A REED SHAKEN BY THE W ND
A REED SHAKEN BY THE W ND (LUKE 7:19-24).

This story concerning John the Baptist is one of the nost
dramatic in the Bible. Al though the followi ng names may be
nmeani ngl ess to nost people, the fact that Anbrose, Hilary,
Chrysost om Theophyl act, Calvin, Beza and Mel ancthon dis-
cussed the incident and wote their findings for posterity, proves
that John's request fascinated the religious scholars of succes-
sive generations. Mre recently the debates continued with Mey-
er, Ewald, Godet, Plunptre, Farrar and others, and apparently,
so to speak, John the Baptist started a ball rolling which never
stopped. To say the least, his question to Jesus: "Art thou he
that shoul d cone?" created unprecedented problens.

John had been inprisoned for approximtely 18 nonths and
lived alone with his menories. Beneath the blue skies of Ga-
lilee he had preached to enornous crowds, and for a while at
| east, had been the central figure in Israel. Hi s forthright presen-
tation of truth, his unshakable faith and courage, won an abi d-
ing place in the hearts of all listeners. Soldiers, priests and
statesnmen attended his services, and John's exploits were dis-
cussed in every Hebrew honme. Hs dynanic ministry stirred
every part of the nation; he had been God's anoi nted anbassa-
dor. Unfortunately, that tine of spiritual refreshing had been
repl aced by solitude and incarceration in Herod s dungeon. Ev-
eryt hi ng had changed dramatically, and for prolonged periods
of tinme, John's only conpani ons were the spiders who spun
their webs in the corners of his cell. Wen the prisoner rem -
ni sced and relived the experiences he had known in the Jordan
Vall ey, his mind A so sone theol ogi ans believe A becane a
prey to doubt.

Cccasionally John's disciples were pernmitted to visit their
master, but their conversation never pronoted confort and con-
fidence. They were his only means of communicating with the
outside world, but alas, they brought disconcerting news of
current events. "Master," said one of his friends, "do you re-
nmenber that Canmenter from Nazareth whom you baptized?

You suggested He woul d be our Messiah. Did you nake a
m stake? It would be extrenely difficult to find a nore unlikely

123

candi date for that position. That nan neither speaks nor acts
like a king of Israel. You denounced hypocrites; He dines with
them W expected Hmto expel our enemes, but He fraterniz-
es with them John, is it possible that you were m staken when
you led us to believe He would deliver |srael?"

"And John calling unto himtwo of his disciples, sent them
to Jesus saying: Art thou he that should cone or | ook we for
anot her?" Throughout the history of the church, theol ogians
have inquired: "Did John ask that question because his faith
had weakened, or did he send his friends knowi ng the Lord
al one could solve their problens?" Later, when Christ replied
to the question, He said: "Wat went ye out into the wilderness
for to see A a reed shaken by the wi nd?" The banks of the
Jordan River were lined with plants of many ki nds, and when
the wi nds bl ew through the valley, the rustle of the reeds could
easily be heard. They swayed and | eaned with the breeze. Had
John been a shaki ng, bendi ng reed? Sone teachers believe his
faith, tenmporarily, had weakened.

The Wnd of Adversity.. . The danger of doubt
During World War |1, Wal es was extensively danaged by
German bonbs. Beautiful homes were reduced to rubble, and
the town of Swansea was obliterated. It was annoying to hear
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A REED SHAKEN BY THE W ND
peopl e grunbling and asking: "Wy did God pernit this to
happen?” Many of the questioners never attended any church
and scoffed at religion. Yet, in tines of trouble, they blaned
God Whom t hey had i gnor ed.

There is a great difference between a shaking reed and an

unyi el ding oak tree, yet there are people who resenbl e both.
Birds may nest safely in a tree, but a shaking reed is a poor
haven in a tenpest. Did John becone increasingly despondent
as he listened to the depressing conversation of his friends? Did
he permt their biased opinions to darken the blue sky of his
serenity? When his faith weakened, did he dispatch his friends
on a regrettabl e errand?
Wien | was a young Christian, the son of our pastor cane to
stay in our hone. Hs parents were away on busi ness, and ny
not her consented to care for the small boy during their ab-
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sence. Wien it was tinme for the lad to go to bed, | listened and
snmi |l ed when he prayed: "Ch, God, |I'"mnot going to pray to You
anynore. You do not answer ny prayers anyhow. | asked You

| ast night that | should have all ny sums right today, and | had
two wong. It's no good asking You anything!" That small child
was a forerunner of many ol der people with simlar conplaints.
On the other hand, there is in the forest a vine which waps
itself around oak trees. It matters not from which direction the
wi nd bl ows, the vine is either sheltered by the tree or pressed
closer toit. It is better to cling than conpl ai n!

