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[VIDEO - Mean Tweets Song] 

I admire the way...  [1 Bad to Good]

She was able... 
In the words of Howie Mandel... 
To take ugliness... 
And turn it into something... 
BEAUTIFUL. 


This gospel lesson is...

An ugly story. 

Ugly... ugly... ugly.


And I feel a responsibility… like it's my job ... 
To take this ugly story... 
And turn it into something beautiful.

But I can’t fix it.

 
So at least... 
To TRY to turn it into something...

Meaningful. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------

So there are three main characters... 
In the gospel lesson... 

We have today.


The first is John the Baptizer. 


Let me ask you a question. [2 Best Person]

Who is the greatest person you have ever known.

I mean... don't count Jesus. 

We all know that he was fully human... 
But he was also fully divine.

 
So he had an... UNFAIR ADVANTAGE.


I'm talking people.

Who's the greatest person you know.

Take a minute.

Think about it. 

Now.  Answer. 


I'm sure the person you picked... 
Was a wonderful insightful lovely human. 

However... NOT THE GREATEST WHO EVER LIVED. 


Jesus told us... who it was.

John the Baptist. [3 John the Baptist]

Jesus himself.

You know... Jesus the Son of God.




The Lord of Life.

The Light of the World. 


He said. 

Among those born of women... 

No one... not one person... 
Has arisen... 
Who is greater than... 
John the Baptist. 


John is... the undisputed.. 
Greatest of all time. 


So… Don't tell me about your politicians... 
Or your religious leaders... 
Or your sports figures...

Or you business CEO's…

Or your life coach…

 
They are nothing. 

Compared to John the Baptist.

Jesus said so.

--------------------------------------------------------------------- 
John was... commonly known as…

The Last of the Old Testament Prophets. 


That makes sense right...

He was proclaiming the coming of the Lord.

He was pointing to a future Savior...

Of the nation of Israel...

AND… he was calling people to REPENT. 


He sounded like a Old Testament prophet. 


And he was a wild man.

With camel hair coats...

Eating honey... and bugs.

Probably smelled a little funny…

 
He looked like a prophet.


And he spoke his words... 
And did his ministry... 

Against the flow of the rest of the world. 


He was proclaiming Christ... 
BEFORE... it was cool. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------

And an interesting little sidebar...

In the Eastern Orthodox Church...

The icons they paint of John the Baptist...

Have WINGS. 


They call him... The Angel of the Desert.




Not because they think he was a literal angel... 
But because he proclaimed the gospel...

Of Jesus Christ...


Like an angel… he was a messenger…

Which is what the word angel means.


And he was able to bring that message..

Because he knew Jesus.

He loved Jesus.

He pointed to Jesus. 

Like no one else had ever done. 


John prepared the Way. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------

And in our gospel lesson...

Even Herod... 
Who didn't really understand John...  
But liked listening to him...

 
Even Herod thought... 
John was RIGHTEOUS...

Which means... he was right with God.

Innocent. Virtuous.

Kept the commandments of God. 


And he was HOLY... 

Set apart by God.

For a purpose.

He was sacred. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------

Hm.  Herod.  Herod Antipas.

Is the second character in this gospel lesson.


This was NOT the same Herod... 
That was King when Jesus was born...

Who was responsible for... 
The Massacre of the Innocents... 
When baby Jesus...  
And his parents... 
Ran away and hid in Egypt.


It’s a different guy. 

We're talking about Herod the Great's son. 


When he died…

Herod the Great's kingdom... 

Had been divided into four parts. [5 Herod's Divided Kingdom]


Herod Antipas...  
Was given the portion of the Kingdom...

That’s purple on this slide... 
It included Galilee...




---------------------------------------------------------------------

Now.  At this point…

The gospel lesson...

Reminds me of that Charles Dickens story...

A Christmas Carol. [6 Christmas Past]


You know how Ebenezer Scrooge...

Was a horrible human being. 

Making everybody’s life miserable.

Making really bad choices... 

As a result of his evil ways… he was visited...

