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Let’s start off our sermon today with a Bible quiz question. What was John’s first prophetic act? If you 
think you know your Bible, what is the first prophetic thing that John did? Don’t shout out your answer, this is 
LaGrave – we’re dignified here. Just think for a moment and put your answer in your mind. The correct answer 
is: John’s first prophetic action was when he kicked in his mother’s womb on the day Mary visited Elizabeth.  

Do you remember the story? Mary the Mother of Jesus comes to visit her cousin Elizabeth who is 
John’s mom. She’s going to tell her cousin she’s miraculously pregnant. She arrives at the house and greets 
Elizabeth and when she does, John leaps for joy in his mother’s womb. He gives mom a holy kick – a kick that 
says ‘Jesus is coming! God is doing a new thing!’ That DEFINITELY makes John the youngest prophet ever! He 
wasn’t even out of his mother’s tummy and he was preparing the way! 

That’s so John. When he leaps for joy in his mother’s womb, when he gives his mom that holy kick,  
you can see the beginning of the fiery prophet that Kristy told us about last week. You can draw a straight line 
from the baby leaping in Elizabeth’s womb to the man who stands by the banks of the Jordan, points at the 
Pharisees and calls them a brood of vipers. You can draw a straight line from the baby kicking in mom’s tummy 
to the man who will, cry out, “The axe is at the root of the tree! Someone is coming who will baptize you with 
fire!!!!” Already in utero we can sense in John this strong, confident, faith-filled person. 

And that’s why it’s hard to see what’s happened to John in our passage. The prophet whose preaching 
was so forceful and so convicted has become uncertain. John’s bold proclamations have been replaced with 
hesitating questions. Early on John has seemed so sure: ‘Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of 
the world!’ Now he asks, “Are you the one who is to come, or should we expect someone else?” He starts out 
his ministry with a bang, but now it’s more like a whimper: “Have I been mistaken?” 

What’s happened to John? John has become discouraged. He’s dealing with discouragement.  It’s a 
very human thing. It happens to lots of people. I would be so bold to say it happens to most Christians 
somewhere along their journey. You start your career as a teacher and you imagine shaping the lives of 
children in deeply rewarding ways, but then you hit the paperwork and the emails from disgruntled parents, 
and now you’re just trying to survive till summer break. You welcome your first child into the world and you 
thought motherhood would be pure joy and deep satisfaction because that’s what it looked like on Instagram, 
but then your baby is colicky and demanding and you are so, so tired. When you were young, you were in a 
group of young Christians and you were all so excited about your faith, you were on fire! You imagined a life 
full of purpose and presence. But now you are well into middle age, and you’ve been to a few too many 
committee meetings and dealt with a few too many church fights and you wonder what happened to those 
joyful hopes of your youth. Discouragement. We all experience it. 

What’s going on with John? Why is he discouraged? There are a couple of reasons. The most obvious 
reason: John is discouraged because he’s in jail. King Herod put him there. The jail was probably cold and 
miserable, and John knew his prospects for release were dim. In fact, as you probably know, John will not get 
released; Herod will execute him. We’ll hear about that next week. So, you can see how that would be 
discouraging. When John was young, he boldly preached about the world changing and he probably thought 
he would see the change. But now in his prison cell it seemed like nothing changed. The same old corrupt 
powers were having their way. John had said the axe is at the root of the tree and he thought it was people 
like Herod who would get chopped down, but now it looked like Herod’s axe was going to chop him!  

Which leads into the second reason for John’s discouragement. John is discouraged because the whole 
Jesus thing isn’t going the way he thought. John had a different picture of how the Messiah would function.  



 

You’ve already heard John’s expectation. If you remember last week, John’s prophecy ended with a vision of 
the Messiah cleaning house. The Messiah will, “clear his threshing floor, gathering his wheat into the barn and 
burn the chaff with unquenchable fire.” John preached that the Messiah would put a final end to evil in 
forceful and dramatic fashion.  