The Wnd of Hypocrisy... The disaster of defiance

One day, when | was visiting homes in a rural area of Here-
fordshire, | met a very hospitable Irishman who expressed in-
terest in the Gospel. He was so enthusiastic that | asked why he
had not attended ny neetings in the nearby Methodi st church

Instantly, his countenance changed as he replied, "Ch no, | wll
never enter that place again. | have not been inside those doors
for fifteen years." | asked what had happened at that tinme, and

he cited an argunment with a church leader. Wth God's help |
brought those stubborn nen together and that evening saw four
peopl e surrendering to Christ. The incident rem nded ne of
what happened when the sons of Israel's high priest disgraced
their calling.

..... the sin of the young nen was very great before the
LORD; for nmen abhorred the offering of the LORD' (1 Sam
2:17). At that early period in Jewi sh history there were no
synagogues t hroughout the nation, and if nen desired to visit
t he house of God, they journeyed to Shiloh to attend one of the
festivals. People anticipated the occasion, for it becane a reli-
gi ous vacation when they net friends fromall over the country.
When the evil conduct of the priests becane known, citizens
detested the inproprieties, and many fanilies refused to obey
the conmandnent to be present at Shiloh. The shekinah glory
m ght be residing over the Tabernacle, but the wi nds of hypoc-
risy had blown it fromthe hearts of nmen and wonen. They saw
t he of fenders but |ost sight of the Lord.
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The Wnd of Conplicity. . . The defeat in departing

"For Denmas hath forsaken nme, having | oved this present
worl d, and is departed unto Thessalonica" (2 Tim 4:10). Poor
Denas, a yearning heart had destroyed his happi ness. The drudg-
ery of serving a prisoner irritated his soul, and in his restless-
ness, he found the beckoning night-lights of the world too glam
orous to resist
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Per haps he believed the approaching death of Paul woul d
| eave himw thout sustenance. What could be done if he were
left alone in an alien city? Maybe Denas | onged to participate
i n pl easures which Paul condemmed. The woren, w ne and
songs of Rone were attractive, but how could he enjoy the
attractions of the city when his friend remained in a prison cell?

Then he thought of an alternative. He would go to Thessal -
onica, and be free to do whatever he desired. It nay never be
known how he felt when he nade his final visit to the apostle.
H s eyes were furtive; his face flushed as he tried to conceal the
uneasi ness within his soul

He had becone a reed shaken by the w nd, and al though he
did not yet realize the magnitude of his nistake, he was destined
to regret his action. He deserted his best friend, and denied the
Lord. Throughout the history of the church millions of professing
Christians, unfortunately, have emul ated his exanple.

If the pleasures of the world can be likened to a tree, then its
fruits are numerous. An excessive desire to nake noney either
by legitimate or illegitimte nmeans; a desire to reach the top of
a profession at any cost; the surrendering of spiritual convic-
tions to enjoy sonething prohibited by the Wrd of God; or an
illicit association which saps noral and spiritual strength. These
are the adverse w nds which prove whether a man is a shaking
reed or a dependable Christian

M. Robert Robi nson, who wote the hymm, "Cone, Thou
fount of every blessing,” unfortunately becanme a reed shaken
by the wind. He lost his comunion with God, and in an at-
tenpt to alleviate his msery, traveled around the world. He net
a young | ady who asked what he thought of her favorite hym,
and was astoni shed to discover she had fallen in love with his
own conposition. He tried to evade her question, but she insist-
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ed on obtaining an answer. Finally, he confessed he was the

aut hor of those verses, but he had lost the joy of serving Christ.
The young Christian rem nded the sorrowful man that "the

streans of mercy" nentioned in his hym were still flow ng.

That girl changed his Iife, and the shaken reed found new sta-
bility in Christ.

Sorre t heol ogi ans believe John had been influenced by the
wi nds of adversity, but the evidence supporting that concl usion
is not irrefutable. Dr. G Canpbell Mrgan and nmany ot her
illustrious teachers rejected that idea, affirm ng that John never
wavered fromhis initial convictions and was undi sturbed by
the events which resulted in his inprisonment and deat h.

John knew what woul d happen even before he was arrested
by Herod. He announced: "He nust increase, but | nust de-
crease" (John 3:30). CGod revealed to H s servant the identity of
the Messiah, and evidently inparted know edge concerning the
nature of His sacrificial mnistry. John announced to his |isten-
ers that the Carpenter was " The Lanb of God which woul d
take away the sins of the world" (John 1:29) and the idea that
the evangelist lost his faith is unacceptable.