By the ghost of Jacob Marley... 
And three other ghosts... 
During the night. 


This gospel lesson reminds me...

Of the Ghost of Christmas Past. 


You know... when the ghost takes Scrooge... 
And makes him relive all the things he has done...

Until he understands that even though he doesn't...

Regret the past... 
And the choices...

He has made.


That he OUGHT to regret the past... 
And the choices he has made...

SO THAT... he can live a reformed life. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------

Well.. Herod Antipas... 

Is having that same kind of experience. [6b Jesus]

 
Jesus has come into the world.

preaching and teaching... 
And doing acts of power. 


And people are talking about him.

Some say... he's Elijah...

Some say... he's a new prophet.

But Herod feels like... he knows exactly who he is.

He believes that he is the John the Baptist.

Raised from the dead.


Because when Herod sees the works of God.

When he witnesses the power of Christ.

It reminds him of John.


And when it comes to John the Baptist... 

Herod has an overwhelming sense of guilt...

---------------------------------------------------------------------

It's justified...

He should feel some guilt...




Because he is the man who killed John.

I mean… he didn’t literally him him… but…

He had all the power...

In this situation…


He was completely responsible...

For one of the worst stories in history.

Give me his head on a platter.


What appended was…

Herod was holding John prisoner... [7 Herod's Guilt]  
For a personal dispute... 
About Herod's infidelity. 


He ran off with his brother's wife... 
And both of them...

Just wanted to pretend...

They wanted to act...  
Like they had done nothing wrong.


John was NOT good at pretending.  
He spoke the truth.  
Which was not illegal.

 
However.. Herod and Herodias... 
Didn't like what he was saying...

So. The best way to shut John up... 
Was to literally shut him up…

In a jail cell.

--------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Besides all that...

Herod was not a good leader. 

Evidenced by the fact that…

He made himself... 

And the position he held... 

Completely vulnerable...


By granting his step-daughter... 

A choice of Unlimited power. 


Ask for anything you want… 
And I’ll give it to you…

No questions asked. 


UNWISE... and IRRESPONSIBLE. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------

I mean... how many of you... 
Would give your teenage child... 
Or your grandchild...  
Whatever they wanted… without question.


But then... 

He actually granted... her request...




Even though he knew...

It was wrong.


Even though he knew... 
It wasn't the child...

Who wanted this horrible thing to happen…

But his "wife" was behind the request.


Even though he knew... 

There was something about John...

There was some connection between God and John…

That was holy.

--------------------------------------------------------

But my point is…

He didn't HAVE to do this.

He was king. 


He could have changed his mind.

He could have stopped this murder.

He could have made a royal decree to stop this... 

But he didn’t... he let it happen. 


And make no mistake...

Herod killed a RIGHTEOUS and HOLY man. 

 
NOW... his guilt.

His shame.

Has bound him to the past.

Causes him to mistake Jesus for John.

--------------------------------------------------------------------- 
But it's ironic... yes?

Because the original question... [8 Jesus]

Of today’s gospel lesson was…

Who is Jesus.


But the overwhelming guilt he feels... 

Spiritually cripples him…

So much… that he can't see Jesus... 
For who he really is...


That Jesus is ONLY one... 
Who can forgive his sins.

 
Jesus is the ONLY one... 
Who can extend God’s Grace…

 
Jesus is the ONLY one...

Who is willing to die...

For what Herod has done.

For Herod’s sin.  For Herod’s past.


And all he has to do...

Is trust in Jesus. 




But instead...

Herod chooses to live in the past.

Live in the whole... 
Gory shame filled past. 

With no hope of the future. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------

Which brings me...

To the last character...

Of this story. 


I had a seminary professor... [9 You and Me]

Back 100 years ago...

Who challenged us...  
To find ourselves... 
In every single bible story...  
We read.


He said... most of the time... 
We like to put ourselves... 
In the role of the hero.

Like Jesus.

 
If he's in the story...  
We identify with him.


You know... 

When he cleanses the Temple...

In self-righteous anger.

