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Among you stands one whom you do not know 

 

Isaiah 61:1–4, 8–11 

Luke 1:46b–55 

1 Thessalonians 5:16–24 

John 1:6–8, 19–28 

 

Text: John 1:26 

John answered them, ‘I baptize with water.  Among you stands one whom you do not know, the 

one who is coming after me; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his sandal.’ 

 

Introduction 

Typically, by this point in December, Christmas activity approaches fever pitch.  Office parties, 

musical events, shopping, planning, wrapping, decorating, school programmes, fill the calendar 

to overflowing.  We may complain about all that but, actually, we enjoy it.  There is a lot of 

joyful things in the midst of all these events—perhaps chief among the joys is the joy of getting 

together with family and friends.  Typically, Christmas Eve here at Central is simply bursting 

with joy in crowded services and connecting with people we haven’t seen for a long time.  This 

Christmas is going to different, isn’t it?  The joy of seeing one another is shrunk, diminished, by 

current gathering restrictions.  

 

I was talking last October with a minister friend of mine from Northern Ireland trading stories 

about these restrictions on gatherings.  Already in October people in the UK were talking about 

how this would impact their Christmas—there families are limited to having six people in their 

homes.  My minister friend told me that some ingenious person had posted the following—"Only 

six allowed at Christmas but 30 for a funeral.  I will be holding a funeral for my pet turkey that 

sadly passed away on 25th December.”  It is nice to see that this pandemic has not robbed us of a 

sense of humour, entirely.  This strong desire to be together at Christmas witnesses that we 

humans treasure the joy of being present with one another. 

 

The point I would like to underline in this sermon is this; the gospel declares that the joy that 

rises above all other joys, the joy that transcends and lifts and orders all other joys, is the joy of 

knowing Jesus Christ.  This is why the Apostle Paul can write to a persecuted people, “rejoice 

always.”  It isn’t because every circumstance is joyful; it is because the joy of knowing Jesus 

Christ transcends all circumstances including times of meeting restrictions.  The joy the believer 

finds in Jesus is because nothing in life and in death can separate her from the love of God in 

Christ Jesus our Lord.   

 

I invite you to explore with me this theme of the joy of knowing Jesus by reflecting on the 

witness of John the Baptist.  He testified, “Among you stands one whom you do not know.”  

This is the witness Christians bear to a world that does not know Jesus, “Among you stands one 

whom you do not know.”  Christmas is the story of this One who comes to stand among us.  The 

really good news is that you can know him—this is why the Apostle John writes his gospel.   

 

1. Many in our society would never put the words ‘God’ and ‘joy’ in the same sentence.  Think 

of how derisively the name of Jesus Christ is used to curse things.  God is conceived as one who 
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robs of joy, whom to obey is to know pleasure nevermore.  Christians are sometimes depicted as 

those who fear that somebody, somewhere, might be having fun.  Many people are held off the 

Christian life by their suspicion that intimate acquaintance with Jesus Christ entails joylessness.  

For years C.S. Lewis thought this.  A brilliant scholar trained in philosophy and English 

literature, Lewis feared that immersion in God would corrode the intellectual and cultural glories 

he had come to relish. 

 

Listen to the psalmist’s conviction born of his experience; (Psalm 16:11) “You show me the path 

of life.  In your presence there is fullness of joy; in your right hand are pleasures for evermore.” 

“Fullness of joy” is a Hebrew way of saying “wholly satisfying.”  God’s presence, God’s face, 

leaves us so thoroughly satisfied as to find us looking nowhere else for a supplement.  “In God’s 

right hand; God’s right hand is very different from his left hand.  God’s left hand is the hand of 

judgement; his right hand, the hand with which he dispenses blessing, riches, delights, priceless 

treasure, even incomprehensible ecstasy.  In God’s presence there are pleasures that can’t be 

counted, can’t be duplicated, can’t be found anywhere else in anyone else.  Do you think the 

Psalmist exaggerates? 

