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Today I want to focus on one of the most important figures in the New Testament, St.
John the Baptist. Our Gospel lesson today centers on his rather gruesome death. And I'll touch
on that reading for a few moments. But then I want to focus mainly on John's life, and his
example for all of us.
Mark today tells us of John's death. It is a story also found in Matthew and Luke.
John has been arrested by Herod Antipas, one of the sons of the first King Herod, the
so-called Herod "the Great," the Herod we hear about in the Christmas story. John is arrested
because he has been publicly criticizing Herod Antipas's marriage. In the lurid and tawdry and
twisted family tree of the Herodian family, Herod Antipas had a notorious affair with his sisterin-law, his brother's wife Herodias. She also happened to be his niece. A couple of divorces
later, Herod and Herodias were married. And John the Baptizer condemns this marriage, and is
arrested because of it. For various reasons, Herod Antipas doesn't want to execute John, but his
wife / niece / ex-sister-in-law Herodias wants John dead.
So Herodias sends in her teenage daughter to provocatively dance for Herod and his
male party guests. 40 years or so after the fact the Jewish historian Josephus calls her Salome.
Even though she is a minor character, because the story is so lurid, Salome makes numerous
appearances in paintings, in operas, in plays, and in movies. In 1893 her dance is re-christened
"the dance of the seven veils." But that's not in the Bible.
But apparently Herod is so pleased by the dance of his step-daughter / niece / greatniece that he promises her anything, up to half of his kingdom. This is something Herod actually
cannot give away. Herod is a vassal king for the Roman Empire and he's not allowed to give
away one square foot of territory. But the girl asks her mother's advice, and then she requests
that the head of John the Baptist be brought immediately to the party on a platter. Herod wants
to save face with his guests, and so he orders John executed and his head brought in.
It's a sad ending to the life of St. John the Baptizer. So I don't want to leave things
there. I want to spend a few moments talking about John and his life. In our Sunday readings,
we usually read about John during Advent and Epiphany.
But John also has a feast day every year. It was actually just a couple weeks ago.
June 24 is always the Feast of the Nativity of Saint John the Baptist. That speaks volumes.
There are only 2 feasts called "Nativities" on our Episcopal Calendar. The Nativity of Jesus, on
December 25. And the Nativity of John the Baptist on June 24.
The events surrounding John's birth are narrated in the 1st chapter of Luke's Gospel. I
don't have time for all the details, but it's a wonderful story. The priest Zechariah and his wife
Elizabeth are old and childless. And yet the angel Gabriel appears to Zechariah and tells him
that they will have a son. Zechariah doesn't believe it, and the angel Gabriel strikes him mute for
the next nine months until after the child is born.
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And it just so happens that John's mother Elizabeth is some sort of relative to Jesus'
mother Mary. Luke doesn't lay out the exact family connection—just that they're kinswomen.
But that probably makes John and Jesus some sort of cousins like second cousins or third cousins
or first cousins twice removed or something along those lines. And Luke also says that John is
born about 6 months before Jesus. And since we celebrate Jesus' birth on December 25, it makes
perfect sense to celebrate John's birth about 6 months earlier every year on June 24.
And when John is born at the end of chapter 1 of Luke, John's father, the priest
Zechariah breaks into a song of praise. It's a song that we still pray at daily morning prayer, the
Benedictus. And towards the end of that song, Zechariah foretells what John's job description
will be:
You, my child, shall be called the prophet of the Most High, *
for you will go before the Lord to prepare his way,
To give his people knowledge of salvation *
by the forgiveness of their sins.1
As Zechariah prophesies, John will be the last prophetic figure. He will go before the
Lord, he will precede the coming of the Messiah. He will be the forerunner to Jesus, Jesus'
warm-up act. He will prepare the way for Jesus and point ahead to the salvation Jesus offers.
