
Message:  “Being Cautious of Polished Proclaimers” 

Scripture Lesson:  Matthew 3:1-12 
3In those days John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness of Judea, 

proclaiming, 2“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” 3This is the one 

of whom the prophet Isaiah spoke when he said, “The voice of one crying out in the 

wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.’” 4Now John 

wore clothing of camel’s hair with a leather belt around his waist, and his food was 

locusts and wild honey. 5Then the people of Jerusalem and all Judea were going out 

to him, and all the region along the Jordan, 6and they were baptized by him in the 

river Jordan, confessing their sins. 
7But when he saw many Pharisees and Sadducees coming for baptism, he said to 

them, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to 

come? 8Bear fruit worthy of repentance. 9Do not presume to say to yourselves, ‘We 

have Abraham as our ancestor’; for I tell you, God is able from these stones to 

raise up children to Abraham. 10Even now the ax is lying at the root of the trees; 

every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the 

fire. 11“I baptize you with water for repentance, but one who is more powerful than 

I is coming after me; I am not worthy to carry his sandals. He will baptize you with 

the Holy Spirit and fire. 12His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his 

threshing floor and will gather his wheat into the granary; but the chaff he will 

burn with unquenchable fire.” 

 

Many, many years ago, I was a very green, brand-new pastor attending this thing 

called Annual Conference – it was my second or third such experience, which I 

found somewhat disorienting.  Five days on the Colorado State University campus, 

living in dormitory rooms in the midst of seven or eight hundred clergy members 

and lay representatives (this was Rocky Mountain Conference, when it had about 

four hundred churches….).  It was a huge gathering of pastors and church leaders 

who came together annually to conduct church business – you know, a veritable 

picture of energized excitement….. 

 

Well, maybe not.  I remember sitting through meeting after meeting, plenary 

after plenary, trying to take it all in.  It was overwhelming and a bit mind numbing, 

but I could see the value of it all – connecting us together, holding us accountable, 

seeking a corporate vision in ways that would be impossible otherwise. 

But one moment of that conference stood out to me; at the end of the week, 

there was held the service of ordination, where we ordained candidates for 

ministry before the whole body.  It was a fairly long service with lots of liturgy 

and song; various clergy and laypersons took on different parts of the service.   



 

What stood out to me most, however, was the sermon.  It was amazing.  The 

preacher got up and began his sermon, and I realized quickly that this was no 

novice at delivering a homily.  I’ve never heard anyone speak so smoothly, so 

clearly, so perfectly; it was as if he had worked his message out on a loom, weaving 

one word seamlessly and beautifully into the next.  He spoke for around 40 

minutes without any stumble, without any breach in his flow, without awkwardness 

or pause.  His were soft scintillations scented in sweetness, his eloquence was 

exquisitely exact exhortation, his prose polished, profound, and precise (well, you 

get the idea!).    And I remember that sermon so very well, because immediately 

after he spoke his last word and sat down, I found myself feeling a surprising 

feeling in that context; I found myself feeling………….empty. 

 

Amazed at his speaking skill, astounded that never stumbled or slipped, 

dumbfounded that he could do so for forty minutes – but empty nonetheless.  I 

don’t remember anything he talked about; only that his delivery was flawless.  It 

was as if the cathedral-esque architecture of the sermon was ornamental only; 

there seemed to be no authentic, relatable heart.  It was so polished it didn’t 

seem real. 

  

Now, I must be the first to consider that perhaps I was jealous of his skill, or 

that I was so green that I didn’t understand how to interpret higher theological 

orations, or that I was just tired after forty minutes, but I don’t think so.  What 

I experienced felt like that old adage that goes “all show, no substance.”  I like 

how others put this phenomenon (yes, I looked these up on the internet) – “all 

sauce,  no meat,” “all gravy, no potatoes,” “all butter, no toast,” and my favorite, “a 

shell of shiny things and shimmering swirls signifying nothing.”  It is the emptiness 

that comes when too much effort is given to presentation, and not enough to 

practical human application.   

 

Maybe that’s why I dislike polish so very much when it comes to representing God.  

Maybe it’s why I have a profound distaste for some televangelists who have 

worked their craft towards a smoothness that defies friction behind thousand-

dollar suits.  Maybe it’s because I have tried to be polished, but failed miserably; 

I just don’t have it in me, as you all well know!  I am anything but a polished 

preacher.   



But maybe it’s much simpler than that; maybe it’s because I see Jesus and those 

around him who represent God with most authority and validity as ones who are 

anything but polished.  From the poverty of the prophets to the harshness of 

their speech to the fumbling of the disciples to the stubbornness of Peter and 

Paul – most if not all of those speaking for God in the past were anything but 

polished.   Which begs a point:  Maybe polish works against God more than for 

God? 

 

Here we have, in our scripture lesson today, the foremost representative of God 

in that time, living in the wilderness; he eats from the land, bugs and wild honey 

and gleanings from the fields and whatever can be scrounged from the earth, 

wearing a camel’s hair coat with a leather belt around his waist, speaking harsh 

words of caution and confession and fire and wrath and chaff – none of these are 

themes of the top 100 sermons of his day, as they aren’t now.  He powerfully 

criticizes those who are in positions of authority and representation, cautioning 

them against resting on their laurels or legacy; the only thing that counts is one’s 

authentic, true standing before God, which rests on the life lived for God and 

nothing else.  He is a messy, uncouth, rough-natured, smelly, shouty hermit – yet 

the people flock to him as embodying the word and will of God, of one who has a 

connection to the divine which is apparent and powerful, and perhaps immanently 

relatable because his messy existence identifies with a truth most of us 

acknowledge even as we try to hide it – life is a very messy thing. 

 

Why such details about John the Baptist, unless it was important to make a point – 

THAT OUR GOD DEALS IN THE MESSINESS OF REAL LIFE?  Our God is the 

sovereign of the real world of dirt and sweat, of warnings and challenges, of 

brokenness and futility, and comes to us in the form of John the Baptist as well as 

his Son and others; they are not concerned with appearances but with deeper, 

more important things.  They are concerned with matters of the heart which are 

often complicated and confused; they are concerned with matters of the spirit 

which are often mysterious and challenging.  They came to us in camel’s hair coats 

and disciple’s rabble in order to speak a word that can be heard by similarly-

experienced souls, relating to the messiness that characterizes us all.  It is only 

through one who was fully one of us that we can hear a word regarding a way of 

hope and possibility, of love and light, of healing and help, none of which can be 

found on our own.   



 

Jesus came into our world in order to embrace and transform our messy lives – 

and to do so, he got messy himself.  He embraced lepers, he spoke to those others 

shunned, he ate with sinners, he spat on the ground to heal blindness, he chastised 

leaders and undermined authorities – and wound up executed as a criminal on a 

cross for the sake of it all.  You can’t get much messier than that. 

 

But God’s mess is our salvation as we look to Christ.  That God is not affronted by 

our brokenness provides for our greatest hope.  We do not have to be polished to 

receive Grace; polish gets in the way, for pretense cannot embrace truth.  Grace 

requires only the willingness to receive it for it to be given; only authentic longing 

for what God provides will receive God’s gift – there is no other qualification.   

 


