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Sermon      Sunday 11 December, 2016 
 
 
Lessons James 5: 7 – 11  St Matthew 11: 2 – 11 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Grant us grace to wait for You, O God.   Reveal Yourself afresh to us, in the world 
and in Your Word; renew our receptivity to Your Presence and guiding hand.   In 
Jesus’ Name, we pray.   Amen. 
 
 
 
 

John the Baptist, John the Baptiser, John the Immerser, was the son of 

the priest, Zechariah and his wife Elizabeth.   The itinerant preacher 

appeared in the wilderness adorned with camel hair clothing and 

leather belt and surviving on a diet of wild honey and locusts.   It was 

to John that Jesus had gone for baptism in the River Jordan.   The 

sacred story of John’s birth is very similar to that told of other birth 

narratives in Scripture.   In the Gospel of Luke, we are told that 

‘Elizabeth was barren and both were getting on in years’.   One day, 

standing in the sanctuary, the old priest Zechariah had a vision.   An 

angel of the Lord appeared to him telling him that his wife Elizabeth 

would bear a son.   The angel said: 

 
 Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard. 
 Your wife will bear you a son, and you will name him John. 
 
John or, in Hebrew, Jochanan, meaning ‘Yahweh is gracious’, 

preached a message of repentance, of the nearness of the kingdom of 
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God, a message of re-orientation, a turning around of the soul to face 

the Holy One.   In our lectionary reading for today we join the 

Baptiser in prison, a casualty of the Jewish governor, the tetrarch 

Herod Antipas.   John’s imprisonment is the stuff of high drama and 

politics.    

 

The wilderness in which John preached was located on the periphery 

of the territory controlled by the governor.   John had publicly 

criticised and rebuked the tetrarch.   Herod Antipas divorced his first 

wife and married his niece, Herodias, who also happened to be his 

brother’s wife.   Apart from the incestuous nature of the relationship, 

Herod’s first wife had been the daughter of King Aretas, the ruler of a 

neighbouring kingdom.   The divorce eventually led to war with 

Aretas, a war which Herod lost.   For his public rebuke, John the 

Immerser was imprisoned.   Some time later, he was executed:  

beheaded.   On one level, John’s story is that of a prophet:  someone 

prepared to expose the self-interest of political leaders and, where it 

occurs, the shallowness of political action.   John saw the hubris in 

Herod Antipas and said so. 
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It is the place of religious leaders to challenge political power.   

Earlier this year, Pope Francis visited Poland, a country which has 

resisted taking Syrian refugees on the grounds of security.   Within 

two hours of arriving into Kraków, the Pope’s first words were a call 

to welcome refugees fleeing war and hunger.   Francis spoke of the 

need for a ‘spirit of readiness to welcome those fleeing from wars and 

hunger, and solidarity with those deprived of their fundamental 

rights, including the right to profess one’s faith in freedom and 

safety’.   In Kraków, at a vigil attended by a crowd numbering in 

excess of a million people, the Pope arranged for a 26 year old 

refugee from Aleppo to tell her story of the suffering, violence and 

bloodshed in Syria.    

 

From prison, John the Baptist sent some of his disciples to speak to 

Jesus.   They asked Jesus if He was the Messiah.   Does this question 

represent a doubt in the mind of the Baptist and, if so, why?   What 

follows is a piece of Scripture pregnant with meaning.   Let’s listen to 

what Jesus said: 

 
 Go and tell John what you hear and see:  the blind receive their 
 sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the 
 dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them. 
 
In turning to the crowd, Jesus asked: 
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What did you go out into the wilderness to look at?   A reed  
shaken by the wind?   What then did you go out to see?   
Someone dressed in soft robes?   Look, those who wear soft 
robes are in royal palaces. 

 
Jesus concludes by saying that, as great as John the Immerser is, the 

least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he.   What does all this 

mean:  the blind see, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, the deaf 

hear, the dead are raised, a reed is shaken by the wind and those who 

wear soft robes live in palaces?    

 

When Jesus spoke of the blind, the lame, the lepers, the deaf and the 

dead, He was quoting a selection of verses from the prophet Isaiah.   

Taken together, they point to the arrival of the Jewish Messiah, the 

Christ, but, crucially, one verse which Jesus did not quote was the one 

which promises ‘liberty to the captives and release to the prisoners.’   

Could it be that the source of John’s doubt in Jesus was the fact that 

he remained in prison?   Maybe, but the verses of the Old Testament 

prophet are spiritual, not literal.   In the Bible, most often leprosy is 

not a disease of the skin, but of the soul; it is a necrotising condition 

in which the soul is corrupted, starved of God.   John is not released.    

