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In the name of the Father, and of † the Son, and of 

the Holy Spirit. Amen. Last weekend we all celebrat-

ed the 4
th

 of July, our country’s Independence Day – 

that day when our nation asserted its freedom over 

foreign rule and declared itself a sovereign nation. 

We should all be familiar with the words of the Dec-

laration of Independence, that we believe we are en-

dowed by our Creator with certain inalienable rights, 

among which are life, liberty, and the pursuit of hap-

piness. For us, as American citizens, that’s what in-

dependence means. That’s what freedom is. But is it, 

really? Is that what it means to be truly free? For all 

our inalienable rights and constitutionally guaranteed 

freedoms, are you really free? Do you really want to 

be free? 

Now I’m not saying we’d all like to be imprisoned 

like John the Baptist. And we most certainly 

wouldn’t want to beheaded. But there are a number 

of ways a person might look at life and find them-

selves imprisoned. Most of the prisons we find our-

selves in aren’t very appealing, and we most certainly 

would try to escape from them if we could. For ex-

ample, some feel imprisoned by inescapable loneli-

ness or grief brought about by the events of life. After 

all, who plans to be widowed, orphaned, divorced, or 

have loved ones taken away from them by death and 

the grave ? Yet it still happens. Every day people are 

thrown into situations such as these. Sometimes it 

seems that life just happens and we have very little to 

say about. 

Other times we might be imprisoned by habitual 

sins we just can’t find the willpower to escape from. 

We pray to God for deliverance, but it often feels as 

if there’s no way to escape. Sometimes we’re impris-

oned by fear of the other people in our life. On the 

news the past couple of weeks, for example, you 

might remember how the people of upstate New 

York were imprisoned by fear because two killers 

had escaped from a nearby maximum security prison. 

Before they were finally neutralized, the local sheriff 

bravely announced that they weren’t going to let this 

situation dictate how people lived their lives. But in 

spite of all the bravado, these two men had forced the 

people of the area to lock their doors and arm them-

selves with weapons, because they were imprisoned 

by fear – but they aren’t the only ones. 

Loneliness, sin, and fear – these are the prisons 

each of us would surely escape from if only we 

could. These prisons – all created by our own sin – 

are what make certain passages from Holy Scripture 

especially comforting. When you find yourself 

caught up like a prisoner in a prison of your own 

making you might find encouragement in the words 

of texts such as these. One that seems especially 

poignant are these words from Luke, chapter 4, 

where Jesus says: “God sent Me to proclaim liberty 

to the captives, and to set at liberty those who are op-

pressed.” Or consider the words of the song King 

David sang, where he wrote in Psalm 69: “The Lord 

does not despise His own people who are prisoners.” 

When you feel yourself imprisoned by loneliness, 

sin or fear, you might find comfort in today’s Gospel. 

At the very least, it lets you know you’re not impris-

oned all by yourself, for Herod had John seized and 

bound him in prison – a greater man than you and I – 

the one of whom Jesus said: “Among those born of 

women none is greater than John.” But John’s great-

ness doesn’t matter here in this Gospel. For John had 

not planned his own incarceration any more than you 

or I plan ours – but there he was, nonetheless. As at 

the command of Herod the executioner began to 

sharpen his sword, I’m sure John might have been 

wondering in his own mind whether all things were 

going to work together for his good. 

But perhaps there’s still some joy and comfort to 

be found in the fact that the king sent an executioner 

with orders to bring him John’s head. Or, stating it 

another way – a way I suspect most of us will have 

some difficulty wrapping our head around – God 

didn’t forget John as he languished in prison. Rather, 

He answered his prayer for release by setting him 

free, as we read in Psalm 118: “Out of my distress I 

called on the Lord; the Lord answered me and set me 

free.” So even though you and I may not in this life 

find a way to escape from the prison house of our 

sins or our fears, even so, we may still trust and be-

lieve that God will provide an escape for us – in His 

good time, and according to His own good pleasure. 



 

The Good News of sins forgiven means our hardships 

will not remain forever. 

