
Sunday December 5, 1982 

''JOHN THE BAPTIST'' Isaiah 9:2, 6-7 Luke 3:1-6 

''The voice of one crying in the wilderness: prepare the 
way of the Lord, make his paths straight. Every valley 
shal_l be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be 
brought low, and tne crooked shall be made straight, 
and t·he rough ways. sl1all be n1ade smooth; and all flesh 
e4i11 see the salvation of God.'' 

''Repent, for the kingdom of God is at hand. Repent, and 
be baptized as a sign of your repentance. I baptize you 
with water; but tl1e one who follows n1e, the Messiah who 
is coming, is strange� than I am--he will baptize you 
wit.h the _ Holy Spirit.'' 

I am John, called the .Baptist. I have been given this 
title because of the 1nany people I baptized in preparing 
them for the coming of the Kingdom of God in the person 
of the Messiah, the Christ. The words you have just 
heard are words that I preached to the people several 
thousand years ago. They are recorded in the Gospels in 
your Bible. 

My father's name was Zechariah and my mother's name Eliza­
beth. My father was a priest of the Hebrews, serv·ing and 
working in the temple in Jerusalem. My mother was a 
cousin of Mary, the mother of Jesus of Nazareth. I was 
born when my parents �ere quite old and was their only 
child. In fact, for many many years my parents thought 
tl1ey could have no children, even though they desired a 
cl1ild very much. 

I have been told that even before I was born, God ha� 
planned for me and had chosen me to be a special prophet, 
a messenger to announce the coming of God's Kingdom. 
Here's how it happened. 

One day when n1y fat.her was serving his regular tern1 in 
t·he temple and it was his job as t ·he priest to burn the 
incense, all at once he was aware of a vision� J,a ,1e1s 
1?21riag. He was terrified, but the vision said to him--­
''D7:> not be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer is heard 
and your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you 
shall call ·his r1ame, John, and you will have joy and glad­
ness and many will rejoice at his birth. He will be one 
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God's great people. He will be filled with the Hb·ly Spirit 
from the moment of his birth and will turn many people 
to the Lord their God. He will go out before God in the 
spirit and power of such famous prophets as ·Elijah to 
reconcile fathers and mothers and children and bring back 
the disobedient to the wisdom of good people. And he will 
make a people ready for their Lord.''. 

You can imagine the effect of such a vision upon my father. 
He was dumbfounded. When he recovered his comp·osure, he 
told the messenger of God--''I don't believe you. My wife 
is too old to have a child. How can this be true?'' But 
the vision said, ''This is God's word and because you have 
doubted it, you will not be able to speak a word until 
the child is born. But you can be sure that everything I 
have told you will come true at the proper time. '' 

And God's word did come true. 
father Zechariah regained his 

At the time of my birth my 
power of speech. 

As I was growing up, I must've seemed like a strange child 
to many of those around me. I spent much time alone with 
God in tl1e wilderness. Somel1ow it seemed I always knew 
from tl1e beginning that God l1ad some kind of special job 
for me. Like many people in my time, I had been waiting 
expectantly for the Messiah, so long promised in our an­
cient prophecies. I was sure it was my special role to 
prepare the people for the coming of the Messiah. 

Yet I was not sure just when and how the Messiah would ap­
pear, yet I thought I knew what the Messiah would be and do. 
So I went about the countryside preaching the coming, the 
imminent coming of God's Kingdom. My message was that God 
was going to enter this world in a new and unique way. I 

. 
I f preached to the people as I preach to you now, Repent, 

for God's kingdom is coming. See that you do something to 
s·how that you are changing your be·havior. God's salvation 
is about to appear and you must be ready for it.'' 

