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THE GREATEST MAN

LUKE 3: 1-6 Lt Cornard and Bures 10/12/06

There seems to be an increasing trend in the media at the moment to discover the “greatest” in every category imaginable. What is the greatest pop song of the last 40 years? Who was, or is, the greatest Briton over the last 1,000 years? What has been the most popular comedy show ever on the telly? Just this week in the Telegraph readers have been asked to vote for the most popular Christmas Carol.

I wonder, if you were asked to vote for the greatest man, apart from Jesus, in the Bible, indeed whoever lived, who would it be? Would it be Abraham, the father of the Jewish nation? Would it be Moses, the great leader who marched all the Jews out of Egypt? Would it be the multi-talented King David, male pin-up, warrior, musician, poet? Would it be Paul, the fearless convert, preacher and apostle? Would it be Peter, the firebrand, ever-outspoken, who became one of the greatest preachers and letter-writers?

Jesus himself gave his opinion and said none of these was the greatest. His vote went to another. It went to a contemporary of his, his cousin, a wild man, a one-off, who lived in the desert. This man wouldn’t just have been a candidate for the greatest man. He would’ve won, hands down, the award for wearing the most uncomfortable clothes and for eating the most disgusting food.

He was a most remarkable preacher. He didn’t preach in a church or even in a place where there were many people. He preached in the wilderness and thousands upon thousands of people came out to see him. That man, of course, was John the Baptist.

There are many things we can say about him. So here are just a few observations - all of them begin with the letter ‘M’.

1. John’s MOMENT. Most of us have heard the expression “God’s timing is perfect”. And many of us have discovered that in our own lives. Here, in his gospel, Luke proves this to be true in a very subtle way. The first three verses of our reading give 6 separate indications (with lots of unpronounceable names) as to the timing of John’s ministry.  Why doesn’t he just use one? Because Luke wants to emphasise how much the religious and political scene had changed in just the thirty years since John and Jesus were born. Herod the Great had died and Israel was then split into 4 different areas, each one governed by one of his sons. So there was no official King of Israel. Annas was high priest but the Romans didn’t like him. So they tried to replace him with Caisphas. The problem with that was that once you were high priest you were high priest for life – so they had the ridiculous situation of 2 high priests when there was only room for one.   So, the identity of the high priest was confused. There was no king and there hadn’t been a prophet in Israel for over 400 years. This is God’s perfect timing. The decks had suddenly been cleared. There was a need for a prophet, a priest and a king. This was John’s MOMENT. He was the prophet who had come to introduce the great priest, the great king.
      2.
John’s MISSION. His mission was to prepare people for this Great High Priest, this King who
was to come. John was the Voice crying in the wilderness. Luke wrote, “The Word of the Lord came to John”. Whether he understood the message or not, he was brave enough and obedient enough to proclaim it. In preparation for the King’s coming John told the people to repent, to turn from their evil ways and turn back to God. Someone has described it like this: if your wife kindly agrees to sort out your clothes cupboard, you, as a dutiful husband, will first of all tidy it up the best you can. This is similar to what John told his hearers: “sort yourselves out before the big clean-up happens”. The outward sign of this “sort-out”was baptism. That was John’s MISSION.

3. John’s MEETING PLACE. John baptised his hearers at the lowest place on the Earth’s surface. So low that these days pilots are given a special licence when they’ve flown low over this area because it’s one of the few places on earth where you can fly below sea-level. This meeting place on the banks of the Jordan was very significant because this was where the Israelites originally entered the Promised Land. This very spot therefore signified a new beginning and this was what John was offering his hearers. He was saying, “Come back to square one. Come back to the entry point. Start again.” Therefore this was a very appropriate MEETING PLACE.

4. John’s MANDATE. Where did John get his commission from? John himself quotes Isaiah in our Tew Testament reading. Isaiah, who told of a prophet crying in the wilderness. John the Baptist was that prophet. This was his MANDATE.