And he had good biblical grounds for believing that. Listen to the words of Malachi 4, the very passage 
that foretells John’s coming. Listen to the prophet Malachi and you will hear where John got his sermon 
material, “Surely the day is coming; it will burn like a furnace. All the arrogant and every evildoer will be 
stubble, and the day that is coming will set them on fire,” says the Lord Almighty. “Not a root or a branch will 
be left to them. But for you who revere my name, the sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its rays. 
And you will go out and frolic like well-fed calves. Then you will trample on the wicked; they will be ashes 
under the soles of your feet on the day when I act,” says the Lord Almighty.” This is the kind of thing John and 
the rest of Israel expected from the Messiah. Emperors being cast down from their thrones, wickedness being 
rooted in power and might and a new age of goodness and light and happiness. That’s what the Bible said was 
going to happen! So Jesus shows up, John baptizes Jesus confident that he is the Messiah, and then John 
stands back and expects fireworks. John expects to see Jesus put the axe to the root of the tree.  

But then Jesus starts his ministry and what does he do? Does he take over the temple? Does he preach 
revolution? Does he lead the 12 disciples on a protest march at a Roman garrison? No. Here is how Matthew 
describes the first moves of Jesus ministry: “Jesus went throughout Galilee teaching in their synagogues and 
proclaiming the good news of the Kingdom, healing every disease and sickness among the people…people 
brought to him all who were ill with various diseases.” And then when he preaches, here’s how he starts his 
first sermon: “Blessed are the poor in Spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are those who mourn 
for they shall be comforted. Blessed are the meek for they shall inherit the earth.” and later in the sermon he 
says, “love your enemies, pray for those who persecute you, turn the other cheek.” 

That sort of talk is not going to raise a revolutionary army! Where’s the axe!? Where’s the fire!? 
Malachi said that when the Messiah comes, every evildoer will be stubble. But now Jesus is eating with the tax 
collectors and sinners and saying he came for them! This isn’t how John thought any of this would go and so 
he starts to wonder, ‘Is Jesus really the Messiah, or should I be looking for someone else?’ 

This second part of John’s discouragement is really important because it teaches us something about 
who Jesus is and what it means to follow him. It teaches us something really important about how things work 
in his Kingdom. Jesus is clearly telling us that he is starting something new. With his coming, God has begun a 
new phase of his plan to save the world. God’s way of dealing with us does change as the story progresses. 
There is only one plan of God and one story, but along the way God inaugurates new phases of the story and 
that’s what’s happening here. It’s a great new phase! As Jesus said, even the least person in this new age of 
the kingdom is more blessed than the members of the old age. 

What’s this new phase about? Jesus tells us that one of the things that changes is how God will 
exercise power. Jesus says that after his coming, in the age of the Holy Spirit, violence is not the way his 
kingdom advances. That’s what he’s talking about in verse 13. Up to now the Kingdom has been subject to 
violence. Up to John’s time, God’s enemies subjected his people to violence, and often God called his people 
to respond with violence, to take up arms for him. In the book of Joshua, God advanced his kingdom through 
the armies of Israel who defeated the Canaanites. In his day, David won victories over God’s enemies through 
force of arms – he defeated the Philistines. As we heard a couple of weeks ago, Jehu won a victory by 
slaughtering the house of Ahab.  

But did you notice, all those kinds of stories go away in the New Testament! In the New Testament, 
there are no stories of God’s people conquering their enemies with violence. Not only that, nowhere in the 
New Testament do you find any call to exercise any sort of kingdom violence. There is no call to kill people in 
the name of the Lord. In this passage, Jesus is announcing that the age of Kingdom violence done by human 
beings is over.  



 

In this new Kingdom phase, Jesus announces a new kind of power. Jesus shows us that new kind of 
power in verse 4 in his reply to John. John, he says, I know you want fire, but here are my signs of the 
kingdom: “The blind receive sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, good news is 
preached to the poor. Don’t be offended by this.” Jesus paints a picture of power exercised through care for 
the weak and witness. Preaching and pastoral care directed at bodies and souls. (Sounds a little like what we 
are hoping to do next door, doesn’t it? A place of care and hopefully healing for the weak, a place where good 
news is preached to the poor.) And in case we miss his message about how things work in the new phase, 
Jesus will later win the decisive victory in his kingdom, but he won’t do it by picking up a winnowing fork; he’ll 
do it by picking up a cross.   

