Zephaniah 3:14-end
Philippians 4:4-7
Luke 3:7-18

Advent 3

In the old prayer book communion service before the prayer of consecration
come what are known as the comfortable words

Hear what comfortable words our Saviour Christ saith unto all that truly turn
to him:

Come unto me, all that travail and are heavy laden, and | will refresh you.
So God loved the world, that he gave his only-begotten Son, to the end that
all that believe in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.

They are words to reassure us of God’s love for us. That no matter what we do
and what we have to face up to, God will be there alongside us.

In contrast we could have introduced our gospel reading this morning by
saying

Hear what uncomfortable words John the Baptist said to those who came to
him:

You brood of vipers

Flee from the wrath that is to come

Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire
The chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire

They are words that speak of a coming judgement. Perhaps words we wouldn’t
normally associate with John the Baptist — who we might picture as a slightly
enigmatic figure dressed in strange clothes, eating locusts and wild honey and
living in the wilderness. Certainly words we wouldn’t want to ponder on for
too long as we look forward to the Peace and goodwill message of Christmas.
And yet the gospel reading finishes by saying that with many other
exhortations John proclaimed good news to the people.

Was this message of pending judgement really good news?



These words that John spoke certainly stirred up those who were listening to
him. “What then should we do?” They asked.

John’s reply was that they needed to change the way they lived. He spoke of
things like contentment, generosity, honesty and living in harmony. His
message could be described as a message of repentance —a need to turn
around to a new way of living.

So we have a crowd of people who came to John for baptism — including, Luke
the gospel writer makes a point of telling us, tax collectors and soldiers —
those who were collaborators with the Romans — those seen as traitors — as
well as everyday Jewish people.

Coming for baptism might not sound strange to us, but the only reason for
baptism in those days was for a non Jewish person (a Gentile) to be baptised as
they entered the Jewish faith. This baptism was then followed by circumcision
(for males) and then sacrifice.

We might wonder then why Jews (and | think its reasonable to assume that
most of the crowd coming to John were jews) were coming to him for baptism.
What did they understand by it? And what did John understand by it? What
was going on here?

It would seem that John’s first words to them were these uncomfortable
words. Words of challenge. Words that addressed not just the way they lived,
but also the way they viewed things. He was saying “You think that because of
your ancestors, because of your heritage, because you can call yourself
children of Abraham all will be well with you. You think that simply being part
of the Jewish nation is enough for you to receive God’s blessing. But you are
wrong”. In reality he is saying you are no different from those Gentiles have no
such pedigree to boast of. You need to be converted to the true faith just as
they do.

John was saying to the people: look at yourselves, really take a good look at
who you are and how you live. In the end it’'s what you do that matters. It’s
the way you live — your attitudes, your priorities, your preferences. You can’t
simply say that because you belong to this tribe, or this nation you will be OK.
Your life will be the thing that eventually judges you. He uses the illustration of



a tree — you don’t judge the health of a tree by looking at its roots — you look
at its fruit.

And so he baptised them — to make a point that they had to completely change
in the way that Gentiles completely changed when they entered the Jewish
faith. To completely turn around. John often referred to this as a baptism for
repentance. And the repentance John was speaking about was an ongoing
process. A continual process of turning away from the past and living
differently in the future. The baptism marked the start, but the repentance
was ongoing.

In the gospels Jesus too talks of the need for baptism. He urges his followers to
baptise all who turn to him. Baptising them in the name of the Father, the Son
and The Holy Spirit. But this baptism again is just the start of an ongoing
process of relationship with him.

| stress this at baptism services — that what we are doing for the baby or child
(or sometimes an adult) is just the starting point of a journey, the beginning of
a relationship, the start of an adventure. Baptism doesn’t make someone a
Christian. Its all very similar to the fact that a wedding ring doesn’t make a
marriage. Both are outward signs of a new beginning.

Words | often us when preaching at a wedding are these:

A wedding doesn’t make a marriage,

a lifetime makes a marriage.

The vows you made today and the rings you exchange today will declare you
are married,

but the months and years that follow will be evidence that these vows are
more than mere words.

We all know that it’s the strength of the relationship between partners that
says whether the marriage is healthy and alive. And that needs working on.

Continually.

We can see how this applies to baptism and the Christian life.



Baptism doesn’t make you a Christian. It might mean that you are part of the
church but it is the way you live your life that demonstrates your faith. It’s the
way your relationship with God develops that matters.

Its really the same message as John was giving to those crowds. Don’t rely on
externals (be it pedigree of birth or outward ceremony). The proof of faith is
the strength of relationship which will be evidenced in your life and attitudes.

So how does all of this help us with those words of judgement that John the
Baptist started out with? The ones that seemed uncomfortable?

If our relationship with God is healthy; if the way we live reflects what we
declare in our faith; if we are continually repenting and ensuring our lives are
lived as God wants us too; if our priorities and attitudes are those that Jesus
teaches then we have nothing to fear.

Its only when we rely on external things — be they status, ceremony, wealth or
whatever that we end up judging ourselves.

So the uncomfortable words may instead become challenging words that make
us continually aware of who we are and how healthy our relationship with God
is.

In two weeks time we will be celebrating Christmas — the birth of Jesus. For
many people Christmas Day is the end point of all the preparations. Everything
has been building up to the one day. But for us as Christians Christmas Day is
just the beginning. The beginning of Jesus’ life. The starting point for his
ministry. The day God came to live amongst us. The day that makes it possible
for us to have a relationship with God. May it be an opportunity for us this year
to renew our relationship with him so that those words of John cease to be
uncomfortable ones but becomes words of challenge to which we have
responded.



