
June 21, 2020 -- (Pentecost 04, John the Baptist) 

Sermon Text – Acts 13:13-26; Luke 1:57-67[68-80] 

 
- As John was finishing his work, he said, ‘What do you suppose that I am? I am not he. 

No, but one is coming after me; I am not worthy to untie the thong of the sandals on his 

feet.” - 

 

- And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most High; for you will go before the 

Lord to prepare his ways, to give knowledge of salvation to his people by the forgive-

ness of their sins.  By the tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high will break 

upon us, to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide 

our feet into the way of peace.” - 

 

Maybe this is obvious to all of you, but I feel like I need to start by saying it, “John the 

Baptist is not the same as Jesus of Nazareth.”  Almost, but not quite.  But there are a 

lot of parallels.  Both of their births are announced beforehand by angels.  Both are 

born under unlikely, some might say nearly impossible, circumstances.  Both of them, 

inasmuch as we know, are raised according to a strict observance of the Jewish law.  

Both become itinerant preachers who attract a large following.  Both of them, at least 

according to Matthew’s telling of the story, begin their preaching with exactly the 

same message, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.”  Both of them 

have brief, but action-packed, careers.  Both of them live short, but influential, lives.  

And both of them die at a young age, being executed by the hand of the civil 

authorities, under less than ideal circumstances.  Neither deserve their punishment.  

And neither disappear from history or from exerting their influence because of their 

deaths.  So, they are both important to our faith, to our teaching, and to our under-

standing of God. 

 

 John stands at the turning point of history.  He is at heart a prophet of the Old 

Testament.  His clothing, camel’s hair and a leather belt, suggests the prophet Elijah.  
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Many people of his day believed that Elijah, who was snatched away into heaven in 

a chariot of fire, would return as a forerunner of the messiah.  Jesus eventually names 

him as such.  The gospel writers draw upon the writings of Isaiah and Malachi to 

present him as the Lord’s messenger, “a voice of one crying out in the wilderness, 

‘Prepare the way of the Lord,’ make his paths straight.’”  He rails against the high and 

mighty of his day, calling them “a brood of vipers” and demanding that they “bear 

fruits worthy of repentance,” just as  the prophets of old continually had to rise up to 

call the people back to the worship of the one, true God.  He hands out advice to 

those who want to amend their ways.  And he points to a new day, about to begin, in 

which one who is greater will baptize, not with water as he does, but “with the Holy 

Spirit and with fire.”  In our first reading for today, from the book of Acts, Paul 

concludes his recitation of the history of God and the people of Israel with a 

reference to John.  He has to set the people straight. He denies being the promised 

messiah, and he points ahead to Jesus.  In the gospel of John, he will guide even his 

own disciples toward following Jesus by pointing to him and naming him as “the 

Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!”  As a result of his actions, several 

of his followers will become some of Jesus closest disciples. 

 

 They were, of course, related.  Their mothers were cousins.  John’s mother was 

old.  Jesus’ mother was young.  Both of them were a comfort to one another in the 

midst of their pregnancies.  We usually hear their stories before Christmas, during the 

season of Advent.  But, when Mary goes to visit Elizabeth, she finds her already six 

months pregnant.  That means that John will be born six months before Jesus.  Hence, 
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the festival of his nativity is on June 24th, six months before we celebrate the birth of 

Jesus on Christmas Eve.  Our reading for today, from Luke’s gospel, spells out the 

circumstances that surrounded his birth.  His father, Zechariah, has been unable to 

speak for nine months.  Unwilling to believe the angel’s good news that his wife, 

Elizabeth, was about to have a child, he is left speechless until after John is born.  

When the day for naming the child arrives, his mother tells the priests he is to be 

called John.  Unable to believe this break with tradition, they have to confirm it with 

Zechariah.  He writes it out for them, “His name is John.”  And with that, his tongue is 

loosed and he begins to praise God, eventually breaking into song; and, filled with 

the Holy Spirit, singing out a prophecy about the son which has now been born to him 

and Elizabeth.  John is to be special, and Zechariah knows it.  “And you, child, will be 

called the prophet of the Most High; for you will go before the Lord to prepare his 

ways,” he sings.  And because of John’s ministry, “The dawn from on high will break 

upon us, to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to 

guide our feet into the way of peace.” 

 

 This is good news for all of us who “sit in darkness and…the shadow of death.”  I 

suppose that all generations, like John, can claim that they stand at the turning point 

of history.  Much is happening in our world that looks dark and ominous.  “What will 

happen,” we wonder, “as we watch the world returning to normal and cases of 

Covid-19 begin to spike upward, as people refuse to take precautions and the 

coronavirus pandemic continues unchecked?”  We have been relatively sheltered 

from its affects here in west central Minnesota, but I’m not sure we’re ready yet to 
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close that chapter and turn to the next phase of our new reality.  “What will happen,” 

we wonder, “as we watch the economy struggle with the hardships forced upon it by 

conditions which we could not anticipate?”  There is a lot that seems hard to 

comprehend and difficult to control in the midst of a global pandemic.  “What will 

happen,” we wonder, “as we watch protestors marching in our streets and hear 

renewed calls for social and racial justice in the wake of more killings of unarmed 

black men?”  Like it or not, the American history of slavery is a part of who we are 

and there is much about it in our society that will need to be fixed before our feet can 

be “guided into the ways of peace.”  And “what will happen,” we wonder, “as we try 

to see into the future and anticipate what other thing might pop up and threaten our 

well-being and security?”  Might we encounter an unexpected tragedy, or an 

unanticipated hardship, or an unforeseen difficulty which throws our lives into chaos 

and causes us great personal distress?  It happens all the time, and we know that.  It 

darkens our world, and puts all of life under a cloud.  It looms over us, and 

overshadows all that we do. 

 

 But in the midst of all that, the bold witness of John the Baptist brings us back 

from our worries to God’s reality by pointing us always to Jesus, the Savior, the one 

who is coming after him, the one who is greater than he is, the one whose sandal he 

is not worthy to untie.  That’s John’s message, forever and always, from the time he 

was an infant in his mother’s womb pointing to the presence of the savior by 

“leaping” at the visit of Mary, Jesus’ mother, to the arguments later on in his life with 

the leaders of the Jews over the rites of purification, saying that “Jesus must become 
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greater, while he must become less.”  That’s it.  It’s Jesus.  Look to Jesus.  See what 

Jesus is doing.  Hear what Jesus is saying.  When asked what they should do as they 

were waiting for the “greater one,” John told his followers that they should share their 

coats and their food, and they should not take advantage of others or abuse them 

because of their positions.  It’s all there in John’s witness.  He points not only to Jesus, 

but to Jesus’ teaching as well.  “Love God and love your neighbor,” Jesus will say.  

That’s where John is pointing.  Look to Jesus and follow his teaching.  Live in the Spirit 

and let your feet be guided into the way of peace. 

 

          Amen. 


