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Sermons 
The Straight Path 

Matthew 3.1-12 

Rev Dr Jos M. Strengholt

During the days of Advent one of the central questions is: How do we prepare for 
meeting with God? 

This is the most important question for us to get an answer to, because we will all one 
day face our creator.  Are you ready for that? 

John the Baptist explains to us how our lives can be made right with God, so that we 
are ready to meet with God.  

1.  John the Baptist 

John the Baptist was a strange figure.  He came from a nice middle class family.  But 
he decided to dress rather strange; his daily food was not what you can buy in your 
neigborhood supermarket; and he preached a very tough, radical message.  

But John was taken seriously by the people of Israel.  We can only guess what 
created this sort of revival -  maybe the nation realised that it was living in a time of 
extraordinary significance.  

John was predicting the coming wrath of God as well as the possiblity of salvation.  
Both were centered in the coming Messiah, Jesus Christ.  Be prepared, He is coming.  

John’s words are a warning for us as well, 
to always be prepared to meet with our 
God.  How will he judge your life? 

John spoke very hard words - but he 
offered a way out.  He preaches Law, but 
then he gives us Gospel as well.  

What was his message? ‘Prepare the way 
for the Lord; make straight paths for 
Him.’ 

2.  Straight path

Our Muslim friends are supposed to pray the first chapter of the Koran every day; it 
is the most comon islamic prayer, called the Fatiha, the opening prayer.  Because it is 
the first one in the Koran.
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In that prayer, muslims pray: ‘ihdina Ila sirat al-mustaqim, lead us on the straight 
path.’ For them that means, help us be good muslims.  

What does the straight path mean for John the baptist?  His message has echoes of 
the Old Testament prophets who called people back to full obedience to all the laws 
of God.  

John calls people to conversion and to change their life.  If 
we look at this superficially, this connects John’s message 
with any religion that preaches that in order to please God, 
we just have to follow a set of rules and habits.  

But the message of the Gospel is not that if we obey God, 
we will not be judged.  

This is certainly not the Christian message.  For John, the 
straight path meant to recognise our sins and to change our 
lifestyle - yes.

But here is the difference with other religions:  Our faith recognises that sin always 
spoils any optimism about our ability to actually do this full obedience to God.  

Islam, for instance, says that if only we know what we must do, and if we are then 
really committed to doing it, then we can live perfect lives that satisfy God.  

But the problem of mankind is so deep, we are not able to obey perfectly.  And many 
times we even do not want to obey.  We are so messed up.  

Our problem is deep, it is sin rooted in our hearts and minds.  How deep this problem 
is, became clear by the message and baptism of John.  Thousands came to him, 
thousands converted, wanted a new life, were baptised.  Hallelujah they shouted.  

And the same people, a few years later, shouted for the crucifixion of Jesus our Lord.  
Crucify Him, they shouted.  

Our amazing decisions, our firm commitments, they do not seem to change us much.  

John also made clear that it does not matter much to what denomination you belong.  
He accuses the Phraisees, the good, law-abiding Jewish leaders who came to him for 
baptism, that they were just hypocrites, and that only a radical make-over of their 
lives would satisfy God.  

“You think God is satisfied with you because you follow a set of rules and because you 
are part of the tribe of Abraham? Forget it.  That is not enough for God.” 

As Christians we are mistaken if we think that by being born as a Christian, and by 
being baptised and being part of the perfect church, and by trying to live a morally 
upright life, God will be pleased with us.  
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“God can make children of Abraham from any stone you see here in the desert”, John 
says to those who came to him.  

To be a child of Abraham, or to be registered in this or that church, is not that 
important after all.  What counts, is change, what counts, is lifestyle.  Real change is 
needed if we want to qualify for God.  

John reminded people of the absolute need for conversion and a renewed lifestyle - as 
a true child of the Old Covenant.  He preached the law.

But John was also the bridge to the New Covenant.  He was aware that conversion, 
baptism and a new lifestyle were urgent - but they were not the final thing.  

John points us to Jesus our Lord as the solution.  The straight path he talks about, is 
to prepare for the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.  

And really, it is more about him straightenening us out, than about us doing some 
nice to make him come to us.  

Our faith is about Jesus - not about how I create a path, a way for Him.  

He is the Way.  

The human problem of separation from God, cannot be solved by our conversion and 
a changed lifestyle.  Yes we need to do this, but we are always a mess, and we don’t do 
this particularyly well.

The final answer is in Jesus Christ himself.  

