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Shoes… they come in all different shapes, sizes, and colors…high heals, low heals, no heals…some shoes say “I’m dressed for success…some make a brash and bold fashion statement…some say “I’m on my feet all day”…others say “I can run forever”…what do your shoes say? The shoes I’m wearing today pretty much say, ‘I’m into simplicity and comfort’….love these shoes!  

But you know, as much as I like my shoes…I know I need to occasionally step into yours…or at least try them on…you see, we become more like Jesus, every time we try to walk in each other’s shoes…when we try to understand and empathize with each other, then our capacity to love expands…we become more patience with other people, we become kinder, more tactful, more gentle, less judgmental, and less cynical.

So, for the next several weeks we’re going to be putting ourselves in the shoes of different people who encountered Jesus.  We’re gonna see real people like us…people from all kinds of different backgrounds…people with real issues, real struggles, real questions, real hopes and dreams. 

And I think you are gonna be captivated by the way Jesus meets them right where they are…and the way he loves them, encourages them, challenges them. The way He sees deep inside and speaks right into the dark crevices of their soul. And hopefully, each week, we, like them, will walk away changed.

Today we’re gonna slip on a pair of these…flip flops…   kinds of people…simple, creative, outdoor-loving, non-conformist free spirits… 

That would certainly describe a guy known as John the Baptist…or John the Baptizer…like Jesus, he died when he was around thirty…cruelly executed by a corrupt politician…there not a whole written about him…but I believe, and I know that this is going to sound like an exaggeration, but I believe that prior to the arrival of Jesus, this flip-flop wearing desert-dude, was the greatest man who ever lived.

I know that his resume may not be as impressive as others…and he never really led anything…conquered lands or enemy armies…certainly didn’t look the part of typical “greatness.” But I believe that apart from Jesus, he was the greatest man who ever lived.  

Maybe some of you who’ve read through the Bible would totally disagree and say, “No way, what about Abraham? Moses? David? Elijah? To say that John is ‘the greatest’ sounds like something a pastor would say, because he’s getting ready to talk about him. And I am.

But I am convinced that John is the greatest. In fact I’m positive about it.

Jesus had this to say about John the Baptist 

Luke 7:28a (NIV) I tell you, among those born of women there is no one greater than John…

Told you so! Of course you all are the same people who said last week that Elvis was the King… again I apologize for setting you up.

What was there about John that elicited that kind of praise from Jesus? What’s it take to live a great life? Who or what measures success? What defines greatness? How do you become great in Jesus’ eyes? Well, let’s slip our toes into John’s flip flops and maybe we’ll learn.

I think one thing that starts us on that path is when we are content to…

BE GOD’S ‘LIMITED-EDITION’

One of the qualities that Jesus loved about John the Baptist, is that he just tried to be who God made him to be…he embraced his originality…he was comfortable in his own skin…saw himself, not in a prideful or rebellious way, as ‘one of a kind’… John was very unique character…unique in a lot of ways

Unique birth…

Have you ever thought about how many significant Bible characters had unusual births? Of course Jesus born of a virgin, delivered in a stinky stable…Moses almost murdered at birth, floated in a basket…Isaac, Samuel, Samson all born to women who had struggled with infertility for years. And that was John’s story…born to parents way too old to have children…they were buying pampers with their social security checks!

Zechariah and Elizabeth had given up hope until the day they got a message from God…

Luke 1:13 (NLT) But the angel said, “Don’t be afraid, Zechariah! God has heard your prayer. Your wife, Elizabeth, will give you a son, and you are to name him John. 

To which Zechariah responded, “Yeah, right! I’ll tell you right now, that’s never gonna happen.” To which the angel Gabriel, this messenger from God responds with…Okay…

Luke 1:20 (NLT)  But now, since you didn’t believe what I said, you will be silent and unable to speak until the child is born. For my words will certainly be fulfilled at the proper time.” 

This IS gonna happen, but you’re gonna have to shut up and wait.

And that’s the way it was, Elizabeth and Zech finally got pregnant and he couldn’t tell anyone about it…when the baby was born, friends and family members asked Eliz, “what are you gonna name him…after his father of course…that was the traditional, expected thing to do…she says “John.”  “What? There no one in your entire family named John…we’d better ask Zechariah…cause he’s not gonna be happy about this…
      
Luke 1:62-65 (NLT) So they used gestures to ask the baby’s father what he wanted to name him. He motioned for a writing tablet, and to everyone’s surprise he wrote, “His name is John.”  Instantly Zechariah could speak again, and he began praising God. Awe fell upon the whole neighborhood, and the news of what had happened spread throughout the Judean hills.

