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TERROR AND WONDER 
Pastor Jim Dunn 

(With great indebtedness to David Schmitt’s sermon series, Voices from the Edge, pp. 15-24) 

 

Luke 3:1-20 

John the Baptist Prepares the Way 

3 In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate being governor of 

Judea, and Herod being tetrarch of Galilee, and his brother Philip tetrarch of the 

region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias tetrarch of Abilene, 2 during the high 

priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John the son of 

Zechariah in the wilderness. 3 And he went into all the region around the Jordan, 

proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 4 As it is written in the 

book of the words of Isaiah the prophet, “The voice of one crying in the 

wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.  5 Every valley shall 

be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low, and the crooked shall 

become straight, and the rough places shall become level ways,  6 and all flesh shall 

see the salvation of God.’” 7 He said therefore to the crowds that came out to be 

baptized by him, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to 

come? 8 Bear fruits in keeping with repentance. And do not begin to say to yourselves, 

‘We have Abraham as our father.’ For I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise 

up children for Abraham. 9 Even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees. Every tree 

therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.” 

10 And the crowds asked him, “What then shall we do?” 11 And he answered them, 

“Whoever has two tunics is to share with him who has none, and whoever has food is 

to do likewise.” 12 Tax collectors also came to be baptized and said to him, “Teacher, 

what shall we do?” 13 And he said to them, “Collect no more than you are authorized 

to do.” 14 Soldiers also asked him, “And we, what shall we do?” And he said to them, 

“Do not extort money from anyone by threats or by false accusation, and be content 

with your wages.” 
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15 As the people were in expectation, and all were questioning in their hearts 

concerning John, whether he might be the Christ, 16 John answered them all, saying, 

“I baptize you with water, but he who is mightier than I is coming, the strap of whose 

sandals I am not worthy to untie. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. 17 His 

winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into 

his barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.” 

18 So with many other exhortations he preached good news to the people. 19 But 

Herod the tetrarch, who had been reproved by him for Herodias, his brother's wife, 

and for all the evil things that Herod had done, 20 added this to them all, that he 

locked up John in prison. 

 

 

The first man to walk on the moon died earlier this year. He lived a long, healthy life. 

Which may cause us to forget just how dangerous it was for him and his fellow 

astronauts to sit on top of a giant bottle rocket full of fuel shot into space. But they 

knew it might be the last thing they ever did. So did the life insurance companies. At 

that time, a life insurance policy that would provide for Neil Armstrong’s family in the 

case of his death aboard a rocket would have cost him $50,000 a year. He made only 

$17,000 a year. So, what to do? Neil and his fellow astronauts, Michael Collins and Buzz 

Aldrin, knew they would be quarantined for the month prior to the launch of Apollo 11. 

Well, during those 30 days they signed autographs, hundreds of them, on big 8½ x 11 

envelopes imprinted with various space-related images. Put postage stamps on them. 

Sent them to a friend. The friend put all of them in the mail on July 16, 1969, so that the 

envelopes would be postmarked with that date, the day of the launch. Could the 

money from the sale of those envelopes have taken care of their families? Well, even 

today those envelopes have an average value of $5000. That’s $5000 for just one of 

them. Reminding us of the terror those astronauts faced and the wonder of what they 

accomplished. 

 

Terror and wonder… they make a powerful pair.  
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But as we prepare to leave town for the holidays, perhaps by flying, or as we prepare 

for a family celebration here in Kansas City, terror and wonder are not what we seek. 

The manger scenes in our homes are of the gentle Jesus in the manger. Other pictures 

in our homes may show the sentimental Jesus cradled in Mary’s arms. John the 

Baptizer is not in the picture or in the manger scene. To allow John to speak to us in this 

season about the terror of Jesus as well as the wonder of Jesus seems contrived and 

forced. At best, we may listen today and by Christmas forget this message. At worst, 

we won’t remember any of this by the time we’ve finished lunch. John the Baptizer 

and his message of terror and wonder just don’t fit in with Christmas.  

 

Imagine having John over for Christmas dinner. He makes such an awkward guest. 

Everyone brings a dish to pass: delicious green bean casserole, sweet potatoes, 

maybe even something a little exotic like Julia Child’s sweet onions swimming in cream 

sauce. What would John bring? Roasted grasshoppers with honey dipping sauce. 

Other descriptions come to mind, but exotic is not one of them.  

