
Untitled Sermon by Major Stephen Carroll of the Salvation Army 

December 12, 2021 (“A Sabbath in the Midst of Running Hard”) 

       Thank you for having me today!  This has been my fifth Christmas here in a 

row & I’m grateful to be bringing back to my home Church or congregation your 

gifts that we’ll distribute.  Gifts that we’ll distribute to families in need but I also 

want to thank you for another gift!  For 5 years you’ve given me this (Major 

Carroll holds up the Bulletin), a carefully planned worship service----the gift of 

Sabbath at a time when I’m running incredibly hard.  I love the Salvation Army!  

I’ve given my life to God in service through the Salvation Army but we often miss 

things in the Church, in America in particular.  We have such a gift that there are 

so many expressions of Christianity right next to each other & in the Salvation 

Army, we do service very well but we could learn from you when it comes to 

worship.  We have a unique expression of worship.  I love our brass brands & I 

love our uniforms & I think there’s something special about it but we have so 

much that we can learn from each other.  I’m so grateful for the opportunity to 

come in the middle of what for me is a very stressful season because I’m working 

so hard to work for God that sometimes I don’t spend the time I need to worship.  

So, I thank you for that, for 5 years of each year coming,  I pray that you don’t 

take your liturgy for granted because it is such a blessing to me! 

       Let me read in the 15th year of the reign of Emperor type areas when Pontius 

Pilate was governor of Judea & Herod was the ruler of Galilee & his brother Philip, 

ruler of Victoria & Trachonitis.  During the High Priesthood of Anas & Caiaphas, 

the Word of God came to John, son of Zechariah, in the wilderness.  He went into 

all of the regions around Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the 

forgiveness of sins.  As it is written in the book of the words of the Prophet Isaiah, 

the voice of the one crying in the wilderness, prepare the way of the Lord!  Make 

His paths straight!  Every valley shall be filled, every mountain hill shall be made 

low & the crooked shall be made straight & all of the flesh shall see the salvation 

of God!  John said to the crowds that came out to be baptized by him, you brood 

the vipers, who warned you to flee from the wrath to come.  “Bear fruits, worthy 

of repentance.  Do not begin to say to yourselves, we have Abraham as our 

ancestor.  For I tell you God is able from these stones to raise up His children to 

Abraham.  Even now the axe is lying at the root of the trees.  Every tree therefore 



that does not bear fruit is cut down & thrown into the fire.  The crowds then 

asked them “What then shall we do?”  In reply he said to them “Whoever has two 

coats must share one with anyone who has none.”  Even the tax collectors came 

to be baptized & they asked a teacher “What should we do?” & he said to them 

“collect no more than the amount prescribed for you.”  Soldiers also asked him 

“What should we do?” & he said to them “Do not extort money out from anyone 

by threats or false fault accusation & be satisfied with your wages.”  As the people 

were filled with expectations & all were questioning in their hearts concerned 

whether John might be the Messiah, John answered them all by saying “I baptize 

you with water but one who is more powerful than I is coming!  I am not worthy 

to untie the thong of His sins!  He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit & for His 

winnowing fork is in His hand to clear the threshing floor & to gather the wheat 

into the granary but the chaff will burn with unquenchable fire!  So, with many 

exhortations he proclaimed the news to the people.  

       So, we start at verse 3, in the 15th year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when 

Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, Herod was the ruler of Galilee & his brother 

Philip was a ruler of the region of Iturea & Trachonitis, ruler over Abilene during 

his time during the priesthood of Annas & Caiaphas, the Word of God came to 

John, the son of Zachariah.  Luke just spent an entire paragraph outlining both 

civic & religious of the period when he wanted to describe & he’s doing this for a 

very specific reason.  He wants to make it clear for anyone who’s going to read 

this in the future that this was a real thing, this actually happened.  He’s about to 

announce something incredibly important.  You see there had been no prophets 

in the Hebrew culture, in the Hebrew people for over 500 years.  It had been a 

time of silence. The prophets were gone.  The Word of God was restricted at that 

point to the scrolls & the Priest’s interpretation & that’s all they had & he’s about 

to announce that John the Baptist, the first Prophet, the first person to speak on 

behalf of God.  This is big news & he wants to make it clear that this is not just a 

story.  This happened when Tiberius was the ruler, when Pontius Pilate was the 

governor, when Caiaphas & Annas were High Priests.  This is a specific thing that 

happened at a specific time on a specific date.  This is very important that Luke 

makes it very clear so that future generations can find out when & where it can  

 