John's Wtness... the trenmendous nessage
When an angel predicted the birth of John the Baptist, he
said: ..... he shall be filled with the Holy Chost, even fromhis

nmot her's wonb" (see Luke 1:15). It is beyond conprehension
that, even in enbryonic form John was controlled by the Spirit
of God. That child grewto be the official representative of the
Al mi ghty, and wherever and whenever he mninistered, the Lord
endorsed what he did and said. He possessed a spiritual insight
that few nen had. H s statement, "Behold the Lanmb of God
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that taketh away the sins of the world," indicated the sacrifices
in former dispensations pointed to Christ; that, whereas they
nmet the need of individuals, Jesus becane the Savior of the
worl d. The wil derness preacher was controlled by the Al mghty,
but he knew his own mnistry would soon term nate. His state-
ment, "He nust increase, | nust decrease,” said all that needed
to be said. It is unlikely that such a man woul d be influenced by
the gossip of a few di sappoi nted di sci pl es.
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John's Worry... the troubled nen

It was al ways unwi se to argue with peopl e already convi nced!
The foll owers of John were not only disappointed by the denise
of their | eader, they were jeal ous of the Man Who succeeded
him Their enthusiasmhad been limtless, and it was difficult to
understand why their | eader should be inprisoned while Another
i nherited his popularity. Perhaps those troubled nmen felt they
had been robbed of pre-em nence in a national revival. The
di sci pl es of John missed the thrills of attending their master's
nmeetings; life had becone enpty and neani ngl ess.

John wel coned his visitors, but frowned when he realized
the cause of their despondency. What could be done to help
then? He woul d send themto Jesus, Who woul d know how to
di spel their doubts. "Brothers,” he said, "will you do sonethi ng
for me? Go and ask Jesus if He is the Messiah, and tell H mI
sent you." John smiled and said to hinself: “The Lord will
know what to do." "And in that sanme hour he (Jesus) cured
many of their infirmties and plagues, and of evil spirits; and
unto many that were blind he gave sight. Then Jesus answering
said unto them Go your way, and tell John what things ye have
seen and heard; how that the blind see, the lanme walk, the
| epers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, to the
poor the gospel is preached. And bl essed is he, whosoever shal
not be offended in nme" (Luke 7:21-23, italics mne).

John's Wsdom ., the thrilling Master

"And when the nessengers of John were departed, he (Jesus)
began to speak unto the peopl e concerning John, Wat went ye
out into the wilderness for to see? A reed shaken with the
wind?. . . | say unto you, Anpong those that are born of wonen
there is not a greater prophet than John the Baptist: but he that
is least in the kingdomof God is greater than he" (Luke 7: 24,
28). That strange, yet wonderful utterance, caused endl ess dis-
cussion anmong theologians. It is difficult to believe the nost
i nsignificant, uneducated believer in an African village would
be greater than the man who foreran the Savior! Qhers believe
Jesus referred to Hinself; that since He assuned the | owest
pl ace anong nmen, He was still nuch greater than John
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There is no problemin the words of the Lord. Christ came to
establish a new spiritual order: the ki ngdomof God on earth.
He created sonething hitherto unknown: a realmto which John
never bel onged. Jesus enphasi zed that, where a nan was ex-
ceeded the inportance of what he was! The |east inside the
ki ngdom was greater than the greatest outside the kingdom
John was not a reed shaken by the wi nd; |eaning one way
today, and another tonorrow. Christ's comrendati on was not a
cover-up! John stood tall in the sight of God, but the question
maybe askedAHow tall is tall?

An edition of The Sunday School Tinmes carried an interest-
ing story. Centuries ago two boys naned Martin cane into
contact with Christ. One of them Ilater known as Martin of
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Basl e, wote on a piece of parchnent: "0 nost nerciful Christ.
I know | can be saved only by the nerit of Thy precious bl ood.
Holy Jesus, | acknow edge Thy sufferings for ne. | |ove Thee;
| love Thee." He renpved a stone froma wall in his house, and
hid his nessage. It was di scovered 100 years | ater when the
hone was denol i shed.

The other boy was Martin Luther, who said: "My Lord has
confessed nme before nen. | will not shrink from confessing
H m before kings." Today, everybody reveres the nmenory of
Lut her, but Martin of Basle remains only a nanme. It would not
be difficult to decide which of the two nmen resenbl ed the
evangel i st who cried: "Behold the Lanb of God which taketh
away the sin of the world."
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