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Luke 7:18-35  
Messengers from John the Baptist 
 18The disciples of John reported all these things to him. So John summoned 
two of his disciples 19and sent them to the Lord to ask, “Are you the one who 
is to come, or are we to wait for another?” 20When the men had come to him, 
they said, “John the Baptist has sent us to you to ask, ‘Are you the one who is 
to come, or are we to wait for another?’” 21Jesus had just then cured many 
people of diseases, plagues, and evil spirits, and had given sight to many who 
were blind. 22And he answered them, “Go and tell John what you have seen 
and heard: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are 
cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the poor have good news brought 
to them. 23And blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me.” 
 24When John’s messengers had gone, 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? 25What then did you go out to see? Someone dressed in 
soft robes? Look, those who put on fine clothing and live in luxury are in royal 
palaces. 26What then did you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and 
more than a prophet. 27This is the one about whom it is written, 

‘See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, 
who will prepare your way before you.’ 

 28I tell you, among those born of women no one is greater than John; yet the 
least in the kingdom of God is greater than he.” 29(And all the people who 
heard this, including the tax collectors, acknowledged the justice of God, 
because they had been baptized with John’s baptism. 30But by refusing to be 
baptized by him, the Pharisees and the lawyers rejected God’s purpose for 
themselves.) 
 31“To what then will I compare the people of this generation, and what are 
they like? 32They are like children sitting in the marketplace and calling to 
one another, 

‘We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; 
we wailed, and you did not weep.’ 

 33For John the Baptist has come eating no bread and drinking no wine, and 
you say, ‘He has a demon’; 34the Son of Man has come eating and drinking, 
and you say, ‘Look, a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and 
sinners!’ 35Nevertheless, wisdom is vindicated by all her children.” 
 
 



  Last Sunday some of us took a break from an evening of entertaining 

commercials to watch a little football game that is referred to as “The Super 

Bowl.” In the football world, this is the game that is supposed to determine 

which National Football League team was the best over this past season. 

  And now the game is over and the question has been answered and, for 

an entire year, the New England Patriots get to refer to themselves as the 

“World Champions” of professional football. For this brief moment in time, 

they get to refer to themselves as the greatest but we understand that even 

their greatness is limited and next year about this time we may well be 

talking about some other team. 

   It was Napoleon who said, 

"Greatness is fleeting, but obscurity is eternal." 

  It sounds like Napoleon was having a bad day BUT what he said is 

true. For most of us “greatness is fleeting” (if we have any greatness at all) 

and I believe that we tend to use the term too casually. We apply this 

description to people who compete in athletics and people who succeed in 

business. We label people as “great” because they serve in a political office or 

gave money to charity or have made it on to the stage or in movies.  The 

linguistic problem is that if every time someone does something admirable we 

brand them as “great,” then the word “great” has lost all of its meaning. 

We’ve done that same thing to the words like “epic” and “hero” and “literally.” 

  In today’s passage Jesus uses that word to describe John the Baptist. 

 I tell you, among those born of women no one is greater than John; 

  It’s an interesting phrase because at the time Jesus spoke John was 

locked up in a prison cell waiting for his execution. Obviously, Jesus wasn’t 

connecting greatness to physical prowess or material success. John was great 

for other reasons; reasons that aren’t always recognized in our world. 



  We might say that John the Baptist was great because of his 

willingness to commit himself to something that was bigger than he was. 

John was great because he was willing to sacrifice his own goals and dreams 

to be part of God’s movement in the world.  

  Reading about John the Baptist should put us to shame because he 

offers us a picture of sacrifice that most of us are unwilling to try to emulate. 

BUT, John’s greatness was the kind we recognize in the lives of other people 

who have also given everything they had to further a cause; people like 

Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr. and Mother Teresa. John’s 

greatness was the kind we see reflected in the early Christian martyrs and in 

people all around the world today who are putting God’s purposes ahead of 

their own. 

28I tell you, among those born of women no one is greater than John; 

  It’s the second half of Jesus’ sentence that should really get our 

attention. Jesus said, 

… yet the least in the kingdom of God is greater than he. 

  This is an interesting theological statement and since we are gathered 

to do theological work we should probably pause here for just a few minutes 

and talk about the Kingdom. 

 •In the Old Testament “The Kingdom of God” was understood to be that 

future time when the One True God would reign over his people and over the 

entire world. 

 •In the New Testament “The Kingdom of God” was understood to be 

connected to the reign of Christ AND since the Christ was to be the human 

manifestation of the One True God, then the Old and New Testaments are 

really talking about the same thing. 

 •The Kingdom of God was never a geographic description but it was always 

an expression of God’s activity (his rule over his people). So terms like “The 



Kingdom of God” and “The Kingdom of Heaven” are generally 

interchangeable because they describe the same thing. Heaven is (by 

definition) that place where God rules. 

 •The Kingdom of God was always understood to be something that God 

would establish. It has and will always belong to God which means that it 

isn’t something that we can make happen. “The Kingdom of God” is the 

ultimate goal of God’s work in and around our lives. We can be a part of it but 

we cannot create it or control it. 

