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Isaiah 61.1-4.8-11; John 1.6-8, 19-28

Jesus, fulfillment of Prophecy

I wonder how many members of this congregation are given to keeping check lists – or ‘to do’ lists…? This is just the time of  year you might have one – a list of presents to be bought and sent, cards to be written and put in the post, food to purchase or put on order, guest-rooms to make up – or packing to be done before you go away.  Christmas should be just perfect if you’ve ticked everything off on the list before the big day…

Perhaps you’re well-on in your preparations; you have some presents wrapped  already and put in the mail: or, kind relatives have beaten you to it, and parcels have been delivered to your house , to be fingered and guessed-at – but then stowed away for opening round the tree on the 25th…

The prophecies of the Old Testament which point to the coming of the Messiah are rather like those parcels coming well in advance. People could see the shape they suggested, but they couldn’t guess exactly what the Messiah would be like until he was  fully revealed. The prophecies raised expectations, but there was still an element of surprise to come.
We know that today’s passage from Isaiah was quoted in part, and fused with others, by Jesus, when he spoke  about himself in the synagogue at Nazareth – ‘the Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind…’ (Luke 4.18. People recognized the shape of prophecies they’d had in their hands for a long time, but when Jesus said, effectively, ‘I am the contents of this package’, they were disappointed, even shocked. He wasn’t exactly what they’d expected or hoped for. (I hope you don’t feel like that when you open your presents on Christmas Day!)

But, if prophecies of the Messiah acted  like parcels – raising expectations – so, too, they formed a  check-list. Do you remember what happened when John the Baptist had a fit of doubt in prison , and sent messengers to Jesus to ask if he was, indeed, the one who was to come, our Lord replied by running-through the check-list of Messianic qualities: ‘the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them’  (Matt.11.5). And then Jesus added, ‘blessed is anyone who takes no offence at me’ (v.6).  If you have eyes to see, see; if you have ears to hear, hear. You know what the shape of the Messianic age will be, from the prophecies you have received: don’t be offended because Jesus came as a poor child, not a royal one, and his life didn’t lead to the establishment of an earthly kingdom…Just see how the essentials of lives transformed are fulfilled in him.
John himself had known what it was to be an enigma to people – people who felt there was something familiar about him, the shape of what he was doing – but just couldn’t pin down who he was.  They came to him with their own check-list of who such a person might be – Elijah returned from heaven, perhaps; or ‘the prophet like Moses’ who had been predicted in the book of Deuteronomy (18.18). No, he said, he wasn’t these. And he emphatically denied being the Messiah.  When, in their frustration, they asked him to unwrap the meaning of himself, what he did say was this – something   rather unexpected : I am  a Voice. A voice crying in the wilderness.  That  is John’s identity.
But if John was the Voice, Jesus was the Word –  and a word is the content which makes a voice’s crying-out worthwhile, and not a mere disturbance of the air. The two –  the Voice and  the Word - came together In Jesus’ Baptism, just as water and Spirit came together in that moment, too. And in a divine instant, the voice found its content, and the meaning of all the prophecies was revealed to those with eyes to see.

But the meaning of the prophecies wasn’t just for those days, when Jesus was physically on the earth. Because he is still present in his world, to be met where his Spirit is at work. The Messiah is at work when good news is brought to the oppressed and the poor; when the broken-hearted are healed, when captives and prisoners are freed, mourners are comforted, and ruined lives rebuilt . The Messiah is at work redeeming these lives  – but he is also to be met in these lives, in these people:  the poor, the captives, the naked, the sick – as the parable of the sheep and goats tells us. So we can meet him both in the needy, and in those who heroically and unexpectedly go beyond the call of  duty or mere neighbourliness to take a stand for values of his kingly rule, and pour themselves out for others. 
Those who have eyes to see, perceive the Messiah coming to meet them in unexpected ways, just as he came in an unexpected way at the first Christmas. And we can use the checklist the prophets give us to make the identification – or, to use the other image, we can recognise the shape of the  package, the message, we’ve had in our hands for a long time, as it’s unwrapped in our experience.

One day, we shall see Christ face to face, and then the shape of the prophecies, which to some extent still remain mysterious to us, will make complete sense. The one who will be unveiled to us will be familiar and yet strangely surprising. But, I’m sure that if we should be inclined to apply the check-list that we find in Isaiah 61 to that moment and that revelation, we would see that all is fulfilled:

The poor will indeed receive  good news and final liberation from oppression; all who have ben held captive by any force or power in this life will be freed; comfort and healing will be total for all mourners and broken-hearted ones, and the vengeance and the favour of God will be found together, held in a unity which is at present beyond our understanding.
We prepare best for our meeting with him then by opening our eyes to recognize him now in the poor and needy, and by opening our lives to be part of his Spirit’s action in the world -  doing all we can to bring the freedom and joy of his just and transforming rule to those who suffer in our disordered age.
