism
was merely a sign of repentance, but Jesus’ baptism would actually
take away sin, putting people in the state of holiness and
righteousness that God had intended for us all from the beginning.

Another thing that Jesus’ kind of baptism– Christian baptism– 
does is to initiate the faithful into the whole body of believers, the
Church which, according to God’s ancient promise to Abraham,
will welcome all believers, not just the hereditary descendants of
Abraham. In Jesus, God reconstituted his people under a new
covenant, which is repeatedly described in the New Testament as
the redeemed Bride of Christ. Which takes us back to the idea of
levirate marriage, and to what John says about his not being worthy
to untie the strap of Jesus’ sandal. John was the close relative who
was unable to do for the widow what only Jesus could do. He was
not worthy to take the sandal from Jesus, let alone untie it. His role
instead is as the friend of the bridegroom, what we would call the
best man. That’s how John describes himself in relation to Jesus
when he says in John’s gospel, “He who has the bride is the
bridegroom. The friend of the bridegroom, who stands and hears
him, rejoices greatly at the bridegroom’s voice. For this reason my
joy has been fulfilled” (Jn 3:29). After Jesus came, John’s work was
done. 

But before the Church of the new covenant could be established,
there had to be a reckoning in Israel. Hence the harsh language that
John uses in today’s gospel. His target audience is the Jewish
people, the descendants of Abraham. “Don’t say to yourselves,
‘We have Abraham as our ancestor,’” John warns them, “for I tell
you that God can raise up children for Abraham from these stones.”



In other words, heredity no longer matters. Jesus is going to open
wide the doors of God’s house so that all people may come in. But
first he’s going to clear out the deadwood and separate the wheat
from the chaff, the people who will listen to him and follow him
from those who will reject him, those who want him dead from
those who will rejoice at his resurrection. Then he’ll send his
disciples out into the world to draw all people into his Church, to
become part of his holy bride. 

And all of this will culminate at the wedding feast when the risen
Christ returns in glory at the end of time, which John the
Evangelist (not the Baptist) was given a vision of. In his Revelation
he describes hearing the host of heaven crying out, “‘Let us rejoice
and exult and give him the glory, for the marriage of the Lamb has
come, and his bride has made herself  ready; to her it has been
granted to be clothed with fine linen, bright and pure’– for the fine
linen is the righteous deeds of the saints” (Rev 19:6-8).  And a bit
further on he says, “And I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem,
coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned
for her husband” (21:2). Then an angel said to John, “Come, I will
show you the bride, the wife of the Lamb” (21:9). 

This is the Church of the redeemed, and we are the bride of Christ.
And this is the stuff Advent bids us think seriously about:
Answering John’s call to repentance, and then bearing fruits
worthy of repentance, as John says, i.e. accepting the grace of God
that helps us pattern our lives according to the will of God, and
loving God and our neighbors the way God loves us and them. This
is the way we prepare to meet the Lord, both when he comes to us
in the Sacrament of the Altar and when he returns in all his glory
at the last day. So let it be our prayer that Christ the Bridegroom
will come mightily among us, not just in Advent, but every day of
life, and that on the day of his appearing he may find us clothed in
“the righteous deeds of the saints.”  In the Name of ...
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