
 

Sermon Series: Overcome: Living Beyond Your Circumstances 
To be used with: Session Five: Overcome Bitterness 
Sermon Title Possibilities:  
 Saying “He Must Increase” Like You Mean It 
  
Scripture: Luke 7:18-23 
 

Connection to Unit Theme:  Overcome: Living Beyond Your Circumstances is a character study on the 
Old Testament hero, Joseph. In spite of periods of significant opposition and personal crisis, Joseph’s 
faith led to international leadership and the preservation of God’s people. He is an amazing example from 
Scripture of what it means to overcome difficult circumstances. 
 
These are theme-based sermon outlines, which means they will deal with the same theme as the small 
group study, but will approach it from a different passage of Scripture This will allow you as a pastor the 
chance to reinforce what learners encounter in small group Bible study and still set up your small group 
leaders for success.   
 
Session 5 is called “Overcome Bitterness,” and the Point is, “Relationships can only move forward with 
forgiveness.” 
 
I do not believe that John the Baptist grew bitter. However, given his situation, he certainly had the 
potential to be. He actually had a lot in common with the Old Testament Joseph. Both were favored 
children born to aging parents. Both spent time in prison. Both understood that their lives served a much 
larger and far reaching purpose. Both could have been bitter about their circumstances. Neither one ever 
was. It is only with an attitude that says, “In All Things Jesus” can we combat the onslaught of bitterness 
for the sake of the King and His Kingdom. 
 
Introduction:   
 
Who are some of the most unique people in your life? Or in culture in general? Today, we’re going to 
look at the story of one really, really unique guy in the New Testament: John the Baptist. He was so 
unique that there were some who actually thought he was the Messiah.  
 
It starts with him being born.   

• He is miraculously born to a very, very old couple. His mom was like 123. 
• John and Jesus are cousins 
• He comes out of the woods preaching 
• He lived on bugs and honey, and his wardrobe was camel’s hair. You ever felt a camel? Not the 

most supple fabric to weave a shirt from.  
 
It had been over 400 years since the last prophet of the OT spoke.  John is the return of a prophetic voice 
to Israel. So let’s look briefly at some of the things this first-prophet-in-nearly-half-a-millenium had to 
say:  
 

• He said, “I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of the Lord,’ 
as the prophet Isaiah said.” (John 1:23 ESV) 

• The next day he saw Jesus coming toward him, and said, “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes 
away the sin of the world! (John 1:29 ESV) 

• You serpents, you brood of vipers, how are you to escape being sentenced to hell? (Matthew 
23:33 ESV) 

• He must increase; I must decrease. (John 3:30) 
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This guy was faithful! He was prophetic! He was obedient, special, set apart from birth. He was a guy 
who should have been on the fast-track, inner circle, right hand of the power people, right?  
 
Anyone know how John’s life ended?  
 

• John is eventually arrested by King Herod who, coincidentally, is petrified of him because of his 
popularity 

• Herod is having a party and his niece is dancing for him. (weird party). 
• In a drunken stupor, Herod says,  “You can have anything you want.” 
• She asks for the head of John because John had insulted her mother. 
• Suddenly, John becomes a head shorter.  

 
I do not believe that John the Baptist grew bitter. However, in his situation, there are many places where 
we can see the potential for bitterness. It is only with an attitude that says, “In All Things Jesus” can we 
combat that for the sake of the King and His Kingdom. 
 
I. Bitterness can show up when we don’t know how to respond to things not going our way (Verses 
18-20) 

 
18 Then John’s disciples told him about all these things. So John summoned two of his 
disciples 19 and sent them to the Lord, asking, “Are You the One who is to come, or should we 
look for someone else?” 20 When the men reached Him, they said, “John the Baptist sent us to ask 
You, ‘Are You the One who is to come, or should we look for someone else?’” 

 
Backdrop: The Jews of that time generally believed that when the Messiah came, He would deliver Israel 
from Roman domination and set up His glorious kingdom.  

• There were very high messianic expectations in the first century 
• There is a possibility John himself may have expected the beginning of the kingdom that he was 

‘ushering in...’ 
• Why had Jesus not overthrown Rome? 
• Where was the splendor? 
• Why was Jesus not going to the throne? 
• Why am I still in jail?   

 
John’s question is basically: Did I miss something? 
 
