John The Baptist, Missions & Methods
The Life of John the Baptist was destined to prepare Israel for a visit from the living God. This was the most religious culture ever. There are some cultures today that possibly match Israel's religious zeal; perhaps some practicing the Islamic or Buddhist religions come close. At that time, Israel was the top banana when it came to religiosity and ritual. They had rules for rules. There was the law of God from Scripture, then thousands of traditional laws that supposedly kept you from getting close to breaking the laws of Scripture. For instance, they had rules for how far you could walk to visit a neighbor on the Sabbath (seventh day) because you couldn't work. They had traditional laws for washing of hands and dishes before eating. The dishes were already clean…the washing was a ritual. Over 2,000 such rules existed then, in Israel. Things haven't changed that much. Have you ever been around religious people? Ever felt judged by them? I have. Maybe you've been hurt by someone who was religious. There's nothing more unloving and anti-social than a religious person. If you've been hurt, pay close attention to what's coming, it may surprise you, because…

John's purpose was not to establish a new religious order, but to re-establish a relationship with the loving God, through Jesus Christ. He's the "anti-religion".

1. Mission: 
Lk 1:16-17

16  And many of the children of Israel shall he turn to the Lord their God.

17  And he shall go before him in the spirit and power of Elias, to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the just; to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.
a. Reconciliation.

These were the most religious people in the world; why would they need to be brought back to the Lord? Israel was the center of the religious world, and Jerusalem, the religious center of Israel, yet John was running all over the countryside saying "turn around…come back to God!" This was his ministry…and it was effective. The Bible says all of Jerusalem and Judea came to admit their wrong and be ceremonially washed (baptized). Why would the most religious people have to turn around to get to God? Because religion doesn't get you to God…it never has…and it never will. I never want to be religious the leagelistic Jews of old. You see, religion teaches that, if you follow a set of rules, you can earn the right to be close to God…that you can, by virtue of your own ability and strength, become worthy of God. John said to the religious people then, and seems to be saying now…turn around!

Repent

b. Spirit of Elijah. (Bold with Truth)

We could spend a whole week on this one phrase. John went in the Spirit of Elijah. Elijah’s ministry was to stand outside the established kingdom of Israel and denounce the sin, to preach against Ahab, the king, and his wife, Jezebel, and the religious leaders who established Baal worship and led all of Israel away from God. Here John comes preaching against Herod, the king, his wife and the religious leaders of Israel. Why? Because just like Ahab before, they were leading Israel away from God and toward a false religion.

c. The Same Today! 

In Mk 7:8-9, Jesus said, "For laying aside the commandment of God, ye hold the tradition of men, as the washing of pots and cups: and many other such like things ye do.  And he said unto them, Full well ye reject the commandment of God, that ye may keep your own tradition." 
How many places claim to promote a relationship with God only as long as it doesn't interfere with their tradition? One group says you have to be dunked, another one sprinkled, to be baptized. The Roman Catholic church and the Eastern Orthodox church split because of yeast in communion wafers. One group says you have to speak in tongues to be baptized in the Holy Spirit, another says if you speak in tongues you're serving the devil. Each group has it's own catch phrases and code words you must speak to be accepted by them. Each has it's own take on the Bible. Some say God must do whatever you say, as if He's our servant. Some say there's nothing you could ever do to lose your relationship with God, while others say if you have one little errant thought, you've lost it. In Ireland for several hundred years they have been killing each other because of differing ideas of what Christianity is. People who were dedicated servants of God are ridiculed and shunned by others who claim to serve God. Why? Because they hadn't been raised in that denomination and didn't know their catch phrases. Where is God in all this? 
The Bible makes it very clear God has only children…no grandchildren. You can't get to God by following the traditions of men, even Christian men. We must have our own current, living relationship with the Loving God. When we do, we'll be able to see the traditions for the BS that they are. John says to us, "Turn around!"

2. Methods: 
Opposite of Tradition 
Mt 3:1-4 "1 ¶  In those days came John the Baptist, preaching in the wilderness of Judaea,

2  And saying, Repent ye: for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.

3  For this is he that was spoken of by the prophet Esaias, saying, The voice of one crying in the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.

4  And the same John had his raiment of camel’s hair, and a leathern girdle about his loins; and his meat was locusts and wild honey."

a. Dress: 
John's dress was the same as Elijah's. It was course, not fine. You see, at that time, as now, the religious leaders wore the finest clothing. Jesus criticized them for their soft lifestyle, taking the seats of honor at all occasions, making a big show of their religiousness, getting special treatment by everyone. What they didn't know then and don't seem to know now is, the word for minister in their language actually means to serve…not to be served. John expected no honor or gifts. He ate what God gave him… locusts and wild honey. By the way, one of the questions we asked in Kid's Corner when we covered this was "Are you supposed to cook grasshoppers before you eat them?" Check it out…it's a good way to introduce Biblical topics into family discussions. John hadn't read "Dress for Success". His dress was the opposite of tradition.
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