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John 1:6-8, 19-28
John the Baptist was the forerunner of the Messiah.  John was a prophet who is described as having come in the spirit and the power of Elijah.  His parents were a couple named Zechariah and Elizabeth.  Zechariah was a priest in the Aaronic priestly line … so I guess you could say that John was a P.K.!

God has sent John as His messenger to prepare the way for the Lord.  You see, the people in John’s day and time had reached the point where they were real particular about “going through the religious motions” – but their hearts were far from God – they really had little or no connection with what it meant to be in a real and meaningful relationship with God, and certainly not a relationship that translated into living out their faith in their lives … “walking the walk,” and not just “talking the talk!”

John’s came preaching a message of repentance.  “Repentance” in the sense of not just saying I’m sorry, God, and then going on living in the same sinful life patterns as before … but saying I’m sorry, God, and then turning around and heading in the right direction – away from sin – living in such a way as to please God, in obedience to his standards and statutes.

It’s a whole lot easier to just say something than it is for our lives to follow and conform to our words, isn’t it?  I remember when I was growing up, I used to be “sorry” when I did something wrong or bad – but mostly I was sorry that I’d gotten caught, and not sorry that I’d disappointed my mom or my dad!  And that’s not real “repentance,” is it?

John was not a “timid” man!  We might use other words to describe John the Baptist, but “timid” would definitely not be one of them!  This is the same guy who later on confronted Herod about how wrong and sinful it was for him to have taken his brother’s wife.  You see, Herod didn’t marry his brother’s widow, after his brother died – he just took her away from his brother, and brought her into his house to live with him as his wife!   Needless to say, this didn’t go over too well – Herod being the King and all, and his wife, Herodius, being the queen!  And, of course, things didn’t end well for John, as we know.
And John was not timid about confronting folks regarding their sins, either!  However, as many as were coming to him, and as “popular” (at least with some folks) as he had become, John knew that it wasn’t “all about him!”  He knew that God had sent him merely to prepare the way, and to point folks to the one who was to come after him.  The one John, himself, confessed that he was not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals (normally the task of a servant or a slave).

Many folks would want to be number one.  It’s tempting to want to “bask in the limelight!”  But John knew his place.  And his place was not in the limelight – it wasn’t “center stage” – it was to prepare the way for the one who was greater the he was – the one who would come after him – the one who would baptize with not just water – but with the Holy Spirit of the Living God!

The great conductor, Leonard Bernstein, was asked once what the most difficult instrument is in the orchestra.  He responded, second violin.  Because every violinist aspired to play first violin.  But he went on to share that without the second violin, there would be no accompaniment – no harmony – to go along with the first violin.

It’s tough to play “second fiddle!”  John the Baptist provides a model for us of willingness to do just that, though, doesn’t he?   I’m reminded here of the words of James 4:10, when the brother of our Lord says, “Humble yourself in the sight of the Lord, and He will lift you up.”

Your job and my job is to “play for an audience of one!”  I know I don’t have to tell you, but ministry can often be a “thankless job!”  And I’m not talking about folks like Pastor Don and myself, who stand up in this pulpit every Sunday morning – I mean all of you who faithfully serve God through the ministry and mission of the Church!  But we need to remember that it’s not the people in this world we’re called to please -  it’s God!  And it’s really great when the two come together – but not always the case!

Our job, our focus, our calling - is not to achieve recognition – but to point people, as John did, to Jesus Christ!  
Later on, when John’s disciples observed that more people were going to Jesus and his disciples than were coming to them, to be baptized – they wanted to know what he was planning to do about it!  But, if we recall, John’s reaction was not one of concern, but of recognition that God’s plan was unfolding just as he expected it would – and that he (Jesus) must increase, and that John must decrease.  

He knew his work – the work God had called him to – was done, and that it was time for him to step back, and let the work of the Holy Spirit flow in all its fullness through the ministry of Jesus – the Messiah, the Anointed One, the Lamb of God who had been sent to take away the sins of the world!

I believe there are three important things you and I can take away from our Gospel lesson this morning.  First, we’re called to remain humble.  It’s not all about us – it’s not all about you, or about me!  It’s about Jesus, and about pointing people to him!  It’s about you and I being willing to tell our stories about the difference Jesus Christ has made in our lives, and then inviting those with whom we’ve shared to “come and see” that place where we’ve discovered a community that has helped us grow in our knowledge and love of him!

I remember a conversation I overheard when my dad was talking with a neighbor one evening.  The neighbor happened to be my best friend’s dad.  And this man told my dad that he didn’t go to Church because a lot of the people who did thought they were somehow “better” than other folks, and that he saw many of them as hypocrites.  My dad’s response was, “I don’t go to Church because I think I’m so good – I go because I know I’m not!”  I think that may have been the end of that conversation – at least the one about Church!

Next – our next “take away” from this morning’s lesson about John, is that you and I need to remember our mission.  And that mission is to point people to Jesus Christ!  And it’s not just our words that can be effective here – even moreso, it’s the way you and I live our lives before  others.  Like it or not, when we identify ourselves as Christians – when we profess to follow Christ as Savior and as Lord – people are going to watch us closely, and look for inconsistencies, and hypocrisy in the way we live … In how we treat our families, in how we get along with our neighbors, in how we respond to needs that we become aware of – in our honesty and integrity …

I’m reminded here of the words attributed to St. Francis of Assissi – “Preach the Gospel at all times – and when necessary, sue words!” (Repeat)

*Tell my airplane story.

Finally, we need to remember our place.  In a society and culture that caters so much to “self,” many times the first concern being, “What’s in it for me?” ... we need a reminder that, as followers of Christ, it’s not all about me – I’m not at the center of the universe, and I’m not really “all that and a bag of chips!”

John was willing to be number two – and it’s OK to be number two – in God’s plan and purpose for reaching the world for Christ’s sake, and for furthering His Kingdom.   It’s OK to play “second fiddle!”
I’ll leave us with some questions to ponder, as we continue our journey through Advent:  First, is Christ in second place in my life?  And if he is, what is it that I need to do to make him number one?  What is it in my life that currently stands in the way of Jesus Christ being the King of kings and Lord of lords in my life?

Next, do I tend to put myself before others?  Do I use most of my time and resources to serve my own interests, and to cater to my personal diversions … or do I notice and then respond to the needs of those around me first?  If I’m not moving in the direction here that God would have me to – what needs to change in my life?

And last, is what other people may think of me more important that my obedience to God?  Paul said, “I am not ashamed of the Gospel!”  How does my life reflect who I’m seeking to please and receive affirmation from?  And what might need to change?  And remember – It’s OK to be number two!!

Let’s pray.   Heavenly Father, thank you for sending us John-the-Baptist as our example of one who pointed the way to the Lamb of God who you sent to take away the sins of the world.  Help us to understand, as John understood, that it’s OK to be number two.  Help us to put Christ first in our lives, to put others before ourselves, and not to let what others may think of us keep us from living in obedience to you.  In Jesus’ name we pray.  Amen!