 

What would he wear to the table? I pity the person who has to sit next to John the 

Baptizer. “Mama, he smells funny.” Yeah, like a camel. He smells also like smoke. Like 

he’s just been in a fire. No surprise there. He’s always talking about fire. “The ax is 

already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not bear good fruit will be 

cut down and thrown into the fire.” “His winnowing fork is in His hand to clear His 

threshing floor and to gather the wheat into His barn, but He will burn up the chaff with 

unquenchable fire.” (Luke 3:9,17) If John starts talking like that at the dinner table on 

Christmas Day he would make our other dinner guests uncomfortable. But no more 

uncomfortable than when he says we need to prepare not for a day but for a person. 

“Prepare the way for the Lord.” (Luke 3:4) 

 

We look forward to Christmas Day and how we would like the day to be. We have in 

mind something gentle and sentimental. A day when we can set aside whatever 

“moral messiness is in our life, when we can set aside the usual blinding busyness, when 

we can set aside our broken relationships and put on smiles the way we put up 

Christmas decorations. Which is more like preparing for a date than preparing for a 

marriage. You get ready for the day. Then it’s here and gone. It’s back to life as usual.  
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But when you prepare for a person, who’s not here and gone but comes to stay. Who 

comes to invite you into His kingdom and intends to use you, your thoughts, words, and 

deeds in His plan to save the world, then preparing is different. Then our moral 

messiness, blinding busyness, and broken relationships can’t be set aside. They need to 

change, and they need to change for good. Because of who is coming.” (Schmitt) 

“One more powerful than I will come,” John says.  

 

Jesus is more powerful, and there is terror in His power. John preached, and the 

people listened. “Jesus preached, and suddenly there was a voice crying. Not a 

human voice. An evil spirit was crying out in the middle of worship, and Jesus cast it 

out of a demon-possessed man. People brought their sick to Jesus and instead of 

speaking of sickness He spoke of the soul. So that people would see that sickness also 

is an assault by the devil, and on this Jesus came to declare war. There is terror in His 

power. 

 

“And there is wonder in Jesus’ power. As when His power is revealed in suffering. He 

was betrayed by one of His own, brutalized by Roman soldiers, and hung up to die on 

a tree. Whoever anticipated a display of His power got a dead man hanging on a 

cross instead. And there on the cross, abandoned by His friends, abandoned by God, 

this One more powerful than John dies and the wonder is that He died for our moral 

messiness, our blinding busyness, and our broken relationships. Here is the wonder of 

Jesus: His power is revealed in suffering. He is the only One powerful enough to endure 

your eternal damnation for sin. He bears the terror, the wrath, the fury, the fire of God 

for you and leaves you instead with a wonderful word of promise: You are forgiven.” 

(Schmitt) You are saved. Terror and wonder… at Christmas? 

 

On Christmas Day, little Bella received a coloring book from her uncle. The cover had 

a picture of Moses parting the Red Sea, so he’d said to himself, “Perfect.  This is a 

perfect Bible story coloring book. What a perfect way for me and my niece to pass the 

time together while we wait for Christmas dinner.” So, he’d quickly bought it. When she 

first opened the coloring book, she was so excited. There was a picture of a baby in a 

basket in the water. He told her this was baby Moses. He wanted to talk about what 

colors they could make the water and the basket.  
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But Bella wanted to see what other pictures were in the book. She flipped over a few 

pages and landed in the middle of the plagues. There was a picture of a hillside 

covered with cattle and sheep. Only, they were dead, laying on their backs with four 

legs up in the air. And next to it was a picture of a man running out of a house with 

boils on his body. “What’s that?” she asked. “Those are sores,” her uncle replied. He 

tried to get her to turn back to the baby Moses picture but she’d already moved on 

saying, “Those fish look dead.” Her eyes were wide with terror and wonder. 

 

Not exactly the kind of Christmas we have in mind. But “John the Baptizer would 

prepare us not for a day but for a person, a person of terror and wonder.  

 

One who is powerful.  

One who is coming.  

One who can use the words of a hymn in the middle of worship to declare war on the 

devil.  

One who can turn a concern about a sickness into a concern about the soul.  

One who reveals His power in suffering.  

 

Enabling you to trust that in His suffering is power, that in His dying there is a love more 

powerful than death, even when everything around you tells you otherwise. If this 

vision of Jesus fills you with terror and wonder, with awe and love for Jesus, then, good, 

for that is what John the Baptizer intended.” (Schmitt) 

 

AMEN 


