
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

Second Sunday after Epiphany

Year A, RCL

Isaiah 49:1-7
Psalm 40:1-12
John 1:29-42

Almighty God, whose Son our Savior Jesus Christ is the

light of the world: Grant that your people, illumined by your

Word  and  Sacraments,  may  shine  with  the  radiance  of

Christ's  glory,  that  he  may  be  known,  worshipped,  and

obeyed to  the  ends  of  the  earth;  through Jesus  Christ  our

Lord, who with you and the Holy Spirit lives and reigns, one

God, now and for ever. Amen.
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Isaiah 49:1-7

Listen to me, O coastlands,
pay attention, you peoples from far away!
The LORD called me before I was born,
while I was in my mother's womb he named me.
He made my mouth like a sharp sword,
in the shadow of his hand he hid me;
he made me a polished arrow,
in his quiver he hid me away.
And he said to me, “You are my servant,
Israel, in whom I will be glorified.”
But I said, “I have labored in vain,
I have spent my strength for nothing and vanity;
yet surely my cause is with the LORD,
and my reward with my God.”
And now the LORD says,
who formed me in the womb to be his servant,
to bring Jacob back to him,
and that Israel might be gathered to him,
for I am honored in the sight of the LORD,
and my God has become my strength--
he says,
“It is too light a thing that you should be my servant
to raise up the tribes of Jacob
and to restore the survivors of Israel;
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I will give you as a light to the nations,
that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth.”
Thus says the LORD,
the Redeemer of Israel and his Holy One,
to one deeply despised, abhorred by the nations,
the slave of rulers,
“Kings shall see and stand up,
princes, and they shall prostrate themselves,
because of the LORD, who is faithful,
the Holy One of Israel, who has chosen you.”
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Psalm 40:1-12 Page 640, BCP

Expectans, expectavi

1 I waited patiently upon the LORD; 
he stooped to me and heard my cry.

2 He lifted me out of the desolate pit, out of the mire and clay; 
he set my feet upon a high cliff and made my footing sure.

3 He put a new song in my mouth,
a song of praise to our God; 
many shall see, and stand in awe,
and put their trust in the LORD.

4 Happy are they who trust in the LORD! 
they do not resort to evil spirits or turn to false gods.

5 Great things are they that you have done, O LORD my God!
how great your wonders and your plans for us! 
there is none who can be compared with you.

6 Oh, that I could make them known and tell them! 
but they are more than I can count.

7 In sacrifice and offering you take no pleasure 
(you have given me ears to hear you);

8 Burnt-offering and sin-offering you have not required, 
and so I said, “Behold, I come.

9 In the roll of the book it is written concerning me: 
‘I love to do your will, O my God;
your law is deep in my heart.”’

10 I proclaimed righteousness in the great congregation; 
behold, I did not restrain my lips;
and that, O LORD, you know.

11 Your righteousness have I not hidden in my heart; 
I have spoken of your faithfulness and your deliverance;
I have not concealed your love and faithfulness from the great congregation.

12 You are the LORD;
do not withhold your compassion from me;
let your love and your faithfulness keep me safe for ever.

4



John 1:29-42

John saw Jesus coming toward him and declared, “Here is 

the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world! This 

is he of whom I said, ‘After me comes a man who ranks 

ahead of me because he was before me.’ I myself did not 

know him; but I came baptizing with water for this reason, 

that he might be revealed to Israel.” And John testified, “I 

saw the Spirit descending from heaven like a dove, and it re-

mained on him. I myself did not know him, but the one who 

sent me to baptize with water said to me, ‘He on whom you 

see the Spirit descend and remain is the one who baptizes 

with the Holy Spirit.’ And I myself have seen and have testi-

fied that this is the Son of God.”

The next day John again was standing with two of his disci-

ples, and as he watched Jesus walk by, he exclaimed, “Look, 

here is the Lamb of God!” The two disciples heard him say 

this, and they followed Jesus. When Jesus turned and saw 
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them following, he said to them, “What are you looking for?”

They said to him, “Rabbi” (which translated means Teacher), 

“where are you staying?” He said to them, “Come and see.” 

They came and saw where he was staying, and they remained

with him that day. It was about four o’clock in the afternoon. 

One of the two who heard John speak and followed him was 

Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother. He first found his brother Si-

mon and said to him, “We have found the Messiah” (which is

translated Anointed). He brought Simon to Jesus, who looked

at him and said, “You are Simon son of John. You are to be 

called Cephas” (which is translated Peter).

6



SERMON

All I can say is that I must love you guys an awful lot.