As I look back on it now, I gu�ss I was a kind of a weird 
' 

. 

sight to many people. My hair was long and scraggily. I 
had never shaved and thus had a_ long beard. I had no. 
fine clothes, but instead simply wore a garment made of 
camel's hair. If I dressed like that now, you would not 

� let me in this church to preach. However, in spite of my 

0 appearance, many.people did come out to hear me. And my 

preaching had some results. 
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A number of people were in a state of high expectation, 
waiting for the Messiah. In fact, some even ·thought for 
·a time that I might be tl1e promised 11essiah. But I told 
the people that I only baptized with water, the Christ 
would baptize them with a new spirt. 
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Then one day as I was preac·hing and baptizing people near 
the. river Jordan, I noticed a man coming towari.d me with a 
small crowd following him. Something about the person im­
pressed me and yet I don't know exactly what it was. Im­
mediately though, I could see tl1at there was something 
unique and different about this man. His piercing eyes 
were bright with expectation and full of love and under­
standing. In fact, a special kind of love seemed to 
radiate all around him and in him. And there was a cer­
tain kind of n1agnetism about him which attracted people 
almost immediately. Yet, he was in most ways· an ordinary 
looking individual9 

As lie came closer, I knew wl1.at was special about him--here 
was tl1e l1ope of Israel and the world, the Mess-iah so long 
promised by God. But why was he coming here to m:e? As 
he came closer, he said that he wanted to be baptized in 
the river Jordan. But why? I didn't understand. If this 
was t'i1e 11essial1, the Christ, I was not wortl1y to baptize 
him--rather he should be baptizing me. 

But as we ·talked, I came to understand that he wanted to 
be baptized as a sign of his own dedication to God's work, 
and· also as an examp.le to others to sl1ow they should be 
baptized as a sign of repentance--a sign of starting life 
in a new direction. 

Later I discovered that this was actually the beginning of 
Jesus' public ministry. He was then about 30 years old. 
Before that lie had been workingAsa �arpenter in his home 
town of Nazaretl1--now after his baptism, he was goin.g. to 
besp·11 his teaching. Even though there had been some 
strange signs surrounding his birth, he had been forgotten 
in the intervening years. 

Thus I agreed to baptize Jesus. And then immediately after 
the bapti.sm, someth.i�,g strange happened--so strange that 
it is difficult to describe. As Jesus came u·p out of the 
water, it seemed as if the heavens opened and, he could 

I I 1 
. lP'1t>lf't,_I 11 hear God saying�- This is my be oved Son 1n111 am we 

pleased.'' 



-

It was not long after this momentous event that my own 
preaching got me into trouble, serious trouble. In 
preaching about God's Kingdom and God's righteo_us.ness, I 
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h.ad· ·spoken out against Herod the King. Among other things 
I had talked of his immorality in the stealing of his 
brother's wife. Kings do not like to be publicly criticized 
for their sins. As you might say today, preachers should 
confine their preaching to spiritual matters and not meddle 
in politics. But that's not true. Every major and minor 
prophet of God has mixed religion and politics because they 
cannot be separated. Church and state can be separated, but 
not pmlitics and relig_ion • 

. 

. 

King Herod had me thrown into ·prisop. While in prison over 
a period of time, some of my disciples kept bringing me 
11ews of the 1n.a.n Jesus I had baptized earlier. llis fame 
was spreading throughbut the territory. They said that_ 
large crowds were following him and that he had chosen an 
inner group of twelve disciples. 

Some also brought me news that Jesus was healing people of 
their diseases--the blind were receiving their sight, crip­
ples were walking

i
· lepers were being cleansed. I even 

heard that Jesus saved the life of a woman caught in adult­
ery and that he had then forgiven ·her. He had reformed a 
tax collector. He was demonstrating God's love and forgive­
ness for all people. 

At the same time, I heard that the good church people of 
the time,were not too happy with the kind of company Jesus 
was keeV�1nd the way in which he was conducting himself. 
People were beginning to ask, ''Can this be the Messiah?'' 

As I sat impatiently in prison, this same question began 
to bot.her me. I had ·baptized this person and I remembered 
l1is amazing qualities. But maybe I had been mistaken. 
After all, here I was suffering in prison! I, John, the 
preparer of the way for the Christ. If Jesus were truly 
tl1e Messiah, would he allow me to suffer and rot in prison? 
I thought God's Kingdom would come with power . ·certainly 
this man was not doing what I had expected the Messiah to 
do. 

