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Zephaniah 3:14-20 

Philippians 4:4-7 

Luke 3:7-18 

Canticle 9 

 

The gospel reading we heard today takes place as a group of Jews and Gentiles gather around 

John the Baptizer. Some believed John to be a prophet, and were anxious to hear he had to say. 

They may have been there because it was what everyone else was doing, or because they were 

seeking the word of God, or because they wanted to see “those other people” reprimanded for 

their evil ways. Regardless of why they made the effort to be there, at the end of the day, they 

had plenty to take home and think about.  

John starts out with a most interesting salutation, “You brood of vipers!” And his speech 

escalates from there, accusing the crowd of seeking a lazy way to gain favor with God. John 

essentially says, “Who do you think you are, slithering down here to the river? Do you really 

think that a dunk in the water is going to fool God into thinking you are such righteous people? 

Just because you are of the lineage of David, doesn’t make you righteous in the eyes of God!”  

Obviously, this reading has a good measure of drama, and it takes some very unexpected twists 

and turns. It starts out with John the Baptizer calling his audience a bunch of complacent and 

misguided snakes, and ends calling his tirade “good news,” all in just twelve verses.  

We know that John’s audience was primarily Jewish because he tells them, “your Jewishness 

doesn’t matter. If you don’t change your ways, God will create a new people who will behave 
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better. God can create them from stones, if necessary!” In the text it reads, “you must bear fruit 

worthy of repentance.” The requirement is to change your behaviors in ways that are visible to 

all. That is to bear fruit. So essentially, John is insisting that being God’s chosen people is a 

calling, not an entitlement.  Can you just see John’s audience squirming?    

After this fiery welcome, the tone of this story changes. John has accused his audience of being 

lazy, self-righteous, sinners. But they don’t respond by turning away and leaving in a huff. Instead, 

they accept what he is saying. Their response is essentially, “Okay, we hear you, what are we to 

do now?” It’s not an indignant response, it’s a true and sincere inquiry.  

I find this most interesting and revealing. Let’s imagine I started my sermon with “You brood of 

vipers, what are you doing here? You think you’re so special just because you’re in church on this 

cold morning?” First of all, I would never do that. Because I do think you are special, just because 

you’re here. And as the reading from Zephaniah said this morning, “The Lord your God is in your 

midst, …he will rejoice over you with gladness, he will renew you in his love1 [because of your 

faithfulness.] By being here, we are being faithful, at least to some extent. And at least for today. 

But if you were to hear that vitriolic greeting John uses, would your reaction be to gently ask for 

guidance; or would you tune out whatever followed? 

I know what my reaction would be. I’d be too polite to get up and leave, but that preacher would 

have a hard time reeling me back in to listen for what was coming next. Why didn’t John’s 

audience do that? Perhaps it had a lot to do with their desires, and expectations.  

This audience, open and curious about what John the Baptizer is doing, has been waiting in 

expectation that God would fulfil the covenant and send the Messiah. And waiting in expectation 
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is a powerful thing. If we are expecting something, we invest in it and give it power. Think of 

waiting for the birth of a baby, or reunion with a beloved after a long separation. When we wait 

with expectation, it may be joyous, or fearful, or somewhere in between, but it’s a lot different 

than waiting at a bus stop. 

These people came to John that day with questions in their minds, “could he be the Messiah?” and 

openness in their hearts. And they ask John, “what are we to do?” 

At this point, John’s tone changes too. He doesn’t go off on a tirade about their hopeless sinful 

selves. He gives them very practical, and somewhat surprising answers. This is a diverse group 

he’s talking to, and there’s not a one size fits all answer to help them see how they can live lives 

worthy of redemption. There were the poor, with little to offer. There were despised tax collectors 

who profited from the oppression of their countrymen. And there were mercenary soldiers known 

for extorting the vulnerable. Yet John had very specific and reasonable counsel for each of them.  

To the whole crowd, John commands that if you have two coats, you have more than you need. If 

you have food, share it. There is no wiggle room for excuses that one is not rich. The direction is 

very clear, some people here don’t have enough to survive, so if you have anything at all, share it. 

When the tax collectors and soldiers ask what they are to do, we expect John to respond that they 

are to quit their evil jobs and take up respectable work in the service of others. But that’s not what 

happens. John tells them to stop abusing people in order to make more money. They can continue 

to do their jobs, to work for the Empire, but they are to do their work honestly and fairly. 

Here is where we find the “good news” of this text. Ordinary people, living ordinary lives, dealing 

with ordinary problems, can respond faithfully to God in transformative ways, all within the 

existing parameters of their lives. Change is necessary, but John is telling them that the changes 



 4 

don’t need to be massive or heroic, or even acknowledged. All that is being asked here is that 

God’s people do what they do, to the best of their ability. You don’t have to quit your job, even if 

you think your company policies are discriminatory. But you do need treat everyone fairly. You 

don’t need to impoverish yourselves, but you do need to look out for those who have less. These 

are not extraordinary deeds, but they will create extraordinary results. Because what we’re talking 

about here is incarnational life. John consistently directs people toward Christ, even before they 

have come to know Jesus. What will be seen in Jesus, is his place in the world as a manifestation 

of God’s love. And every moment and  place where we become a manifestation of God’s love, 

living lives of fairness, dignity and respect, we create a patch of sacred, holy ground. When we 

have the faith to see the sacred in the ordinary, there are no barriers, no limits, to our participaton 

in expanding the kingdom of God on earth. 

We know that not everyone does this. We know that none of us is without guilt and sin in the way 

we live our lives. And no good prophetic message in the Bible goes without a vivid warning about 

sin being cast out in fire and wrath. Today the text says that the Messiah will come with a 

winnowing fork. It’s referring to the shovel like tool used to throw harvested grain into the air so 

that the breeze can blow the chaff away from the useful kernels. Then the chaff can be burned 

(with unquenchable fire,) and the pure grain collected and stored. 

We are so accustomed to associating judgment with punishment, that we hear this and assume that 

it means the good people will be sorted from the bad, with the good folks going to glory (the grain) 

and the bad ones (the chaff) burning in hell. But maybe there’s something else going on here. 

Maybe the metaphor of separating the wheat from the chaff should be taken a little more literally. 

Because, when you think about it, burning the chaff is just a natural part of the process. Like an 

acquaintance of mine who is taking down peach trees and burning them because they are old and 
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have a contagious fungus. You don’t take down a tree and burn it, or dispose of the chaff of the 

harvest in fire and yell, “take that!” while it’s burning. Burning the chaff does not presuppose 

God’s anger. 

Instead of assuming that judgment is an all or nothing thing and God loves and respects some of 

us more than others, perhaps we should admit to ourselves that we all are a mix of pure grain and 

chaff. And the chaff is that part of us which needs to be separated and cast aside. That’s what John 

the Baptizer was saying to his audience. He didn’t tell the tax collectors and soldiers they were 

bad people, which is how the rest of the citizenry thought of them. He told them they needed to do 

their jobs, and to live with each other, in a more Christ-like way.  

In Advent we speak of anticipating the coming of Christ in history, in mystery and in majesty. 

Christ came in history in the incarnation, he comes in mystery as he is born in our hearts every 

day, and in majesty he will come again. Every one of us has the opportunity, no matter how 

ordinary, or troubled, or grace filled we think our lives are; we have the opportunity to participate 

in Christ’s coming in all these ways. Honestly desiring to cast off our own chaff and offering 

ourselves in our most Christ-like form, is how Christ is born in our hearts. It’s how we can proclaim 

God’s incarnate word, and it’s how we participate in Christ’s majestic coming again.  

 

 

 