Every time the Revised Common Lectionary give us a pas-

sage from John I have to dig through many, many pages of

very,  very  dry  scholarly  writing  to  remind  myself  of  this

Gospel’s  place  in  our  Bibles.  You  know,  of  course,  how

unique  the  Gospel  of  John  is.  Bible  scholars  speak  of

Matthew, Mark and Luke as the  synoptic Gospels from the

Greek word meaning “with one eye” or “one view”. These

three present the story of Jesus’ time on earth in a mostly

consistent way. The Fourth Gospel, which we call John, does

not follow the story as told by the synoptic Gospels. It is sig-

nificantly different in its details. The Revised Common Lec-

tionary devotes a year to each of the synoptic Gospels, but

John only pops up here and there, so I have to review every

time it does because I’m old and frail and I forget stuff. Trust

me. It’s not as much fun as going to the movies. I do it so you

won’t have to, but I wonder if I’m really doing you such a fa-
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vor. There’s a huge difference between reading the Bible and

studying  the  Bible  and  if  you  don’t  study  it  for  yourself,

you’re likely to reach some inappropriate conclusions. His-

tory is full of examples of people who read the Bible just to

find what they wanted to find.

I had a great discussion about this Monday at the Chapel

of St. Arbuck’s. I was explaining some of the differences be-

tween the Fourth Gospel’s narrative and that of the synoptics

when someone asked, “Why do you need to know all that?

Can’t you just take the words as they are written?”

Good point. Why can’t we just be satisfied with the words

as  they  are  written?  Why  do  I  have  to  read  all  those  dry

pages? Am I not over-thinking this? Such were my thoughts

that  night as I  went on Facebook to clear my head. I  was

chatting with  the  lady Kathy and I  bought  our  first  house

from 36 years ago. We hadn’t seen each other in decades, and

I said, “I just gave you a big wad of money and you walked

away.”
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She cracked up. “You do know that eyebrows are going

up all over the Internet about that comment, right?” Without

knowing the context of the transaction, and just taking the

words as they are written, one is likely to come to an entirely

inappropriate conclusion about the nature of the transaction

between she and me! That’s the answer to the question posed

at the Chapel of St. Arbuck’s about why we need to know all

that stuff. If we don’t do our homework so we know the con-

text of what we are reading, we’re very likely to come to en-

tirely inappropriate conclusions. Before we jump to inappro-

priate conclusions, let’s try to understand that context better.

An important part  of that context is the man known as

John the Baptist. John appears prominently in all four Gospel

accounts. John the Baptist is the starting point of Mark’s re-

counting and the beginnings of Jesus’ adult life in Matthew

and Luke. He is characterized differently, depending on the

Gospel you are reading, but he’s there. Always. Today’s pas-

sage recounts two days and two different meetings between
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John and Jesus. 

Another critical piece of context is the destruction of the

Temple and the events that followed. The Fourth Gospel was

written about a quarter century after the destruction of the

Temple  by  the  Romans  in  70 c.e.  Judaism for  a  thousand

years had looked to the Temple as the footstool of God, the

very center of their faith. Now it was gone. If Judaism as it

had existed for a millennium could no longer be, what would

it become? In the last quarter of the First Century, that ques-

tion occupied the thoughts of every Jew. “With no Temple,

where do we go to meet God?” As you can imagine, there

were as many answers to that question as there were people

applying themselves to asking it. 

Among the many voices competing for attention was a

sect of Jews who believed that the Messiah had come. These

Christian Jews confessed that God Himself had taken on hu-

man flesh and walked among us and what in the world is that

supposed to mean? Does not every Jew, morning and night,
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pray the S’hma saying “Hear, oh Israel, the Lord, the Lord

your God is ONE”? How can God be two? It was an intense

and sometimes hurtful difference of opinion.

Push came to shove about the time the Fourth Gospel was

written, and a nineteenth blessing, the “Birkat haMinim” or

“Blessing on Heretics” was added to the synagogue service.

It’s  not  such  a  blessing.  “Blessing”  is  a  euphemism  for

“curse” here. In one variant, it ran thusly: 

For the apostates let there be no hope. And let the ar-
rogant government be speedily uprooted in our days.
Let the no erim and the minim be destroyed in a ẓ
moment. And let them be blotted out of the Book of 
Life and not be inscribed together with the right-
eous. Blessed art thou, O Lord, who humblest the ar-
rogant”

The “no erim” who are to be blotted out of the Book ofẓ

Life are believed to be the Nazarenes — the Christian Jews

who were cast out of the synagogue at about this time. And

so, the Christian Jews became Jewish Christians. When you

read in  the  Fourth  Gospel  passages  critical  of  “the  Jews”,
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think on this context. A people was being ripped apart. That

which had been one for a thousand years was becoming two.