Now…the New Testament still permits the use of the sword to restrain evil in the civil realm.  
Romans 13 talks about that. But the age of kingdom violence is over. This change means God is not going to 
send out a modern Jehu as an agent of his judgment against evil. I have heard some modern people make Jehu 
references to modern political figures. Like God is raising up this person to be a modern Jehu to destroy his 
enemies. That’s wrong. That kind of talk misunderstands how Jesus changes things in the New Testament. Not 
only is it wrong, it’s a dangerous kind of wrong.  

Now does that mean that Micah’s judgment prophecy that I read earlier was wrong? Does that mean 
John’s prophecies about fire are wrong? No. The threat of that kind of judgment is still real; Revelation is full 
of that kind of judgment. But in Revelation, it’s not human beings doing the judgment. That judgment is in 
God’s hands now. Vengeance is mine says the Lord, not yours. I’ll take care of it at the last judgement at the 
end of time. 

And here’s where the discouragement comes in. Ministry in this new phase of the Kingdom can be 
discouraging, because it’s slow. It’s slow and sacrificial. Violence promises quick solutions, which is why it’s 
sometimes attractive. Jesus’ way is slower. Somewhere Fred Craddock describes it this way. He says when you 
are of the Kingdom you have all of God’s victorious world conquering power in you. But you are only allowed 
to let out that power in small increments. It’s like you are given 100 million dollars to help people, 100 million 
dollars of kingdom power but you are only allowed to spend it out 5 dollars at a time. You want to make a big 
splash and really move the needle, but God has structured things so that we give ourselves in a million small 
acts of sacrificial love that bless the person God puts in front of us. It’s slow, and sometimes it feels like you 
are going nowhere, but it is so strong. 

Tom Long was a preaching professor in a Presbyterian seminary, and he tells a story about a preacher 
friend of his who lived in Seattle. This pastor had a middle-aged couple in his congregation who, after having 
their own children, decided they would adopt. And not only would they adopt, they would adopt a special 
needs child from Mother Theresa’s orphanage in Calcutta. Arrangements were made; these good people 
boarded a flight to Calcutta and found themselves in Mother Theresa’s orphanage meeting their new 
daughter. She was nestled in a cardboard cradle and laying on a bed of freshly laundered rags. She looked 
perfect except for her legs, which were malformed and twisted. The couple took the child home to their home 
and to their church community. They gave her love and they gave her surgeries. Almost as soon as she came 
home, she had the first of what would be many corrective surgeries. And finally, after years of surgery and 
physical therapy at the age of 12 she was able to walk with the assistance of a cane.  

With all the complications of her youth, she never got baptized and so when the treatments were done 
a baptismal date was finally set and the whole church gathered to witness the great event. Everyone was 
excited to see the baptism of this girl for whom they’d said so many prayers. The text for that Sunday was 
Matthew 11. Our text. The minister read John’s question, “Are you the one who is to come or should we look 
for another?” And then he read Jesus’ answer, “You tell John: the blind see. The deaf hear. Good news is 
preached to the poor and the lame walk!” And as he read these words down the center aisle came this 
daughter of the congregation radiant in her baptismal dress. Walking toward the font. ‘The deaf hear and the 
lame walk.’  There it was! A living sign of the truth of Jesus’ words. There was no need for a sermon that day.  



 

Now… on the journey from that cardboard cradle in Calcutta to that baptismal font in Seattle, in the 
middle of the surgeries and the complications and the doctor’s appointments and the physical therapy 
appointments, I’m sure there were many days of tears and discouragement. But her story is a sign that, 
through the power of the Kingdom, even our deepest discouragement will yield to angel songs and alleluias.  
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