So John had a pretty unique birth…but then again, so was yours…now I don’t know if you were born in a hospital, at home, in a bathtub, on a boat, or in the back seat of a taxi…but your birth was unlike anyone else…because YOU are unlike anyone else… David marveled in…

Psalms 139:13-15 (NLT)  You made all the delicate, inner parts of my body and knit me together in my mother’s womb. Thank you for making me so wonderfully complex! Your workmanship is marvelous—how well I know it. You watched me as I was being formed in utter seclusion, as I was woven together in the dark of the womb. 


I am a one of a kind limited edition.

Did you know that God takes great delight in watching YOU be YOU? He loves your nose, your lips, your eyes, your hair or lack thereof…he loves your acne, your wrinkles, your bulging biceps, your love handles, your voice, your walk, your wheel…he loves YOU…unique YOU…his workmanship is marvelous. 

There’s no one quite like you…now we are all in the process of becoming more and more like Jesus from the inside out, but even that, flows out of who God designed US uniquely to be…the fruit of the Spirit all originate from the same source, but the way that gentleness, peace, joy, love, goodness, flows through you is different than the way they uniquely flow through me.  

They certainly uniquely flowed through John…Jesus talking about John’s uniqueness…

Luke 7:24-25(NLT) “What kind of man did you go into the wilderness to see? Was he a weak reed, swayed by every breath of wind? Or were you expecting to see a man dressed in expensive clothes? No, people who wear beautiful clothes and live in luxury are found in palaces.  
Mark 1:6(NLT) His clothes were woven from coarse camel hair, and he wore a leather belt around his waist. For food he ate locusts and wild honey. 

Different dude…certainly a big contrast to the religious leaders of the day…they were dressed in the finest, and John was dressed in simple thrift store clothes…he was a strong, weathered, outdoor guy…ate a low carb, high protein diet…probably had crazy long hair and maybe even a few tattoos…I don’t know… but he was definitely counter-cultural and unique in just about every way.

And this ‘limited edition’  had a unique calling on his life…

This is the way Mark’s gospel begins…

Mark 1:1-5(NLT)  This is the Good News about Jesus the Messiah, the Son of God. It began  just as the prophet Isaiah had written: “Look, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, and he will prepare your way.  He is a voice shouting in the wilderness, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord’s coming! Clear the road for him!’” This messenger was John the Baptist. He was in the wilderness and preached that people should be baptized to show that they had turned to God to receive forgiveness for their sins. All of Judea, including all the people of Jerusalem, went out to see and hear John. And when they confessed their sins, he baptized them in the Jordan River.  

That was his unique calling…to prepare the way for the Lord…get things ready…get hearts ready…

You have a unique calling too…like we talked about last week…some of you lean more to the cool and refreshing side of things, while others of you are warm and therapeutic… we all have different gifts, all of us are in different seasons, and we each have different doors of opportunity…  

right now maybe your calling is to be a great mom….great dad…to prepare the way of the Lord in their life…see them as God’s calling on your life…  when my kids were little I felt strongly called by God to do that with my life…I would get asked to go do speaking engagements…and would turn them down, because my rationale was, there’s lots of guys that could go do that, but only one who’s called to be their dad…. 

Some of you have a calling on your life to make a difference in the school you go to, or the bank, factory, or office you work at…some of you are living out your unique calling by caring for a loved one…a neighbor…a friend…some of you are sensing a calling in your life to go to some underdeveloped part of the world and bring hope and help…whatever your calling is, it’s unlike anyone else’s.

I like what the late Henri Nouwen wrote…

Ministry is the fruit of finding your gifts and offering what you have. Ministry is not 

something that requires professional credentials. It is a vocation each of us claims by virtue of our baptism in the body of Christ. Ministry is the overflow of your love for God. Ministry is when two people toast their glasses of wine and something splashes over. Ministry is the extra. Henri Nouwen
Be grateful for your unique gifts and unique opportunities and let the overflow of your love for God splash over the sides of your life.