5. John’s MESSAGE. Who was it to? It was to all people, no matter what class, creed or colour. The Jews may have thought themselves superior, particularly in that part of the World. His message was blunt, direct, like a bulldozer. Everybody needs to be washed clean before the King comes, no matter  who they are. That was John’s message.
6. John’s METHOD. He told them what real repentance was. I wonder how many shirts you have. John said if you have two then give one of them away. A number of years ago I had a good friend who lived in San Francisco. He had no time for the church or any kind of religion. He was a successful businessman. Whenever he saw a genuine beggar on the street he would take off his coat and give it to him. He must have given away hundreds of coats. He put me, a follower of Christ, to shame. John also had instructions for two of the most hated groups in Israel. The tax collectors often demanded far more money than was required and then lined their own pockets with it. John told them only to take what they were entitled to. The soldiers had great power which they often abused. For instance they could tap anyone on the shoulder and force them to carry an object, whatever it was, for a mile. That is how Simon of Cyrene was forced to carry Jesus’ cross. Because of their power many of the soldiers became bullies. John told them not to bully. John’s overall instructions could be summed as “Stop being so selfish”. 

7. John’s MODESTY.   John very much knew his place. We all know of Jesus’ claims: “I am the Bread of Life, I am the Way the Truth and the Life, I am the Good Shepherd”. John was the opposite. He was asked “Are you the Christ?” “I am not”. “Are you Elijah?” “I am not”. No, no, no, I’m just a voice. When he spoke of Jesus he said “I am not even worthy to untie his bootlaces.” In those days Jewish slaves were forced to do most things but untying another’s bootlaces was considered too menial. John thought himself unworthy even to do this for the one he was proclaiming. He said, “He must become greater, I must become less. I can wash you with water but He will baptise you in the Holy Spirit”.

8. John’s MURDERER. John paid for his courage with his life. Herod Antipas lived in a palace that overlooked the Jordan. He could see the great crowds coming to be baptised. “What’s happening down there?” he asked. “Oh that’s John. Haven’t you heard? He talks about you. He says you shouldn’t be married to your wife because you stole her from your half-brother. And she is in fact your half-sister. He says that’s incest and shouldn’t be allowed”. “What! Throw him in prison”. And John’s goose was cooked.

9. John was a MAN APART. Just imagine, a subtle ploy of Herod’s could have been to ask John up to the palace. “John, now look here. I’ve got some very comfortable designer jeans and T shirts. Take off those itchy camel hair clothes and put these on. Rather than locusts and wild honey, let me give you some caviar and champagne for lunch; and cream cakes for tea. The only thing I ask is that you don’t mention my relationship with my wife.” Do you think John would have fallen for that? Of course not. But it would have been a great temptation. We all have similar temptations. To go along with the crowd and turn a blind eye to the evil that surrounds us. If we do this we’ll be accepted. But if we stand as Christians and resist evil we’ll always be, to a degree, like John, a man or a woman apart.

What a cruel thing it was to lock this man up. He was accustomed to fresh air, open spaces. Through his prison bars he could see the Jordan and the wilderness stretching away. But by that time his job was done. He probably only preached for 6 months but he had completed his life’s work – to pave the way for Jesus.

What can we learn from John the Baptist? Huge amounts.   
Just look how obedient he was to his calling. He knew his moment had come and he seized it fearlessly. He modestly carried out his mission, faithful to his mandate. His method was clear. He was a determined man apart who was prepared to stand up to a known murderer. Even the meeting place where he preached was a reminder of his message.
But does John say anything relevant to us today, 2,000years later? Here we are at the beginning of Advent, waiting for the celebration of the coming of the King. John would look at the state of the church and be dismayed. 

As someone has said, “We think we need more of Jesus, but we also need more of John”. We  should look deep into our own lives and see what needs to be cleaned up.
If you’re feeling very brave, try doing this. Try praying “Lord Jesus, search my heart and show me what needs to be changed.” It’s a prayer that nearly always gets an immediate answer. But it’s seldom an answer we like to hear. I did it recently and received a very uncomfortable reply.

But at the heart of John’s message was the best news ever proclaimed. That a glorious Saviour was coming into the world who would show us the way to live, forgive our sins and pour his Holy Spirit upon us. It needed a great man to proclaim that message and, in John the Baptist we have the very greatest.  ME