 

This is one of those moments in the life and teaching of Jesus, just like 

the temptations in the desert, when all suggestion or possibility of a 
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spectacular ‘magic’ miracle is avoided.   Life is not like that.   The 

blindness of Bartimaeus is not physical, but spiritual; the cure is 

encounter with Jesus.   In short, Jesus’ answer to John, His talk about 

the blind, the lame, the lepers, the deaf and the dead, are all 

references to the inner life.   Resurrection takes place in the soul; new 

life is born in inner darkness.   Does John understand that in prison, 

in death, he can encounter the life of the Eternal? 

 

What of the reed shaken by the wind and the soft robes?    In the 

inter-testamental book, written perhaps one hundred years before 

the birth of Jesus, 3 Maccabees, we are told the story of Ptolemy IV, 

King of Egypt.   On a visit to Jerusalem, Ptolemy entered the temple 

and tried to enter the sanctuary, the Holy of Holies, the most sacred 

place on earth which only the High Priest could enter.   In the story, 

before he can enter, the king is struck down by God.   We are told that 

God shook him on one side and ‘as a reed shaken by the wind’ 

Ptolemy lay helpless on the ground with paralysed limbs and unable 

to speak.   Could it be that when Jesus spoke of the reed He alluded to 

Ptolemy, to one who sought in the temple to violate God Himself?    
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For Jesus, the reed was now the tetrarch Herod Antipas, the one who 

held John the Baptist, the one who imprisoned John and would soon 

execute him.   Perhaps in the mind of Jesus, the murder of the Baptist 

was a brutal attempt to violate the kingdom of heaven.   Jesus’ 

condemnation of Herod is confirmed in his analogy of soft robes and 

royal palaces?   Who else but Herod would live in such a place?    

 

In our Gospel lesson this morning we hear about the Jewish 

governor, his selfishness, shallowness and brutality and we hear also 

about the hope of John the Baptist that somehow, perhaps 

miraculously, he might be released from prison.   The climax of the 

story is that memorable line about John on the lips of Jesus, ‘the least 

in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he.’   Here we delve into the 

depths, what the mystics call the depthless deep.   There is no 

suggestion by Jesus of armed revolt and neither is there any 

suggestion of magical miracles.   Perhaps unlike John, Jesus sought to 

embody and emulate the shalom, the peace of the Holy One, the God 

whom Jesus called Father.    

 

This is the God of the Beattitudes and Jesus is the rabbi who preached 

about overcoming violence, all violence, violence in our speech and 
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violence within the soul.   On the Mount, Jesus said, “You have heard 

it said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’   But I say 

to you, ‘Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so 

that you may be children of your Father in heaven.’”    Jesus 

understood that we must continually work to break the circle of 

violence.   It is important to separate the person from their actions:  

we must name acts which are destructive but not demonise those 

who oppose us.   Jesus sought to take us deep within, to a place of 

inclusion, love, non-violence and transformation and help us 

overcome our propensity to exclusion, hatred, violence and 

defensiveness.    

 

One of the giants of American history is Abraham Lincoln.   One of 

Lincoln’s enemies was Edwin Stanton, a man who publicly abused 

Lincoln describing him as a man of no settled principle and, within 

Lincoln’s hearing, referred to him as a ‘long-armed ape.’   Referring to 

Lincoln, Stanton with deep-seated dislike said, ‘Bluster & bravado 

alternates with timidity & despair—recklessness and helplessness by 

turns rule the hour.’    When Lincoln was elected president, against 

the advice of many, he chose Stanton for the all-important post of 

Secretary of War.   One advisor asked Lincoln, ‘Do you know this man 
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Stanton?   Are you familiar with all of the ugly things he said about 

you?   He is your enemy.   He will sabotage your programmes.’   

Lincoln replied, ‘Yes, I know Mr Stanton.   I am aware of the terrible 

things he has said about me.   But after looking over the nation, I find 

he is the best man for the job.’   Some years later, after the 

assassination of Lincoln, Stanton said described him as one of the 

greatest men who had ever lived and that ‘He now belongs to the 

ages.’   In similar manner, Lincoln would speak kindly of the South 

during the Civil War.   When asked how he could do this, he replied, 

‘Do I not destroy my enemies when I make them my friends?’   

Though embroiled in war, he sought redemptive love. 

 

These ten verses about Herod Antipas, John the Baptist and Jesus 

leave us with much to think about. 

 

Amen. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