John had a unique ministry…that centered around a unique message…

Just had a retreat this week for young communicators…Threads…mainly a bunch of 20 somethings…talked about teaching… how it’s not about us…and we ought to work hard with our gifts…and let the Word of God speak…and we talked about how the message is not always an easy one…how I pray that every message comforts the disturbed and disturbs the comfortable…cause it’s about transformation…that was John’s message…

Lots of people were curious about this radical dude from the desert…he was saying things, fresh things, that no other religious type was saying…he was not only unique, but he was authentic…and people were drawn to that…word got out about him and even the religious leaders started showing up in crowds, when they did John…

Luke 3:7-15 (MSG)  When crowds of people came out for baptism because it was the popular thing to do, John exploded: "Brood of snakes! What do you think you're doing slithering down here to the river? Do you think a little water on your snakeskins is going to deflect God's judgment?  It's your life that must change, not your skin. And don't think you can pull rank by claiming Abraham as 'father.' Being a child of Abraham is neither here nor there—children of Abraham are a dime a dozen. God can make children from stones if he wants.  What counts is your life. Is it green and blossoming? Because if it's deadwood, it goes on the fire." The crowd asked him, "Then what are we supposed to do?"  "If you have two coats, give one away," he said. "Do the same with your food."  Tax men also came to be baptized and said, "Teacher, what should we do?"  He told them, "No more extortion—collect only what is required by law."  Soldiers asked him, "And what should we do?" He told them, "No shakedowns, no blackmail—and be content with your rations."  The interest of the people by now was building. They were all beginning to wonder, "Could this John be the Messiah?" 

We talked recently about how sometimes you just have to go courageously against the flow…greatness demands that…sometimes you have to say things that are unpopular to say…things that might invoke some pretty harsh criticism…even unfounded accusations and slander…sometimes it can land you up against some dangerous opposition…

That happened to John…for he not only exposed the religious leaders for the phonies they were, but he also weighed in with God’s truth toward a scandalous situation going on with a very high ranking political figure…and it would end up costing him his head.

Truth sometimes isn’t easy…sometimes gets you in trouble… but to run from a difficult conversation…to stay silent when injustice abuses the innocent is not the way of love…and it’s not the way of greatness.

Now, I believe that every time we open our mouth, it ought to be filled with grace, knowing that all of us stand in need of it…but as a teacher I am always fully aware that every time God’s truth is spoken it’s gonna do something beyond my control. It’s gonna land in different ways on different hearts…that’s just the power of God.

Hebrews 4:12 (NLT)  For the word of God is alive and powerful. It is sharper than the sharpest two-edged sword, cutting between soul and spirit, between joint and marrow. It exposes our innermost thoughts and desires. 

And sometimes people don’t like something messing with their innermost thoughts and desires…They’ll say, “I felt like he was in my kitchen cabinets today and I wasn’t comfortable with that, I won’t be back.”

2 Timothy 4:3 (NLT)  For a time is coming when people will no longer listen to sound and wholesome teaching. They will follow their own desires and will look for teachers who will tell them whatever their itching ears want to hear. 

Not easy for John…but he had to deliver a unique message, in his unique way…cause he was a one of a kind limited edition, created by God for his good purposes…  and SO ARE YOU… and when YOU are YOU, God smiles and knows you are on the path to greatness.

But there was something else that made John great in Jesus’ eyes… it’s that he wasn’t great in his own eyes… you see you can take that YOU be YOU deal and turn it in to a self-centered life that says, “that’s just the way I am, live with it”…there’s no humility in that…there’s no greatness in that.

John started to build a crowd…a following…baptizing more and more people…and they were drawn to him and his message…some were referring to themselves as disciples of John…he had certainly stirred some dormant expectations and hope in people…

Luke 3:15-16 (NLT) Everyone was expecting the Messiah to come soon, and they were eager to know whether John might be the Messiah. John answered their questions by saying, “I baptize you with water; but someone is coming soon who is greater than I am—so much greater that I’m not even worthy to be his slave and untie the straps of his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.

Here’s the second thing about people who are great in Jesus’ eyes…they

GO LOW…LIFT HIGH

They are lousy self-promoters…

I was talking to a good friend, who I admire greatly…he’s a humble guy…but he has been enormously successful in the arena of athletics…national and internationally recognized and rewarded… he received a life-time achievement award not long ago, they had this black tie banquet with filet mignon and such, and they presented him with this huge, beautiful crystal bowl…pretty cool night, very emotional, feeling pretty proud of his accomplishments… he told me he brought it home to show it off to his family and his 7th grade grandson said, “That’s a cool bowl for chips and salsa, can I use it!”

We all need someone to take us down from filet mignon and crystal, to chips and salsa, don’t we!  

Some one sent me this… “Anytime you think you’re getting real important, just remember that the attendance at your funeral will be determined by whether it rains or not.”

When people wanted to prop John the Baptist up…market him…make him more than he was…throw the spotlight on him…get him to buy into his own self-importance…he would say something like this…

John 3:28-31 (NLT)  You yourselves know how plainly I told you, ‘I am not the Messiah. I am only here to prepare the way for him.’  It is the bridegroom who marries the bride, and the best man is simply glad to stand with him and hear his vows. Therefore, I am filled with joy at his success.  He must become greater and greater, and I must become less and less.  “He has come from above and is greater than anyone else. We are of the earth, and we speak of earthly things, but he has come from heaven and is greater than anyone else. 