And in the last verse before the Christmas story, the last verse of Luke chapter 1,
Luke says this about John:
"The child (John) grew and became strong in spirit, and he was in the wilderness until
the day he appeared publicly to Israel."2
Matthew, Mark, Luke and John all tell about John the Baptist's ministry about 30-ish
years later. John sets up shop in the Judean desert near the southern end of the river Jordan. And
he's dressed in a special instantly recognizable costume: camels' hair and a leather belt. This is
instantly recognizable to all 1st century Jews. John is dressing like the great Prophet Elijah. And
like Elijah, John is calling his people to repent.
But John the Baptist goes a step further. He says repent and be baptized. Baptism
was a Jewish ceremony in the 1st century. But it was a ceremony of initiation that was mostly
used to bring non-Jews into Judaism. John's strong message: everyone, even good life-long Jews
should repent and start anew and go back to square one to prepare for the coming of the Messiah.
And John is explicitly clear: he himself is not the Messiah.3 He is trying to prepare
the way for the coming of the Messiah.

BCP p. 93, also Luke 1:76-77
Luke 1:80
3 Hyper-explicit in John 1:20
1
2
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In all 4 Gospels, John the Baptist tries to be explicitly clear. He's not on par with the
Messiah. The coming Messiah is far greater than he is. He uses the image of untying sandals.
Untying sandals is normally a task that's beneath the dignity of even the lowliest of slaves. But
John knows he's not worthy enough to even personally untie the Messiah's sandals.4
Also, John is clear that the focus is not on him. He constantly tries to shift the focus
to the coming Messiah, to Jesus.
The clearest example is in John's Gospel. John the Baptist verbally points to Jesus
and says, "Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!"5
That's John's job—to point others toward Jesus. He
goes before Jesus. He is the Forerunner. And he points to
Jesus.
It's no accident that in both Eastern and Western
Christian art, John the Baptizer is depicted pointing to Jesus. A
very common posture in Eastern Christian art is John with his
head inclined toward Jesus, both bowing and nodding toward
Jesus. And his hands are gesturing towards him. And in
Western art, John often has a pointer finger out, explicitly
pointing to Jesus. And sometimes John is depicted pointing to a
Lamb, representing Jesus the Lamb of God.
And that's why John is a great role model for us. As
followers of Jesus it's never about us. It's about Jesus. It's about
pointing others toward towards him. Above my desk I keep a
photo of a 15th century portrait of John the Baptist that I first
saw in the Art Institute of Chicago while I was in seminary. I
keep it above my desk as a reminder that what John does is
something I'm supposed to do. John the Baptist points others
towards Jesus. "Ecce Agnus Dei. Behold the Lamb of God.
Behold him who takes away the sins of the world."
John is very clear that Jesus is the main event, the
main focus. Later in the Gospels, after Jesus' baptism, John's
importance wanes. At one point, some of John's disciples are
upset that Jesus' reputation and following is growing, while
John's is declining.
But John pushes back. He says to his disciples,
"You yourselves are my witnesses that I said, 'I am not the Messiah, but I have been
sent ahead of him'… He must increase, but I must decrease."6
4
5

Matt 3:11, Mark 1:7, Luke 3:16, John 1:27
John 1:29
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And by coincidence, there's a wonderful illustration of this in the respective dates for
Jesus' Nativity and John's Nativity. We don't actually know when Jesus and John were born.
We picked some arbitrary dates about 6 months apart to remember their births.
But as it happens, the observance of John's birthday is near the summer solstice. And
Jesus' birthday falls near the winter solstice.
So basically, for 6 months after John's birthday, the number of hours of daylight will
decrease day by day. The days will get shorter and shorter. The light will decrease each and
every day.
Conversely, after Jesus' birthday, for 6 months the light will grow, the length of each
day will get longer and longer.
It's a tangible reminder of what John said:
"He must increase, but I must decrease."
Let us follow the good example of St. John the Baptist.
Let us always seek to point to Jesus and not to ourselves.
Let us help Jesus' light and love continually grow in our hearts.
Let us help Jesus' light and love continually grow in our world.
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John 3:28, 30