 

Augustine wrote, “We are made for God.  Our hearts are restless until they find their rest in 

him.” Since we are made for him then of course it’s only in him that we shall be profoundly 

contented and shall know a joy, a delight, available nowhere else.  Our world, however, can’t see 

it.  Our world has no difficulty recognizing the distress of a fish out of water.  The fish gasps, 

twitches, convulses.  As soon as it’s put back into the water it swims away without hint of 

distress. Our world gets the point where fish are concerned, but doesn’t get the point where 

humans are concerned; namely, God’s presence, his “face”, is the sphere, the environment for 

which we were made and apart from which we are always going to be distressed. 

 

Ever since Canadian Confederation (1867) each generation of Canadians has been twice as 

wealthy (on average) as the preceding generation.  I am twice as wealthy as my parents, four 

times as wealthy as my grandparents, and so on.  In other words, people today have 

unprecedented disposable income.  What do they spend it on?  They spend it on pleasures, all 

manner of pleasures, hoping that one of the assorted pleasures they try will issue in that joy too 

deep to be described that everyone craves, or hoping that all their assorted pleasures together will 

yield this.  

 

 But they fail to understand something crucial: to pursue pleasure is always to be deprived of it.  

To look for it is always to overlook it.  To set out to get it is to think that joy is “gettable”, 

something, some thing that can be acquired, when all the while joy is to be found in God alone 

and isn’t detachable from him.  Joy characterizes God’s own inner life: he profoundly delights in 

himself.  As we are admitted, through faith in our Lord Jesus Christ, to the inner life of God we 

are admitted to the joy wherewith he rejoices internally, eternally.  Joy, then, is found in intimacy 

with a person; it is never “gotten” as if it were a thing detachable from a person. 

 

Since it is only as we hunger for the person of God that we find his joy overtaking us, the 

profoundest joy that we crave always comes upon us as surprise.  C.S. Lewis, was an able 

philosophical thinker. In fact it was his rigorous philosophical thought that moved him from 

strident atheism to the threshold of intellectually robust faith. Yet when Lewis came to write his 
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autobiography its title wasn’t “How Philosophy Helped Me Believe” but rather “Surprised by 

Joy.” 

 

John witnesses that this One in whom is found this ultimate joy stands among us.  Though 

humanity turns its back on God, God does not abandon us.  This is the story of Christmas; he 

comes among us that we might know him. 

 

2. Once we come to know that God himself is the wellspring of joy we find ourselves free to 

rejoice in the joys of God’s creation.  Once again, however, we must understand that God wants 

us to enjoy his creation without confusing it with him, its Creator.  We are to rejoice in creaturely 

joys without making them a substitute for God himself and his joy.  The psalmist, in Psalm 16, 

understands this when he writes, “Those who choose another god, another deity, multiply their 

sorrows.” It is only as we “choose” him who truly is God that we are then free to enjoy most 

profoundly the blessings of his good creation. 

 

Think about recreation.  God has created us with bodies and people delight in their bodily nature.  

Look at the proliferation of health clubs, squash courts, golf courses, skating rinks.  I enjoy 

bodily existence—no one has to browbeat me to grab the golf clubs and play.  Doesn’t each 

season delight us with unique joys we experience bodily?  When I was a child, fall leaf raking  

was a big job on a farm with many trees but I looked forward to it because once the leaves were 

in big piles there was always time to play and jump in them.  I love the silence and beauty of a 

walk on a winter day in gently falling snow; the refreshing feeling of jumping into a lake on a 

hot summer day; the rush of springtime water swiftly flowing in gushing rivers. 

 

At the same time, there is in our society a cult of the body, a deification of the body and 

particularly of body image.  To make an idol of body image is to choose another deity and 

therein to multiply sorrow; if only the ever-increasing sorrow and frustration of watching one’s 

body shape change irretrievably with age.  

 

Think about marriage.  God intends marriage to be a union so intimate that the hearts of two 

people interpenetrate each other in such a way that one person’s life henceforth includes the 

other person.  Marriage, in other words, God intends to be the most intimate and the most 

profound of human relationships.  And there is the potential of great joy in such relationships.  