We say… oh yeah…

We should have self-righteous anger too…


Or when he’s being all wise and holy... 
Teaching people... 
Right from wrong. 


We say… that’s like me…

I know everything that’s right…

and everything that’s wrong…

And if everyone would just listen to me.. 

the world would be a better place! 
 
We like to see ourselves... 
As the good characters... 
In the story. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------

So I suppose...

In this gospel...  
We might WANT to identify with... 
John the Baptist.

 
He was an innocent victim.  
He didn't deserve... to die.




He didn’t deserve… 
The way the world treated him.


He was just speaking his mind... 
Saying what was right...

To horrible people...

Who were doing the wrong things. 


He was righteous and holy. 


It feels good... 
To be John the Baptist.

Even though he dies.

At least he died...  
Sticking to his convictions! 


We like to think of ourselves...

As righteous and holy...

When we stick to our convictions too.

---------------------------------------------------------------------

But let me suggest to you...

This very night (morning)... 

If we are honest…

We are probably more like Herod. 


We have an opportunity... 

to learn… 
To define for ourselves...

In our hearts and our minds... 
Who Jesus is...


And the temptation...  
Is to see him... 

As a threat.


Isn’t it weird. 

People are always feeling…

Like they are not good enough…

To receive the love of Jesus.


Because… he reminds us...

That we have to repent… from our sin.

We have to turn around.


And to do that…

We have to confront the past.

What we have done wrong.

How we have failed.

How we are broken. 


He reminds us…

That we have made really bad choices... 
That have hurt other people. 




Just think for a second. 

Is there something from the past... 
That still hurts you. 


Is there something you have done... 
That still use to define...  
Who you are..


Is there something weighing heavily... 
On your heart. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------

If so.  This gospel lesson tonight (today)... 

Teaches us to see Jesus.


To understand that Jesus… wants… 
to take that something bad...  
To turn it into something good. 


Right?

I mean... that's who he really is…

That’s what he has really done.


John the Baptist... 
REALLY knew who Jesus was.

 
He said it loud and clear. [10 Behold]

BEHOLD THE LAMB OF GOD... 
WHO TAKES AWAY THE SIN... 
OF THE WORLD. 


That was the function of Jesus.

That's why he came into the world.

Not to condemn the world. 

Not to condemn us…

But to save the world... 

to save us…

 
From all the sin... 
And the hate...

And the brokenness... 
And the pain... 
And the judgment...

 
And all the garbage... 
That we use to define ourselves.

 
This is not just about defining Jesus.

It's about defining who we are... 
And who we want to be.

 
And if we want to be free... 
Of the pain of the past... 
Or even the pain of the present...




And understanding…

That we can bring all that stuff to Jesus.


And tell him who you are.

And tell him what you need. 

And he promises… he will set you free. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------

And maybe that sounds...

Like an easy answer to you.


But it's not easy...

To really confront...

The sins of the past. 


To admit our own failures... 
Our own short coming...

 
To really let go…

And trust Jesus.

 
And it's not easy...

To really believe..  
That he has NOT come... 
To JUDGE you... 
in hate and righteous anger.

 
But instead has come to love you. 

And give you life.


Its hard to trust...

That when he sees the weakness in us.

The ugliness... we have done.

The pain we have caused.

The hate we have carried.

The judgement... that we nurture. 


It’s hard to trust… that he could really… love us. 


BUT he does.

He takes all our ugliness…

and makes us beautiful.


that is precisely.

The reason he came.

To make a trade. 

To take our sin...  
And in exchange... 

To give us his life. 


So please understand...

When we are full of guilt and pain…

This is when it matters the most.

Who Jesus is.




He has promised...

To meet us right there…

In the bad times.

The worst times.

The our most horrible stories...

 
And to give us... forgiveness and New life. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------

So.  I invite all of us...

You and me…

To see ourselves... 
For who we really are....

 
And to see Jesus...

For who he really is... 

 
And then. 

Lay it all down.


And thank God.. 

For all God has done. 

Through Christ Jesus our Lord.


Amen.