That cannot happen among human beings without hurt. Both

the Birkat haMinim and the portions of John which later peo-

ple read as an excuse for Antisemitism reflect the pain of a

people divided from one another in this way. One of those in-

appropriate conclusions you can reach if you do not know the

context of the document is that Christians and Jews are some-

how at war or that God has abandoned His people Israel. Paul

made it clear long before John was written that this is not so.
1I ask, then, has God rejected his people? By no 
means! I myself am an Israelite, a descendant of 
Abraham, a member of the tribe of Benjamin. 2God 
has not rejected his people whom he foreknew.1

Let’s leave the history lesson behind for a minute and talk

about us. We are not so different from the Jews who could

not accept the witness of the Christians. They couldn’t accept

the possibility of change, just as we have difficulty embrac-

ing change. Of all the things we don’t like to change, our reli-

1 Romans 11:1-2
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gion is number one. We want no surprises on Sunday morn-

ing. We want familiar hymns, and a familiar liturgy. It’s good

that we don’t go running off after every new thing that comes

along. That’s the inertia of community which keeps us on an

even keel. Nevertheless, we have to give space in which God

can work or we become like the concrete lions in front of the

public library — looking fierce but utterly powerless.  God

has the run of his entire creation, not just the lawn of your be-

liefs. 

The writer of the Fourth Gospel has to convince his first

century readers that God has moved in His Creation. He un-

dertakes to do it by drawing on the authority of John the Bap-

tist and the Holy Scriptures. A few verses before our text for

today, when John was confronted by the religious authorities

demanding to know by what authority he was baptizing, he

applied the words of Isaiah2 to himself, saying

‘I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness,
“Make straight the way of the Lord” ’,

2 Isaiah 40:3 
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John’s witness now continues:

I saw the Spirit descending from heaven like a dove,
and it remained on him. I myself did not know him, 
but the one who sent me to baptize with water said 
to me, ‘He on whom you see the Spirit descend and 
remain is the one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.’
And I myself have seen and have testified that this is
the Son of God.

 By the witness of John the Fourth Gospel is making clear

to those who seek God that a new thing has happened. The

world now is not like the world was before and that change to

the world is acknowledged by John the Baptist, and prophe-

sied by Scripture which named Israel as the light from which

God would illuminate all the nations:

And now the LORD says,
...
“It is too light a thing that you should be my servant
to raise up the tribes of Jacob
and to restore the survivors of Israel;
I will give you as a light to the nations,
that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth.”

Now we can see how important it is that we not let our

ideas of God calcify into stone lions. Our beliefs about God
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can never limit God. We are fallible, sinful people and we can

never contain the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the

truth. 

Once upon a time, the Devil and his friend were closely

following a man. The man stooped and picked up something.

“What did he find?” the Devil’s friend ask.

“A piece of the truth”, the Devil answered.

“Doesn’t that worry you, that he now has a piece of the

truth?” the friend asked.

“Not at all”, old Scratch replied. “I’ll just let him make a

belief of it.”3 

I said last Sunday that the certainty of the religious fa-

natic is the enemy of faith, and that is so. The less you apply

yourself to your homework, the more convinced you will be-

come  that  you  understand  more  than  you  do.  That’s  the

course  whose  ultimate  destination is  the  Westboro  Baptist

Church.  Unless we approach the call of God to us with hu-

mility, recognizing that we are flawed and can too easily mis-

3 Anthony de Mello
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understand, we will end up kicking the Christians out of the

Synagogue over and over again. God is working in the world,

but we have to have the good sense not to fight Him over it,

as well as the humility not to jump too quickly at every new

thing. That means that a Christian must be a Bible studier, not

just a Bible quoter. A Christian must devote the time neces-

sary to understand the Scriptures,  not  just  the time to find

pithy quotes to use in an argument for we are altogether too

fond of getting all pithy.

We are to believe that Jesus represented something mys-

terious and beyond human comprehension and we are to do

so with humility. Just taking the words as written will not do.

We must study Scripture in such a way as to reach an under-

standing of what is being said, and, even then, we are to be

humble and acknowledge that  the Incarnation is a mystery

beyond human understanding. I’d like to close with a prayer I

have used before, from Thomas Merton.

“My Lord God, I have no idea where I am going. I 
do not see the road ahead of me. I cannot know for 
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certain where it will end. Nor do I really know my-
self, and the fact that I think that I am following 
your will does not mean that I am actually doing so. 
But I believe that the desire to please you does in 
fact please you. And I hope I have that desire in all 
that I am doing. I hope that I will never do anything 
apart from that desire. And I know that if I do this 
you will lead me by the right road though I may 
know nothing about it. Therefore will I trust you al-
ways though I may seem to be lost and in the 
shadow of death. I will not fear, for you are ever 
with me, and you will never leave me to face my 
perils alone.”

AMEN
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2014 J. Stewart Schneider

12