These thought and questions and many others tormented me. 
I finally aecided to send some of my disciples to Jesus 
to find out once and lir all whether or not he was the 



!1essiah promised for so long ·. Several of my followers 
went directly to Jesus and asked him, ''Are you the one 
wl10 is to come, or shall we look for another?'' Jesus 
gave them a rather puzzling answer, he said, ''Go and tell 
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John what you hear and see; blind people are receiving 
their sight, cripples are walking, lepers are being healed, 
the deaf are·hearing, and the good news is being giv�n to· 
t·he poor and those in need.'' In other word, people are 
being freed from all kinds of slaveries and are learning 
to ·1ive life in.God's world with a new kind of freedom and 
joy. 

At first when my followers brought back this answer, I was 
more upse .. t �nd puzzled than before, But as I sat in pri­
son and thought about it for a time, some things began to 
come clear to me. First, I asked myself why I doubted 
that Jesus Ras the Messiah? 

My answer was that my doubts had their beginning when I 
started hearing stories that Jesus. was not fulfilling the 
role of the Messiah that I had expected him to fulfill. 
Because he di� not fit my own pre-conceived notion of what 
I thought the Christ would be and do, I was ready to reject 
�1im and look for another wl10·-__ .would fit my own idea more 
closely. 

Ren1en1ber tl1at I l1ad preached primarily about a God of 
judgment and about a coming MESSIIDI who·:·lwould be a judge 
in the way I thought he should be a judge. I had even 
thought the end of the world as I knew it would occur soon 
after the coming of the Messiah and that the final judg­
ment day would be then. But now it wasn't happening like 
that at all. Here was Jesus walking around, loving people, 
healing them, forgiving, .enjoying them, going to parties, 
eating with sinners. What kind of Messia� is that? 

Yet I 'n1 sure that all kinds of · people have the s·ame prob­
lem. They h·ave a picture of Christ in their minds to 
whic·h they expect Jesus to conform. And then when he 
doesn't fit that picture, tl1ey ask, ''Are you he who is to 
come, or shall we look for another?'' And some go off 
looking fl)r another and fo·llow all kinds <?f strange and .. 
bizarre leaders and cults. I was trying to create Christ 
in my own image and make him entirely what I wanted l1in1 to 
be. 
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As I looked at the world around me with such people as 
Herod and the power hungry Romans as our rulers, I was 
hoping for and expecting· a t-1essiat1 who·.�.would come in and 
strike down and destroy all that I had seen as evil. I 
expected God to come in and simply wipe out all evil things 
and people and then s.et up his Kingdom. 

But I had to learn that�there is often a large difference 
between the idea of a thing and the thing itself. Today 
I suspect that some people have an idea of what the church 
should be and then if the church doesn't fit their own 
pattern, .:they get upset and wonder if the church is worth 
anytl1ing at all. 

People may think that the Christian faith is not much more 
than singing nice comfortable hymns and saying safe prayers, 
but then one day they hear and learn · th.at there is another 
side to the Cr1ristian faith! they l1ear of Cl1urches wel­
coming outcasts, visiting those in prison, working for 
justice, demonstrating for peace and they wonder if that's 
what the church is all about or shall they look for some 
other religion. 

It never occurred 
had11 ' t expected .• 
to know about God. 

to me that God wonld work in way that I 
I tl1ought I knew most of �hat tl1ere is 

Who would've thought that the Savior of the world would 
be found in a baby in a stable in Bethlehem? Wl10 �n.iwould 've 
expected that tl1e Christ would be a carpenter and tl1en a 
teacher? And who would've expected that he would allow 

�� 

himself to be arrested, put on trial, ridiculed, then 
put to death on a cross like a common criminal? And then 
who expected the resurrection? 

Wl10 would've expeeted that in this way God would show his 
love for the world and for all people and in so doing 
bring new lifec�-to all of us? 

God does not always fit the patterns we devise. God does 
not always work in the ways we think God should work. This 
was the lesson .. _that I, John the Baptist, had to learn above 
all others. Maybe others need te learn it too. Amen. 