Application:  We have all been there. We have done exactly what we think that we are supposed to do in 
the exact way that we are supposed to do it.  We have dotted all of the i’s and crossed all of the t’s. We set 
up for our lives for the picket fence, pretty family, and perfect dog. Then...BOOM.  Something happens 
that rocks us.     
 
In our lives, there will be lots of moments when we question and doubt Jesus because things do not seem 
to be going according to plan.  There are times when it may seem as if all of our investment in Jesus is 
without purpose.  
 
 
II.  Bitterness can take root when things do not go as we expect. (Verses 21-22) 
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21 At that time Jesus healed many people of diseases, plagues, and evil spirits, and He granted sight to 
many blind people. 22 He replied to them, “Go and report to John the things you have seen and heard: 
The blind receive their sight, the lame walk, those with skin diseases are healed,[g] the deaf hear, the 
dead are raised, and the poor are told the good news. 

 
A healing fest has broken out. You can imagine John going down a checklist of all the things that are 
supposed to happen with the coming of the Messiah. And he’s checking off a bunch of items with Jesus. 
Prophecy on top of prophecy is being fulfilled: 

• The blind see and the deaf hear (Isaiah 35:5) 
• The gospel is being proclaimed to the poor (Is. 61:1) 

Jesus is even doing stuff the prophecies don’t talk about: raising the dead, and cleansing lepers! But 
there’s one from Isaiah 61 that I would imagine John was especially interested in: 
 

The Spirit of the Lord God is on Me, 
because the Lord has anointed Me 
to bring good news to the poor. 
He has sent Me to heal[a] the brokenhearted, 
to proclaim liberty to the captives 
and freedom to the prisoners; 

  
 
Jesus leaves out, “The prisoners will be set free” from Isaiah 61:1 
 
John the Baptist, the greatest born among men, who ushered in the kingdom and was in jail for doing 
what Jesus wanted Him to do, was going to die.   
 
How do we respond when things don’t go our way? 
 
III. We fight bitterness when we see God as our joy.  (Verse 23) 
 

23 And anyone who is not offended because of Me is blessed.” 
 

• Jesus is saying, “I’m not doing what you expected me to do and this is causing major problems 
for you.” 

• You find blessing in not falling away even when things are not going your way.   
• How: You realize Jesus is enough in the face of those circumstances 

 
The word for blessed in this passage is the word makarios—the same word used in the Sermon on the 
Mount.  It is very different from another word that is interpreted as ‘blessed’ the word ‘eudamonia’. 
 
‘Eudamonia’ is circumstantial happiness.  
‘Makarios’ is God-given joy.   
 
One is the result of circumstance-the other is in spite of it.  
 
The root of bitterness is us seeing ourselves as King—not Jesus.   
 
That is why we misuse the Bible. We are ‘favorite verse’ people.  We find a verse and hold onto it and we 
make that ‘our verse’-it is all about us.  The problem being that no verse is solely about you.  It is for you. 
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So we find verses with words like prosper and blessed and tell us we are going to fly like eagles and run 
like cheetahs... 
 
So we do God’s will because doing God’s will makes life awesome and we want our life to be 
awesome.  Then life punches, gets hard, someone gets sick or dies, you lose your job and you start asking 
God, “Hey God...where did you go?”   
 
People grow bitter and fall away because they follow Jesus until He does not do their bidding.  We like to 
believe that Jesus owes us something and then get mad when He doesn’t ‘pay up.’   
 
Conclusion:  
 
So we come back to John’s most famous quote: “He must increase and I must decrease.” 
 
We cannot misconstrue this verse and make it about us.  The point of all things, good, bad, sadness, joy, 
is to make sure that Jesus is held high and seen. 
 

• When we have money-—He must increase. 
• When I am penniless—He must increase. 
• When my kids are healthy—He must increase. 
• When they are sick—He must increase. 
• When I love my job-—He must increase. 
• When I hate waking up and going to work—He must increase. 

 
Why? Because, for the person who is following Christ, our joy is not in the goodness of a situation. Our 
joy is that Jesus is with us in it.  
 
 
Questions: 
 

• Personally, where is your everyday life saying, “He must increase?’ 
• Do you see the possibility in your situations for Jesus to increase?  
• If you are being honest, is your understanding of Jesus about your happiness in circumstance or 

His joy in spite of it? 
• How does your understanding of your favorite verse help you to see Jesus increase in your 

everyday life? 
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