Amanda Drury


 “Making Straight Paths?”
Sermon: Matthew 3:1-12
1) In those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the Desert of Judea 2) and saying, "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near." 3) 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.' 

4) John's clothes were made of camel's hair, and he had a leather belt around his waist. His food was locusts and wild honey. 5) People went out to him from Jerusalem and all Judea and the whole region of the Jordan. 6) Confessing their sins, they were baptized by him in the Jordan River. 

7) But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to where he was baptizing, he said to them: "You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the

coming wrath? 8) Produce fruit in keeping with repentance. 9) And do not think you can say to yourselves, 'We have Abraham as our father.' I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham. 10) The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire. 

11) "I baptize you with water for repentance. But after me will come one who is   
                  more powerful than I, whose sandals I am not fit to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy  Spirit and with fire. 12) His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor, gathering his wheat into the barn and burning up the chaff with unquenchable fire."

May the words of my mouth and meditation of our hearts…

1.  Why does Jesus need someone to prepare the way?

I have a secret.  Growing up, I always questioned John the Baptist’s importance.  If you would have asked me what his purpose was, I would have given you the Sunday school answer, “John the Baptist’s purpose was to prepare the way for Jesus.”  But always in the back of my mind was that nagging thought that John the Baptist was just an unnecessary character.

This has been confusing for me.  Because, if Jesus is really God in human flesh, if Jesus is a wonderful counselor, miracle maker, Son of God, why in the world does Jesus need someone to prepare the way?  What could John the Baptist possibly do that Jesus couldn’t do better?

I have three questions on my mind this afternoon, and my first question, which I mentioned earlier is this: “Why does Jesus need someone to prepare the way?”  

If you don’t mind, we’re going to veer from the Matthew text for a moment and see what Luke has to say.  Nine months before John was born, the angel Gabriel appeared to John’s father, Zacharias, and said he would have a son.  The angel says this son “will turn many of the people of Israel to the Lord their God.  With the spirit and power of Elijah he will go before him, to turn the hearts of parents to their children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous, to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” (Luke 1:16-17).

Reading that, when I close my eyes and picture a John that turns hearts and inspires wisdom to prepare the way for Jesus, I envision a man standing on a golf course, swinging his club and yelling, “Fore!”  Jerking people out of their everyday lives and grabbing their attention, causing them to look up and be alert for the dropping ball.  

 I don’t think Jesus had to have anyone prepare the way for him, but since he did, he was anticipated!  People were hungry for him.  They were alert and waiting for him.

2.  Why does God choose this person to prepare the way?


Jesus wants someone to prepare his way.  My second question, is: why on earth does Jesus chose this man?


Let’s look again at the text and see the types of things John does to prepare the way.  John the Baptist’s idea of making a straight path for Christ is by:

· Preaching in the desert in the middle of no where

· By wearing strange clothes out of camel’s hair

· And eating insects for food

· John the Baptist’s idea of making a straight path means calling the leaders of the day “broods of vipers” and telling people it doesn’t matter who their daddy is.

· John’s idea of making a straight path for Jesus means telling people they risk being thrown into unquenchable fire—and the person tossing them into this unquenchable fire is no other than the very person John is supposed to be making a straight path for—Jesus.

I want to say, “God, what were you thinking when you put John in charge of preparing the way?  He isn’t making straight paths, he’s putting up road blocks.  

If I were God, do you know who I’d pick to prepare the way?  Bill Cosby.  I would.  I would choose Bill Cosby.  You know why?  Because Bill Cosby knows how to get an audience.  He doesn’t perform in desolate deserts, he performs in concert halls and stadiums, and universities—where all of the important people are.  He packs out every arena he speaks in.  And he’s funny.  None of this “You’re naughty” stuff—he makes people laugh.  People like him.  Do you know anybody who doesn’t like Bill Cosby?  He’s contagious!  Bill Cosby is the smart choice.

Everybody knows that if you want to bring people to Christ, the last thing you do is go to a lonely place and tell the people who seek you out they’re in danger of hell.  That’s not seeker-sensitive.


What do you think made John so bold?  What do you think gave him the courage to speak the truth even when he knew it could endanger both his ministry and his life?  Well, I think John was able to be so bold, first of all because he knew Jesus.  He truly knew Jesus.  We read in Luke that even as an unborn baby john knew Jesus.  When Elizabeth, John’s mother saw Mary who was pregnant with Jesus, John leapt in his mother’s womb.  Not only did John know Jesus, but he also knew that he was fulfilling God’s purpose for his life.  He was doing exactly what he was created to do—make a straight path for Jesus.

3.  What type of path am I making?


There’s one more question on my mind this afternoon, and that’s what type of path am I making?

I was quiet my first year at Princeton.  I’d sit down at a lunch table where a grand theological debate was going on—and I’d open my mouth to eat.  I was afraid of sharing my thoughts and beliefs—I didn’t think I had smart enough arguments to share my point of view.  On top of that, I was afraid I would turn people away.  After all, I was new to campus and wanted to just get along with everyone.  I was afraid if I shared my true feelings on total depravity I would turn people off and never get a chance to share my “best-friend” potential.

I was making a broad path, an easy path, a peaceful path.  But it didn’t lead anywhere.

We’re here training for the ministry.  And as pastors, and teachers, we are path-makers.  As a religious authority, like it or not, there will be people that will follow behind us on the paths we are making.

So again, my question, what type of path are you making?  Are you so politically correct and afraid to step on toes?  Does your rose-lined, even-keeled, broad path lead to a happy smiley Jesus?

The road that we as Christians are called to is a straight road, but it’s a hard road.  And at the end of our road, there is a beautiful savior—but maybe he’s not our definition of beauty.  This savior is bruised and bloodied.  Isaiah 53:2-3 says, 

“He had no beauty or majesty to attract us to him,

nothing in his appearance that we should desire him.

He was despised and rejected by men,

a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering.

Like one from whom men hide their faces

he was despised, and we esteemed him not


In all of Christ’s beauty and love, there is something about him that makes him hard to swallow.  Christ’s road is a straight road, but it’s a hard road.  Jesus said later tp John’s disciples, “Blessed are those who do not fall away on account of me.” (Matthew 11:6).


What road are you preparing?  If people follow you, will they find Christ?  John the Baptist’s road was a hard road to prepare.  Remember where the road took John?  To his death—the truth he spoke prompted his beheading.  The road that we as pastors are called to prepare is a hard road.  Sometimes it’s an unpopular road.  But it’s the only road worth traveling.
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