Sermon – Advent 3 – All Saints
Philippians 4.4-7

Luke 3.7-18

John the Baptist tells it as it is: “you brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come!”

Such direct denunciation is swiftly followed by John’s incisive call to personal responsibility; there is no entitlement to salvation, John explains, simply because of your heritage as God’s chosen people. Only repentance accompanied by acts of alms giving and humility will save you.

These are uncomfortable truths for English ears that may prefer subtlety, persuasion, an invitation to read between the lines perhaps…
John’s words are harsh, he thunders like an Old Testament prophet – denouncing behaviour, calling people to repent, yet offering the promise of forgiveness too.

And if you think John’s words and actions are tough; John reminds his hearers that he baptises merely with water; there is one to come – Jesus - who will baptise with the Holy, fiery breath of God. 

Many contemporaries of John and Jesus expected the Messiah, the Saviour of the world, to make life easier, not tougher; to solve all their problems, especially the problem of the Roman occupiers. Yet here is John, the firebrand teacher and prophet, proclaiming that life is about to get even more challenging with Jesus, not less, and he underlines this with some very tough ethical demands.

Today is Gaudate Sunday – and many churches today light a pink, not a purple candle, in recognition of the good news that is coming. Todays’ readings – though demanding – are a little less daunting than those for the other weeks of Advent. 
And so where is the good news in this gospel reading?

John claims that God is not interested in a shallow repentance that leads to an easy faith; rather God desires an ethical response befitting forgiveness. Hence John’s series of strong ethical examples – if you have two coats, give one away; do not extort money from others but be content with what you have…

Our faith is weakened, suggests John, if our response to God is not matched by our deeds. Don’t expect God to solve everything for you; it is up to us too.

Challenging though this is, it is most definitely good news, for John’s message calls for and helps deliver social and economic justice for all; the Messiah who is coming will put the world to rights and those who repent and believe will participate in God’s righteousness. A timely message for us, surrounded as we are by the materialist rush towards the ever-present danger of over indulgence at Christmas.

It is good news for a second reason as well. For hard though it is to admit our wrongdoing and the many ways we fall short of God’s hopes for us, doing so also opens us to a new life in God.

The fruit of this can be seen so clearly in the remarkable life of Paul that provides the backdrop to the contrasting passage we heard from Paul’s letter to the Philippians.

Notice how in this passage from Paul there is no condemnation or criticism of his hearers; instead, there is gentle encouragement and blessing.

Significantly, Paul writes this letter from prison. Out of captivity, Paul writes of joy in the Lord. Out of a situation that threatens death, he writes to the Philippians of resurrection through sharing in the suffering of Christ. From a place of great deprivation, Paul offers his hearers perhaps the most famous benedictions we know. Despite Paul’s personal circumstances, his letter overflows with pastoral concern for the young Philippian Christians.

Paul’s hope arises out of his turmoil, his captivity, not despite it. 

Rather than admire Paul for his stoicism and strength we should admire him for his faithfulness to Christ – for Paul bears the Word of God within himself through his captivity; and it is this that stirs him to pray and share his wisdom with the young Church.

Draw these two readings together – the ethical and spiritual forthrightness of John and the ethical and spiritual fruitfulness of Paul – and we can see how we can not only resist the mounting pressures of the season, but also immerse ourselves in the sanctuary of Christ’s peace whatever challenges we face this Advent.

I am always astonished when I hear of people showing either very considerable forgiveness to others that have wronged them beyond all our imagining, or when I hear of people who show depths of human resilience in the face of natural disasters.
I shouldn’t be astonished though; for these individuals have discovered the source of forgiveness and resilience in life. That source goes by many names but God is certainly one of them.

This power is available to everyone through a rebalancing of our life priorities and expectations – whatever our equivalent of John’s ethical demands might be. Whether rooted in unexpected and difficult circumstances or in the simple and humbling opening of our heart to God, we can discover within us the power of what Christians call God’s love, grace, peace and joy.

Herein lie the true riches of Advent and the true promise of Christmas. All our carols, celebrations, gifts, much loved rituals and all the other paraphernalia of the season point towards the deep spiritual resources of our faith.

“Rejoice in the Lord always”, even, says Paul, when in prison. Impossible without repentance; manageable when rooted in the love of Christ.

Most of us are probably well on our way to finishing our Christmas shopping by now.

In these verses from Paul we have an alternative Christmas shopping list for ourselves, our friends and families and the world at large; one that is of immeasurable worth.

Paul calls us to share the gifts of gentleness, to find contentment in our circumstances, to offer prayers of thanksgiving before prayers of petition, and then, and only then, he says, we will know God’s peace and through that discover ourselves protected in heart and mind from the troubles of this world.

As we approach Christmas over the coming fortnight may you and your homes be filled with Christ’s love, peace, hope and joy, Amen.
