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“Greater than John” — Dec. 11, 2016
Isaiah 35 1The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad, the desert shall rejoice and blossom. Like the crocus 2it shall blossom abundantly, and rejoice with joy and singing. . . .
5 Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped;
    6 then the lame shall leap like a deer, and the tongue of the speechless sing for joy.
Matthew 11 7 As they went away, Jesus began to speak to the crowds about John: “What did you go out into the wilderness to look at? A reed shaken by the wind? 8What then did you go out to see? Someone dressed in soft robes? Look, those who wear soft robes are in royal palaces.
9What then did you go out to see? A prophet? Yes,I tell you,and more than a prophet. 10 This is the one about whom it is written, ‘See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way before you.’ 11 Truly I tell you, among those born of women no one has arisen greater than John the Baptist; yet the least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he.”

This saying about no one being greater than John, or everyone being greater—is a paradox. It’s really impossible, if we take it literally. You cannot understand Jesus if you are always literal minded. You have to use your imagination, and recognize his sometimes playful way of teaching. 

Most of us can understand and accept that there’s no one any greater than the honest and brave John the Baptist. I certainly know I am not greater or more courageous than him.

Then how can all of us in the kingdom of heaven be greater than him? It has to refer to something beyond you and me, but to what we have been given. We have received a greater gift. We have the gift of the Spirit poured out on Pentecost. John was killed before that day, so he did not receive it, although I assume that he has it now. 

All who are in Jesus’ kingdom live in a New Age. That’s the other way that we are “greater” than John: we live in a greater age.

The outpouring of the Spirit on Pentecost inaugurated a new age. In chapters 14 and 16 in the Gospel of John, we hear Jesus telling his apostles, “the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you everything” (John 14:26). “When the Spirit of Truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth. . . . He will glorify me, because he will take what is mine and declare it to you” (John 16:13–14). And as Paul the Apostle wrote : “God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba! Father!’ So you are no longer a slave but a child” (Gal 4:6–7). This is truly a world-changing spiritual bestowal, although its effect has only been noticeable in individuals and small groups and not yet across the whole world, because of unbelief and formalization of belief. Too often the faith is standardized, formalized, suffocated. When the real spirit of Jesus finally gains breadth and depth of acceptance in humanity, it will have a huge effect on the world. 

We can sense this when we notice how our faith in Jesus has changed our own lives, has made us more sensitive to love, to spiritual yearning and need in ourselves and others, and more sensitive to truth and spiritual beauty. And that should give us joy. 

Joy is our Advent theme today, and joy is probably what lead the church to put this passage in the lectionary for this week. Reflecting on the Spirit should give us joy, and the Isaiah passage is also full of joy: “The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad, the desert shall rejoice and blossom like the crocus” (Isa 35:1). The surprising growth of life and beauty and fragrance, produces joy in us, as does the knowledge that we have gifts that even John did not receive. 

Finally, I think our passage may be implying that with the Spirit came new values. John embodied the old values of courage and honesty. The Spirit affirms those but also brings new values, or heightens ones that already existed but were considered secondary: namely love, compassion, sensitivity, love of truth, trust. Jesus said “he will take what is mine and declare it to you” (John 16:15). When we think of our spiritual gifts, we can’t help but rejoice! And look at Isaiah’s joyous teaching: “The eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped” (Isa 35:5). This may refer to a sudden reception of spiritual understanding, an ability to see what was not previously seen. And this one: “the tongue of the speechless shall sing for joy” (35:6)—isn’t it about finding one’s spiritual voice? Finding new joy!
And so we wait, with eager anticipation, the celebration of the birth of our Savior. And at the same time, we can rejoice at the Spirit that he has sent into our hearts. You can make this day a re-birth of that joy.