 

 

follow it right out where & when & go back in history & be able to identify that 

moment in time.  The Prophet returned bearing the Word of God & he is baptizing 

& he’s telling people to turn their ways, to repent, which literally means turn 

around.  If I’m walking this way & if someone told me to repent, literally, then 

what I need to do is turn around & walk the other direction & everyone’s coming 

out to hear this.  This is a big deal!  Everyone’s coming out to hear this guy that 

looks funny, the dress is funny, maybe I can identify with them to dress a little 

funny with a very particular message & then we read specific people who come 

out to hear:  tax collectors who feud as traders to the community; Soldiers, 

perhaps the only people who feel worse than the tax collectors in that time & the 

people that come to John, you think, I’ve been a preacher for about 20 years now 

& I get excited when I have a group to preach to & something they teach you very 

early is you don’t insult your congregation!  You don’t want to beat up your 

audience!  The first thing that John does when they all come out is he says to the 

vipers “Why are you here?  Who warned you?” 

       Let me tell you a little story about me.  When I was born the doctors quickly 

whisked me away into an intensive care unit. Then I was moved from Brigham & 

Women’s Hospital to Boston’s Children’s Hospital to their cardiac unit.  I was 

diagnosed with a disease called Aortic Stenosis.  My Aorta was formed incorrectly 

& I would always have to be watched by a doctor.  At the age of 2 I had my first 

open heart surgery & the doctor who did it, invented the surgery that he 

performed on me & my parents, just like me, were Salvation Army officers, my 

dad was actually, Major Stephen Carroll, Sr.  I heard all my life that I was a miracle 

child!  “You’re a miracle baby!  God’s got a special plan for you!  God’s going to do 

great things & so when I was 2 years old & my parents were at a church during 

Christmas & they had their 2 year old son come up & quote from memory a Bible 

verse or give his little testimony & people afterwards would squeeze my checks & 

say “God’s got a plan for you!”  “You’re a miracle baby.”  “You’re --- the apple 

doesn’t fall too far from the tree.” “You’re Stephen Carroll, Jr.”  And I heard that 

all my life & even when I was a teenager & running a little bit from God, I still 



knew that maybe God had an understanding at some point I was going to fix this 

& we were going to get things right & we did! 

       I eventually went off to a Christian college & studied Youth Ministry & I was 

going to serve & because I was--- God had a special plan for me--- I was Steve 

Carroll, Jr. & when I graduated from college & I went to become a youth pastor, I 

got offered a job at this beautiful Nazarene Church in Massachusetts & I came 

really close to taking it, while in the back of my head I kept hearing you are 

Stephen Carroll, Jr., you’ve got to go to the Salvation Army.  So, I took a job 

making much less money with much less people because I felt that God had a 

special plan & I had to follow His plan for me because I’m Steve Carroll, Jr. & so 

then 9/11 hit & it became clear to me during the service we did, my wife & I, that 

I needed to serve God in the Salvation Army but not just as a youth pastor.  I had 

to give my whole life to the Salvation Army, so I entered their school for officer 

training & I worked hard & I was the top of my class except for my wife, who was 

one step ahead of me.  Every time I got an “A-“ she got an “A” every time but I 

was working hard & I was ready.  It was 4 months away from graduation & in the 

Salvation Army we call it commissioning when we get ordained & when we get 

commissioned & we get sent out.  It was now 4 months away when I was walking 

up the stairs & I was struggling to breathe walking up stairs.  I never had a 

problem with that before.  So, I went to the doctor & the doctor gave me an EKG 

& said you seem okay but since you have a history of heart trouble, we’re gonna 

have you go to a cardiologist & they did a few other tests.  I then sat down in 

front of the doctor & the doctor said we have to talk, “that Aorta that we repaired 

when you were a kid has grown.  You have an aneurysm & by our measurement 

it’s 9 centimeters in diameter!  Now if there’s any doctors in here you know that 

they don’t measure aneurysms to be 9 centimeters because they don’t make it 

that big, they explode & then you die. Within a few seconds.  The doctor couldn’t 