Hence, I think we ought to take a closer look at 

John’s imprisonment. Maybe there is a brighter side 

to today’s Gospel, something that reminds us that 

maybe all our prisons are not the result of sin. Are 

there times you find yourself locked up in prison be-

cause that’s exactly where you choose to be? Are 

there times when you wouldn’t change your situation 

or escape from captivity even though, at any moment, 

you actually could? What I’m speaking about here is 

captivity to one’s neighbor, whom we are to love. It’s 

true that Herod sent for, seized, and bound John in 

prison – and ultimately had him beheaded – but if 

you think about it, Herod wasn’t actually the one re-

sponsible for John’s incarceration or death. John was. 

John went to prison voluntarily. John went to prison 

because of his love for his neighbor. John could have 

kept silent and said nothing. John could have looked 

the other way and ignored his neighbor’s need, and 

he would have remained a free man. But John loved 

his neighbor. John wanted to guard and protect his 

neighbor. John devoted himself to his neighbor – 

spent his entire life doing the best thing for his 

neighbor. That was why John said to Herod that it 

wasn’t lawful for him to have his brother’s wife. John 

was concerned about Herod’s eternal soul. John’s 

imprisonment was his own doing. 

And so it is also with you. Your life doesn’t be-

long to you any more than John’s life belonged to 

him. As St. Paul reminds us in his 1
st
 letter to the 

Church at Corinth: “You are not your own, for you 

were bought with a price.” You now belong to Jesus, 

whose blood has cleansed and redeemed you, and 

now, Jesus has given you to your neighbor – whom 

you probably did not choose – so that you might con-

tinually find yourself being required to set aside your 

own wants and needs in order to serve that neighbor 

– whether that neighbor happens to a co-worker, a 

friend, someone you may not even know, or yes, a 

beloved family member. 

Because of that neighbor you might now find 

yourself someplace you never expected to be –  doing 

something you would not have chosen to do – saying 

things you never thought you could say – caring for 

someone who’s sick or hurting – shouldering the re-

sponsibility of home or family – filling lonely hours 

with prayers and tears – speaking to that neighbor 

about the love of God for sinners in Christ Jesus – 

yes, even dragging yourself here to worship because 

you know your fellow Christians – who are also your 

neighbors – need to see you there. 

Welcome to John the Baptist’s prison. John 

wouldn’t have had it any other way, and neither 

would you. For all your burdens, and all your strug-

gles with your neighbor, you know as well as I that 

when push comes to shove – even though might in-

deed complain and grouse about it mightily – you 

wouldn’t have it any other way. John, you see, he 

didn’t need to be in his prison, but love drove him 

there. And you don’t need to be in your prison, either, 

but love is what keeps you there, even though you 

may not like it very much. You could walk away 

from your neighbor at any time, but you don’t and 

you won’t, because of the love you have for your 

neighbor. Hence you continue doing for your neigh-

bor – and that is your jail cell. 

As I already noted, last weekend we celebrated 

our nation’s Independence Day, and we Americans 

love our notions of being free. But today’s Gospel 

shows us that there’s something much greater – 

something much more liberating – than our own per-

sonal freedom. John allowed himself to be bound in 

prison for Herod’s sake. Our Lord Jesus allowed 

Himself to be bound in a prison of sin, death and hell 

for our sake. And in your imprisonment to your 

neighbor – where God has placed you because of His, 

and your, love for your neighbor – you are doing only 

what comes about as the natural result of God’s Word 

doing its perfect work in you. Your love for your 

neighbor will inevitably cost you your life – one way 

or another. But in Christ, the Good News is that you 

don’t need to worry about any of that, do you? You 

don’t have to worry about any of that because you 

know that Christ has set you free from that prison 

house of sin and death, and He has promised you that 

you have a much greater life in that life which is yet 

to come. And trusting in that promise of God who 

cannot lie, you have peace in His Name, and a free-

dom no one can ever snatch away from you. May it 

always be so for Jesus’ sake. Amen. 

And now that peace of God, which passes all un-

derstanding, will keep your hearts and minds in that 

one true faith in Christ Jesus, unto life everlasting. 

Amen. 

 