John says, that Jesus will baptise with the Holy Spirit and with fire.  Not just with 
water, but with the Holy Spirit.  What does this mean? 

First, that Jesus will come to do something not on the outside.  It is not some water 
on our head that sets you right with God.  It is something the Holy Spirit does, who 
touches our whole being, inside and outside, He sets us right with God.  

And more important, by being baptised with the Holy Spirit, it is God himself who 
connects with our lives.  Jesus has given us his Spirit to connect us with God.  Even 
though we are far from perfect yet.  

God himself has become part of our life.  Our life as Christians is not in the first 
place about doing this or that.  It is in the first place, that God is himself in our life.  
That is amazing grace for undeserving people.  

Jesus comes to us, and He gives us the Spirit of God to live in our lives, if we invite 
him to come.  If we believe in him.  Very simple.  It is by grace, not by some dort of 
spiritual or moral gymnastics - that does not qualify us.

For all this, we need Jesus Christ.  He qualifies us.  He is the only one who, after his 
birth, walked the straight path perfectly.  
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Let me be a bit theological here.  You know the story of Jesus being tempted in the 
desert.  The nation of Israel was tempted in the desert and what did they do? They 
trespassed Gods laws, they worshipped even the golden calf.  

Jesus was tempted in the desert and He did obey God perfectly.  The people of God 
are unable to love God and their neighbours perfectly well, but Jesus was able.  

He walked the straight path and he did this on our behalf, as the representative of the 
people of God.  So for us, it is all about jumping on the bandwagon of Jesus.  

He plays the music that satisfies God, and if we sit around him on the wagon, we are 
in the best, safest imaginable place.  

3.  Our inability 

Does this mean our conversion and changed lifestyle 
are not important? Of course they are important.  But 
do not think for a moment that our intentions or our 
christian lifestyle make us right with God.  

Our Lord Jesus Christ makes us right with God.  

And id we sit on his bandwagon, we ofcourse try to 
live as Jesus did.  We try to walk behind him.

But our efforts to walk with him do not bring us to 
God; it does not save us from our sins.  It actually 
shows us our sinfulness, even as well intending 
Christians.  

If you do not get this point, I suggest you read the 
sermon on the mountain, matthew 5-7, and try to live 
strictly by those perfect laws of Jesus this week.  You 
will notice how wonderful you serve God.  

It is Jesus Christ.  And real change only comes when 
Jesus Christ is part of our life; without the Holy 
Spirit’s work, what can change us? And even with the 
presence of God, our increase in holiness is honestly, 
still very minimal.  

We allow our Lord to be in our lives by confessing our sins.  By admitting we do not 
have the means in ourselves to live for God and to please God.  By acknowledging 
that on whatever path we walk, we will never reach the height of divine perfection.  

A focus on the need for change may seem very pious, but it could be, in a sense, 
idolatry.  It takes our eyes away from Jesus Christ, from God.  It looks more at 
ourselves and what we must do, than at God, our saviour.  



5

Sermons 
Let me give an example of how this works.  I remember once being on Mount Sinai,  
in Egypt, in the night.  We climbed down the mountain and it was a steep descent.  

In order to walk carefuly, I looked down at the path and at my feet.  That was very 
problematic.  Walking went much better when I looked up, to catch the light of the 
moon.  And still I would stumble over stones and fall down sometimes.  

Listen to the prophets, listen to John the Baptist, yes be a good person.  But all this is 
so minor compared to Jesus Christ.  He is stronger and more worthy than anything 
we could ever do for God.  

That is why John the Baptist shouts it out, when he sees Jesus come: See the Lamb of 
God who carries away the sins of the World.  

He is God with us, He forgives our sins, He gives the Spirit of God in our lives for 
making us better people - what an amazing Gospel.  What a reason to focus on Jesus 
only.  

And when you stumble while you look at him and follow him, He picks you up again.  
And again.  And again.

Conclusion 

So, the best way to prepare our hearts and minds for meeting with God, is by looking 
at the only one who was able to walk the straight path without missing a step.  

Focus on Jesus Christ.  Have faith in Him.  He is the Way.

Allow Him to work through his Spirit in your life.

But do not focus too much on how you walk, do not focus on the path.  Focus on 
Jesus Christ himself and through his Spirit, He is with you and He will help you.  

He is with you and he helps you even when we meet with God.  At that moment you 
will stand hand in hand with Jesus before the Father and He will look at Jesus and 
say, well done.  

+ Amen 