 

When I preside at weddings the affection of the two who come before me is obvious; that they 

delight in one another can be seen by all.  It is a joyful thing to witness.  I am careful, however, 

in wedding day homily to counsel the couple that only God can be God for them.  As delightful 

as their affection for their spouse is, if they expect their spouse to be the joy above all joys, they 

have set their spouse up for failure.  To expect our marriage partner to do what only God can do 

is to choose another deity and therein multiply our sorrows.  

 

Let’s consider briefly, the delight we find in culture: art, music, poetry, drama, fiction.  You find 

joy in some of these things do you not?  God ordains us to receive everything from his hand with 

thanksgiving—the Apostle Paul wrote that ‘everything created by God is good, and nothing is to 

be rejected provided it is received with thanksgiving.’ (1 Timothy 4:4).  I recall an evening in 

one of those beautiful Oxford chapels with glorious acoustics listening to a string trio play the 
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music of a great composer—it was simply heavenly.  And if I asked you for these sorts of 

cultural experiences in which you find joy, we would be here a long time exchanging stories.  In 

John’s Revelation of the heavenly Jerusalem he said, “people will bring into it the glory and 

honor of the nations.”   

 

The gospel insists that while cultural riches are rich indeed, they will never give us what God 

alone can.  In Psalm 119 the Psalmist perceptively prays, “I have seen a limit to all perfection, 

but your commandment is exceedingly broad.”  (Psalm 119:96).    All these joys of God’s 

creation have limits; enjoying them never quite satisfies the longing we humans feel.  This is 

why we are ever on the move from one to another.  The gospel announces that our chief joy 

stands among us and his joy lifts and orders all these other joys God richly provides. 

 

4. John the Baptist succinctly describes the human predicament, “Among you stands one whom 

you do not know.”  He further witnesses to the wonder of the one who stands among us.  “I am 

not worthy to untie the thong of his sandal.”  The image John uses is of the task of a slave and in 

that points to the glory of the One who stands among us.  Mary, Jesus’ mother, indicated the 

same in her song sung as Jesus was in her womb, claiming that God “has filled the hungry with 

good things.”  In the terms of our Advent theme of joy, in Jesus we find the joy that fully 

satisfies. 

 

The Apostle John, in citing the preaching of John the Baptist, proceeds to tell his story of Jesus 

so that people might come to know Jesus.  “The one “you do not know” at the beginning of his 

gospel can be known; near the end of his gospel John tells us of when the risen Jesus said, 

“Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.”  John goes on to say that 

the whole point of his story of Jesus was so that hearers may come to believe that Jesus is the 

Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name.  Jesus 

preached, “the kingdom of God has come near, repent, and believe the good news.” The word 

‘repent’ means to turn around, turn around and face the One standing among us. 

 

Friends, faith—this relationship with Jesus—begins by trusting as much of ourselves as we know 

of ourselves to as much of God as we know of him.  It can begin with the simple prayer, ‘Lord 

help me to turn and face you.”  Knowing him is akin to the knowing that you love someone—

you simply know. Knowing Jesus is nurtured in worship with his people where our Lord 

promises to meet us.  He makes himself known through the scriptures as we read and study, 

tuning our hearts to know his voice.  He meets us in prayer. 

 

We acknowledged at the beginning of this message that this Christmas will be different given the 

uncertainties of our time.  The theme of the Fall issue of the Cardus think tank magazine 

Comment was ‘Navigating Uncertainty.”  One of the authors perceptively reminded readers that 

uncertainty is always with us, whether we are in a pandemic or not.  It is an illusion to think we 

can secure our lives.  The joy of knowing Jesus is the joy of knowing the certainty of his love; a 

love that will bring us home. 

 

Among you stands one whom you do not know, the one who is coming after me; I am not worthy 

to untie the thong of his sandal.’  May the joy of knowing him be yours. 

 