even understand how I was even still standing & to help me understand, my wife 

who was 6 months pregnant, he explained to me that the aneurysm in my chest 

was bigger than the baby my wife was carrying & that aneurysms don’t generally 

have symptoms & the only reason I felt winded going up the steps is because the 

aneurysm in my chest was so big that it was pushing against my lungs. I went 

home that night & I sat on my bed & I had a heart to heart with God who--- I was 

the miracle baby.  God had a plan for me & I was supposed to do great things for 



God because I was Steve Carroll, Jr. & I was the son of the Major.  My parents 

were just referred to as the Major in Boston to this day because they had worked 

with the homeless in Boston, Mass. for 40 years & even when I walked down the 

street, people would point to me & say “Hey, that’s the Major’s Kid!”  Every 

homeless person in Boston knew who I was & I had to come to terms with the 

fact that it wasn’t necessarily simply the fact that I was the Major’s kid, that I had 

a miracle when I was a kid!  It wasn’t a guarantee that God wanted to use me but 

I wasn’t just going to skate on that name.   I had to trust in God for His call.  You 

see that the people of Israel, the Hebrew people that were being spoken to by 

John the Baptist, they had heard ever since Genesis Chapter 12, that you will be 

my people & I will be your God & I will bless those who bless you & I will curse 

those who curse you & all of the people of the world will be blessed through you.  

They were the chosen people.  God had a special plan for them & they knew it & 

yet they didn’t always follow it.  They fell away. They came back.  They fell away 

again.  They came back.  Now they have gone 500 years without hearing directly 

from God, from one of His Prophets & here comes John the Baptist & they say 

“Well, what should we do?”  I hear you! I want to turn around.  I want to repent 

but “What do I do?” So, the tax collectors ask “What do we do?”  The soldiers ask 

“What do we do?” & John’s answer is simple---bear fruit that’s consistent with the 

God that you serve. Now James would say “Faith without works is dead!”  There 

was another problem as well though.  They had Pharisees & a whole culture of 

works without faith.  Well that’s bondage---that’s no good either!   

       I look at Matthew though for some guidance as well & I read in Matthew 

Chapter 25.  You’ll recognize the story of the sheep & goats.  In Matthew 25:34 it 

says that then the King will say to those on the right, “Come, you who are blessed 

by My Father, take your inheritance, the Kingdom prepared for you since the 

creation of the world, for I was hungry & you gave me something to eat.  I was 

thirsty & you gave me something to drink.  I was a stranger & you invited me in.  I 

needed clothes to clothe me.  I was sick & you looked after me.  I was in prison & 

you came to visit me then the righteous will answer him “Lord when did we see 

you hungry & feed you or thirsty & give you something to drink.  When did we see 

a stranger & invite you in or needing clothes, when did we see you sick or in 

prison & go to visit you?”  The King will reply “Truly I tell you whatever you did for 

the least of these brothers & sisters of mine, you did for me!” 



        Now I come from a tradition that has an incredible emphasis on service but 

I’ve been in this town for 5 years & I know for a fact, not just because I get a few 

presents around Christmas time but this Church also has a strong tradition of 

service in this community & the impact of the things that you do for your 

neighbors is felt not just at Christmas time but all throughout the year!  So you’re 

already doing the service!  And why would I ask you to pray about, to think about, 

today, it is not to do more service but when I read Matthew, those who were 

bearing the fruit, those who were going to walk in & inherit the Kingdom, they 

had to ask the question “God when did we do this for you because the fruit, the 

service they did, was natural?”   It was a part of the character that they carried 

with them, the image that they borne.  It wasn’t because they were working to 

get something.  They weren’t doing it because they were supposed to do it.  That 

was who they were.  This morning I encourage you just as we move forward to 

just pray as you go from here.  When you serve, when you’re doing all the 

wonderful things you do, & man you do a lot!  Where has your heart been? 

Sometimes I get so worked up in trying to get all that needs to get done that I 

forget why & I have to refocus! 

       So, again, I thank you for the opportunity for the Sabbath that I get in the 

middle of Christmas that gives me the opportunity to refocus to remember why I 

do what I do & not get lost in the overwhelming task of trying to get it all done!  

So, thank you!  