One day, the day that John had been waiting for, he’s out in the Jordan River baptizing people…

John 1:29-30 (NLT)  The next day John saw Jesus coming toward him and said, “Look! The Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world! He is the one I was talking about when I said, ‘A man is coming after me who is far greater than I am, for he existed long before me.’

There he is!! I told you it wasn’t me…I’ve been trying to tell you, I’m just the warm up act…here’s the main event…this is the real Headliner…this is the Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end…the lamb of God, the Messiah who takes away all of our sin!

John 3:30 (KJV) He must increase, but I must decrease.

And if we want to live a great life…then he must and we must…

Bro, you sure have been talking a lot lately about self-sufficiency, ego, pride, narcissism, and the need to be selfless, God-centered and humble…man, you need to give it a rest…I’m getting kind of tired of hearing about it.” Well, if you are, then you probably still need to hear about it…and if that just made you mad…you just proved my point.

You see, Jesus talked about it and demonstrated it a ton.  He said the first shall be last…and the last will be first…the greatest among you must be servant of all…then went to a cross to show us how that works…that’s the path to a great life…GO LOW…and LIFT HIGH. He must increase and I must decrease.

As I was looking at John’s life I noticed a third thing that really pleases God…makes him say, now that’s a great life…

It’s that truly great people, live in such authentic community with God that they know that they can always… 

BE HONEST WITH HIM

John was an honest guy… he knew his unique calling…he was comfortable in his own skin…he did what God asked him to do…he recognized the Lamb of God when he saw him coming…even heard the voice of God upon Jesus baptism, “This is my beloved Son in whom I am well-pleased…and yet sitting in a cold, dark, prison cell, he began to wrestle with doubt…he knew that preparing the way for the Lord wouldn’t be easy…but he never dreamed he would be imprisoned for it…so from prison he just gets real honest with Jesus…

Luke 7:19-23 (NLT)  So John called for two of his disciples, and he sent them to the Lord to ask him, “Are you the Messiah we’ve been expecting, or should we keep looking for someone else?”  John’s two disciples found Jesus and said to him, “John the Baptist sent us to ask, ‘Are you the Messiah we’ve been expecting, or should we keep looking for someone else?’”  At that very time, Jesus cured many people of their diseases and illnesses, and he cast out evil spirits and restored sight to many who were blind.  Then he told John’s disciples, “Go back to John and tell him what you have seen and heard—the blind see, the lame walk, the lepers are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised to life, and the Good News is being preached to the poor. And tell him, ‘God blesses those who do not turn away because of me.’” 

When you have an ongoing authentic relationship with God, you can ask him or tell him anything…you can bring your doubts, your fears, your anxiety, your pain, your frustration, your confusion and be honest with him…he expects us to.

Now doubt is not the same as distrust… it’s saying, “God, I totally trust you, but I could use a little reassurance right now…you are the one, right? Cause even though I have faith in you…I just don’t get it…I know that you have a plan… but from my limited vantage point I can’t see it… I know that you work all things together for good in my life…but honestly I’m scared right now… I will unconditionally trust you…but I just gotta say cancer really sucks…I totally believe in You as my Father, my Abba, my daddy…I know that your love in unfailing…I just need you to assure me that you are with me. 

Debbie has a good friend, who’s there right now…daughter killed in a tragic accident…trying to find the words to say…but really just trying more to be there for her…keep pointing her to the reality of eternity…we were talking the other night and she reminded me of another friend of ours whose son was killed over 10 years ago…how he was devastated…he laid over the body of his son in the morgue…I’ll see you soon, buddy…Jesus made a way for us to be together forever, I’ll see you soon. I love you.

He knew the reality of eternal life…and he did get honest with his pain, and was able to cry out to God in his grief and anger and injustice of this world we live in…and eventually say, Jesus thank you for the cross, I know that was far more painful than anything I will ever go through…and because of it we will all be together forever in a much better place than this.

You see, when life gets tough as it does and will for all of us…great people

STAND STRONG…knowing eternity is yours

John was willing to live a life so full of passion that if he had to die for the kingdom of God he was okay with that… He reasoned, if Jesus, the Lamb of God, was gonna die for him, make a way to heaven for him, then there was no holding back in the intensity of his love and gratitude. And I’m confident that if we could interview John in heaven right now, he would assure us that following Jesus with wholehearted devotion is absolutely worth it, and that he’d do it again in a heartbeat.