  So, we talk about Jesus “ushering in the Kingdom” because he was 

opening the door to allow his people to step fully into the PRESENCE of the 

living God. Jesus was taking what people assumed was a distant and 

unapproachable God and making him very personal. This is where 

statements like this one fit in; Jesus said, 

“Abide in me as I abide in you. Just as the branch cannot bear fruit  
by itself unless it abides in the vine, neither can you  

unless you abide in me.” John 15:4 

  Jesus was ushering in the Kingdom because he was making it possible 

for us to give ourselves fully to God’s control. Jesus came to be our Lord and 

our King which means that Jesus was making it possible for the Kingdom of 

God to be active in our lives. 

  In the Gospel of Mark Jesus said, 

“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near;  
repent, and believe in the good news.” Mark 1:14-15 

  Repent (turn away from your old life); turn to Jesus and believe (put 

your trust in him); let Jesus be Lord over you (let him reign in your life) and 

enter the Kingdom. This is why we say that “The Kingdom of God” is both 

present and future. Jesus can reign in our lives today and yet we look 

forward to that time when Jesus will establish his Kingdom and reign over 

all creation. 



  Now, back to Jesus’ statement. 

“I tell you, among those born of women no one is greater than John;  
yet the least in the kingdom of God is greater than he.” 

  John stood on the dividing line of time. He was the last voice of the old 

covenant and the last prophet of a Kingdom that was coming but had not yet 

arrived. 

  As William Barclay said in his commentary,  

“John … had the task of pointing (people) to a greatness into which he himself  
did not enter. It is given for some men to be the signposts of God.” 

 “John had never seen the cross. Therefore, one thing John could never know  
 (was) the full revelation of the love of God.” 

  John’s work was to play the role of Elijah and both announce and 

prepare the way for the coming of the Lord; the one who would usher in God’s 

Kingdom. That would be Jesus. 

  John was laboring under the old covenant BUT Jesus came to create 

something new; a covenant of redemption and transformation; an invitation 

to people to be “free from the burden of sin” and to be “transformed by the 

renewing of (their) minds.” 

 “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the 
renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will  
of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect.” Romans 12:2 

  And this is what we are being invited in to. We are being invited to let 

Jesus reign in our lives today and step into the present day Kingdom of God. 

I’ve always thought of us as people who walk through this life with one foot 

firmly on earth and one foot firmly in heaven. We have been given a glimpse 

of what God is working to do completely. 

  The followers of Wesley have always been classified as “holiness people.” 

This means that we are on a journey and our goal is to fully surrender 

ourselves to God’s will for our lives and God’s work in the world. This is not 

an either/or proposition. We cannot take one and leave the other. If we are 



going to commit ourselves to God’s forgiveness and a transformed life, then 

we also need to be committed to God’s work in the world.  

  We are God’s witnesses; which means that we tell our friends about the 

wonderful Good News of new life in Christ. We are God’s hands and feet; 

which means we demonstrate the love of God in practical terms for people to 

see. 

 If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, 16and one of you 
says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,”  

and yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that?  
17So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead. James 2:15-17 

  We are meant to have two different and equally powerful motivations. 

We should love the people around us because God has expressed his love for 

us and we are becoming more like him every day. We should be actually 

learning to “love our neighbors as we love ourselves.” 

  But, as equally important, we should be living our lives in such a way 

that we are painting a picture of what new life in Christ is all about. We are 

an invitation to the world to trust in a Jesus who makes our lives complete. 

  AND this is where the whole subject of baptism fits into this 

conversation. In his commentary on what Jesus was saying Luke added these 

words, 

 And all the people who heard this, including the tax collectors, 
acknowledged the justice of God, because they had been baptized  

with John’s baptism. Luke 7:29 

  Both John and Jesus came to call people to “repent” which, as we’ve 

already mentioned, means turn away from what you’ve been and live a new 

life. In baptism the “all the people” including “the tax collectors” were 

determining to turn away from what they had been and giving themselves to 

God’s will and work in the world. They were acknowledging that they were 

willing to have their lives “set aside” for God’s service; they were being made 

“holy.” They had taken a step closer to the Kingdom of God. 



  Then Luke said, 

 But by refusing to be baptized by him, the Pharisees and the lawyers  
rejected God’s purpose for themselves. Luke 7:30 

  There was nothing “magic” about John’s baptism. The application of the 

water (even by someone as great as John) was not a mystical ceremony that 

changed these people into something they weren’t before. Baptism was an 

acknowledgement of a response to God’s call upon these people’s lives to be 

committed to God’s will for them and God’s work in the world. 

  So, we come to the world as the “baptized.” We are those people who 

have made the decision to turn away from what we have been and have given 

ourselves to serving God in the world. We are people who have decided to not 

only follow Jesus but to become like Jesus and do all that we can to invite 

our friends and family and strangers on the street to join us as we step into 

the present Kingdom of God. 

  Jesus ended this passage with these words, 

 Nevertheless, wisdom is vindicated by all her children. 

  I think that this is a fancy way of saying, “the proof is in the pudding.” 

We will “vindicate” (make real) for the people around us the “wisdom” of 

trusting our lives to Jesus. 

  Let it be so. 


