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MAY THE LIGHT OF YOUR WORD SO SHINE THROUGH MY WORDS, FATHER, THAT THOSE WHO HEAR MIGHT KNOW YOU BETTER.

    
I made a big mistake when I began to write this sermon.  I read the sermon that I had written on this very same passage last year.  I anted to see what I had said so that I didn’t repeat myself.  Then I sat right down and wrote the very same sermon using different words.  You’d recently heard what I had to say about John 1:1-18 which deals with WHEN Jesus was – how long he’s been around i.e. not FROM the beginning but IN the beginning.  So- what to do?  Should I go to the Old Testament lesson or even the reading from Psalms?  Well, when I read them over their messages didn’t really speak to me.  So back to the Gospel I went looking for something – praying that the Spirit would inspire me and give me the message about which the Spirit wanted me to preach.


I went onto the Internet and began to research the Gospel lesson again but then something interesting happened – I got sidetracked by the information on the Baptist – John.  So I wonder if on this first Sunday of Christmas, you would mind if I share some of the information in place of a “normal” sermon.  I think thee is much we can learn from the life of the Baptist and since all I do in my sermons is share with you some thing that I have learned, let’s explore the life of the Baptist.


First, I think it is helpful to understand that the “John” who is writing the Gospel from which our lesson comes is NOT the Baptist.  The writer of the book of John may have been the apostle John whom Jesus loved, but it is just as likely that it was written by one or more of John’s disciples after he was dead.  The truth of the matter is that we don’t know who wrote the Gospel of John and a further truth is that it doesn’t matter – especially for our purposes today.  All we need to know is that John the Baptist did not write the Gospel of John.


After the Gospel writer tells us about “when Jesus began” and why we need to understand that, he tells us that there is one who is coming ahead of the “light” which is how he refers to Jesus – the light.  There will be the precursor to the light and that is John the Baptist.

Who was he and why was he so important?  Let’s face it – he baptized Jesus – and that alone make him very important.  So where did this guy come from?  I found the story very interesting.  John was a very special person but he was special in an almost “odd” way.  John’s folks were older when he came along.  His dad was a priest of the Temple named Zechariah and his mom was named Elizabeth and up until John was born they’d had no children.  Elizabeth was thought to be barren.  It was a terrible thing in that society to be barren because it was thought to be the woman’s fault – as if she were not blessed by God because of something she’d done – or left undone.  One day an angel, Gabriel by name, appeared to Zechariah and told him that finally he and Elizabeth were to have a son and that they should name him John.


Zechariah had his doubts, but the angel’s prediction came true and Elizabeth became pregnant.  Then she got that famous visit from her kinswoman, Mary.  Mary had recently been visited by the very same angel who announced that she too would have a child – and that would be the infant, Jesus.  It is reported that when Elizabeth met with Mary, the child moved in her womb – some Bibles say John leapt in her womb.  Scholars believe that at that very instant in time that tiny little bit of humanity was filled with the very Spirit of God and that changed him into a human being unlike any other that the world has ever known.  We meet the Spirit in Baptism but here is John being filled with the Spirit before he was even born.


What do we know about John the Baptist, he who was sent to lead the way – to prepare the way for our Lord?  He was not an ordinary man.  I could not find anything about his youth -  his growing up.  But when he was grown, he turned his whole life into a mission and that was to prepare the way for Jesus.  He was a man driven from within by the Spirit and led from without by God the Father.  And to help him focus on his mission, he intentionally made himself less comfortable physically.  He work camel’s hair clothes and wrapped a belt around his waist which would have been scratchy and frankly, miserable. Now thinking about this makes me realize how much I love the comfort of sweats and that soft fleecy material they make these days.  I cannot imagine how horrible it would be to be in the desert heat where it is dry and then have clothes on that would scratch and itch.  I’d go nuts!  (Just ask Rock)

So here we have John, going around the area of the Jordan River where he preached that someone was coming after him who would change everything.  He preached that people needed to repent from their sins and be baptized.  Now in the Jewish tradition, ritual cleansing, or baptism was done for many reasons.  There was cleansing before going to Temple, before coming back into the country, before prayer and so forth.  But now we have the Baptist urging his followers to be baptized and cleansed by recognizing their sins and repenting.


Many of the people who listened to the Baptist, thought that he was the one they had been waiting for – the Messiah himself, but John made it clear that he was only able to baptize with water, that there was one coming who would baptize with fire and the Spirit.  He is, of course, speaking of Jesus here – after all, that was the Baptist’s job – to prepare the way for Jesus.  What a terribly selfless man was the Baptist – to spend his whole adult life in this manner.


Now just as a means of finishing the story about John the Baptist let’s consider what happened to h8im.  His “voice in the wilderness” brought him unwanted attention.  When he had an occasion to publicly criticize the sinful and incestuous relationship between the emperor Herod Antipas, his brother’s wife, Herodias, and her daughter, Salome – he was cast into prison.


At a birthday celebration for Antipas, Salome danced for him which pleased him greatly.  He was so pleased that he offered her anything she would like as a gift – including half of his kingdom.  But with pressure from her mother, Herodias, Salome asked for no less than the head of the Baptist on a plate…..and she got it.  So ended the life of a very special man – born OF and BY the will of God for the purpose of “crying in the wilderness” to lead the way for one who was so much greater.  When you hear the phrase “bring me his head on a platter” consider from where that phrase came.


Can you imagine John’s life?  Can you imagine such a selfless existence?  The term “living saint” is an oxymoron because one of the criteria for being a saint is that one must be dead – but is there a more perfect example of a “saint” on earth than John the Baptist?


Perhaps, the message I was expected to deliver to you today as about how the Word (Jesus) WAS and IS part of God – the Jesus was not from the beginning but in the beginning – but I don’t think that Jesus himself minds that we are focusing on the incredible sacrifice that John, his cousin, made so that you and I might sit here today in the house of God, alive and living in the Son – led here over the centuries, by a voice crying in the wilderness.  Thank God, my friends, for the life of John the Baptist – a holy, holy man.











Amen

