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Sermon for the Nativity of Saint John the Baptist, June 24, 2018 
Said Mass 
By the Reverend Stephen Gerth 
Isaiah 40:1–11; Psalm 85:7–13; Acts 13:14b–26; Luke 1:57–80 

 
Since seminary, I have followed the pattern I learned 
at Nashotah House that at Daily Morning Prayer the 
canticle between the Old Testament and New 
Testament lessons should be the song about John the 
Baptist and at Daily Evening Prayer it should be the 
song of Mary. That’s not the only way to do it, but the 
logic is this: John the Baptist and the Virgin Mary are 
the bridge figures, as it were, between the old and the 
new. The third song in Luke’s infancy narrative, the 
Song of Simeon, is also used at Daily Evening Prayer.  
 
These three songs are, in the words of the late New 
Testament scholar Raymond Brown, “phrased entirely 
in Old Testament language, unlike the developed 
hymns we find in post-50 Christian writings”1—the 
year fifty is about where scholars date the earliest New 
Testament text, Paul’s First Letter to the 
Thessalonians.2 An example of a New Testament 

                            
1 Raymond E. Brown, A Coming Christ in Advent (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 
1988), 53, n.21. 
2 David G. Horrell, “The First Letter of Paul to the Thessalonians,” New Oxford 
Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha, An Ecumenical 
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hymn would be words about Jesus from Paul’s letter 
to the Philippians: “Therefore God has highly exalted 
him and bestowed on him the name which is above 
every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee 
should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the 
earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is 
Lord, to the glory of God the Father”3—New 
Testament language. 
 
I think it’s worth noting the Church’s daily praise 
reaches back to God’s promises to his chosen people. 
Yet, the Hebrew Scriptures can be a very 
uncomfortable place to be. Certainly, the words we 
heard from Isaiah and from the appointed psalm were 
beautiful and strong, but the story of humankind in 
the Old Testament is not an easy one to hear. And 
though Jesus in Luke preached that “the kingdom of 
God is in the midst of you,”4 every sin found in 
Genesis, from slavery5 to evil cruelty of every kind is 
still abroad across humankind.  

                            
Study Bible, ed. Michael D. Coogan, 4th ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2010), 2074–75. 
3 Philippians 2:9–11. 
4 Luke 17:21. 
5 https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2013/10/17/this-map-
shows-where-the-worlds-30-million-slaves-live-there-are-60000-in-the-u-
s/?utm_term=.3de2c0fba460, (accessed 23 June 2018). 
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Despite the admonitions of Deuteronomy, that we are 
to welcome the sojourner, the stranger, and to provide 
food for the poor,6 not to mention the words of 
Matthew’s Jesus, “I was hungry and you gave me food, 
I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger 
and you welcomed me, I was naked and you clothed 
me, I was sick and you visited me, I was in prison and 
you came to me,”7 I can’t remember when I last heard 
a political leader of any party have the courage to 
quote faithfully from the Jewish or Christian scriptures 
and to try to act in accordance with scripture.  
 
So, to the good news in the Song of Zechariah, the 
Benedictus. God has not forgotten God’s promises to 
save God’s people. That is at the heart of all three of 
these early Jewish Christian songs. In his study, The 
Birth of the Messiah, Raymond Brown made a case 
that these hymns came from a group of Jewish 
Christians known as the Anawim—the poor ones, 
people who were dependent on God for their food 
and for their lives.8 
 
                            
6 For example, Deuteronomy 10:18–19. 
7 Matthew 25:35–36. 
8 Raymond E. Brown, The Birth of the Messiah: A Commentary on the Infancy 
Narratives in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke, Updated ed. (New York: Doubleday, 
1993), 328. 
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That said, there is a great deal of joy among those 
whom God has helped, who have responded to God 
in bringing into this world two children of promise, 
John and Jesus. And joy is normal when a child comes 
into the world.9  
 
The late New Testament scholar François Bovon 
wrote in his commentary on Luke that, “In Hebrew, 
John’s name means “YHWH is gracious”10—
something I’m not sure I knew, but I’m going to try to 
remember it. I do remember that the name of Jesus 
means “YWHW is salvation.”11 But as Luke begins, 
John and Jesus are newborn children. It will take the 
years of his life for God’s graciousness and salvation 
to unfold in the lives of these boys.12 It will take Jesus’ 
death and resurrection for God’s loving purposes for  
  

                            
9 François Bovon, Luke 1: A Commentary on the Gospel of Luke 1:1–9:50, trans. 
Christine Thomas, Hermeneia, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2002), 67. 
10 Ibid., 71. 
11 J.R.C. Cousland, “The Gospel According to Matthew,” New Oxford Annotated 
Bible: New Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha, An Ecumenical Study 
Bible, ed. Michael D. Coogan, 4th ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 
1748, n. 
12 Bovon, 71. 
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eternal life for all people to be known and proclaimed 
as God’s plan for our salvation. 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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