Remember that Jesus told him…

‘God blesses those who do not turn away because of me.’” Luke 7:23
He would have to hold on to those words, more than he knew…

The final chapter his life plays out like a soap opera…complete with tangled relationships, lustful passions, political intrigue, drunken decisions, violent murder, unresolved guilt…

Herod was a Jewish politician who oversaw this particular geographic region in the Roman Empire…he had dumped his own wife and stolen his brother’s wife. The historian Josephus says this marriage of Herod and Herodias, happened while he was on a journey to Rome. On the way, he stayed at his brother Philip’s house, sleeps with his wife…he agrees to dump his wife and Herodias dumps his brother…and they lived ‘sinisterly ever after’.

Well, John spoke into the moral corruption…called him out…told him what the two of them to his wife, her husband, and his brother was wrong…so to shut him up for a while Herod threw him in prison…

And while Herod didn’t appreciate the truth John told him about his depravity, he was intrigued by John’s deep character and courage…something about him he kinda liked… Herodias on the other hand couldn’t stand him… Her attitude was, “Who does this long-haired, locust eating, camel-skin, flip-flop wearing hippie freak think he is, telling royalty how to live?”

Mark 6:19-29 (NLT)  So Herodias bore a grudge against John and wanted to kill him. But without Herod’s approval she was powerless,  for Herod respected John; and knowing that he was a good and holy man, he protected him. Herod was greatly disturbed whenever he talked with John, but even so, he liked to listen to him.  Herodias’s chance finally came on Herod’s birthday. He gave a party for his high government officials, army officers, and the leading citizens of Galilee. (you know the wine was flowing)  Then his daughter, also named Herodias, came in and performed a dance that greatly pleased (or aroused…how sick is that?) Herod and his guests. (so now tanked up and turned on he says)  “Ask me for anything you like,” the king said to the girl, “and I will give it to you.” He even vowed, “I will give you whatever you ask, up to half my kingdom!”  She went out and asked her mother, “What should I ask for?” Her mother told her, “Ask for the head of John the Baptist!” So the girl hurried back to the king and told him, “I want the head of John the Baptist, right now, on a tray!”  Then the king deeply regretted what he had said; but because of the vows he had made in front of his guests, he couldn’t refuse her. So he immediately sent an executioner to the prison to cut off John’s head and bring it to him. The soldier beheaded John in the prison,  brought his head on a tray, and gave it to the girl, who took it to her mother. When John’s disciples heard what had happened, they came to get his body and buried it in a tomb. 

You say…what a tragic end…and to be sure, it appears to be… but you see, when John’s disciples came and got his body…they didn’t get John…he had already slipped out of his flip flops and into eternal life…

You see when you unconditionally trust God, when you know that the cross and empty tomb have made a way for you to live forever, then you no longer fear death. And when you not longer fear death, you no longer fear life…you’re free to take faith-filled risks…step out courageously and live with passion and boldness.

Jesus said in his very first public talk, often referred to as the sermon on the mount…

Matthew 5:11-12 (NLT)  “God blesses you when people mock you and persecute you and lie about you and say all sorts of evil things against you because you are my followers.  Be happy about it! Be very glad! For a great reward awaits you in heaven. And remember, the ancient prophets were persecuted in the same way. 

I mentioned a couple of weeks ago that you oughta go read Hebrew 11… did anyone do that?  Well, if you did you saw that all kinds of people were defined as great in God’s eyes, because of their faith…they stepped out and followed God’s lead…they picked up and moved without knowing all the details…they opened their mouth and stood before Pharaohs and Kings and lions… they refused to get too comfortable here, because they were looking for an eternal city…it says that this world was not worthy of them…they might not have had all the notoriety, all the acclaim, the applause, the magazine covers, the riches and clout…but they were truly great because they stood strong, immovable in their faith…with one eye on eternity.

Jim Elliott, a missionary who was killed by the people he was trying to reach said one time…

“He is no fool to give up what he cannot keep, to gain what he cannot lose.” Jim Elliott

He died a violent death much like John…and he lived an extraordinary life much like John…a life of greatness.

Can I just challenge you today, like God’s been challenging me, to use your life to prepare the way of the Lord.  Be God’s one of a kind ‘limited edition’…know that He takes great delight in watching YOU be YOU…always look for ways to go low and lift him and others high…build such a close friendship with him that you know you can always be honest with Him, no matter what happens and no matter how you feel…and then, like John, stand strong and live your life with an eye on eternity...and when all is said and done, someone might look and your life and say, “now there’s a pair of shoes I’d like to walk in.”

Pray
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