
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

Third Sunday of Advent

Year C

RCL

Zephaniah 3:14-20
Canticle 9
Luke 3:7-18

Stir up your power, O Lord, and with great might come among us; and, because we 

are sorely hindered by our sins, let your bountiful grace and mercy speedily help and 

deliver us; through Jesus Christ our Lord, to whom, with you and the Holy Spirit, be 

honor and glory, now and for ever. Amen.
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Luke 3:7-18

John said to the crowds that came out to be baptized by him, “You brood of 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 children to Abraham. Even now the ax is lying at 

the root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and 

thrown into the fire.”

And the crowds asked him, “What then should we do?” In reply he said to them, 

“Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has none; and whoever has food 

must do likewise.” Even tax collectors came to be baptized, and they asked him, 

“Teacher, what should we do?” He said to them, “Collect no more than the amount pre-

scribed for you.” Soldiers also asked him, “And we, what should we do?” He said to 

them, “Do not extort money from anyone by threats or false accusation, and be satisfied

with your wages.”

As the people were filled with expectation, and all were questioning in their hearts 

concerning John, whether he might be the Messiah, John answered all of them by say-

ing, “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 sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and 

fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing floor and to gather the 

wheat into his granary; but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.”

So, with many other exhortations, he proclaimed the good news to the people.
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SERMON

You might want to pre-grit your teeth because I’m going to offend you today, and 

when I do, I don’t want you to clamp your teeth down without a proper warm-up for 

fear you might lose a filling. 

I’m not going to call you a brood of vipers as John called those who came to him, 

but I am going to say some things you are not going to be glad to hear. In other words, 

I’m going to start meddling again. But know this: I do this because I love you more than

I can express, and because I fear that our country is headed toward destruction. I need to

enlist you, just as John needed to enlist the people of his time, in turning us from a 

course that seems to me to be headed for the rocks. We have lost our humility and sub-

stituted an unseemly and idolatrous pride in its place. It won’t do and to understand why

it won’t do, I want to draw a parallel between our world and John’s.

John told the crowds coming to him for baptism:

 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 children to Abra-
ham.

John was speaking to a group of people who had been taught and who believed that 

being born an Israelite was something that granted special status. These people were 

personally proud of an accident of birth they had nothing whatsoever to do with. John 

had harsh words for them.

John said to the crowds that came out to be baptized by him, “You brood 
of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Bear fruits 
worthy of repentance.”

Your place in the world as a child of Abraham or as a citizen of the United States 

(See? I told you I was going to meddle) does not grant special status. What counts is 

your willingness to acknowledge your failings, repent of them, and then to produce 

fruits worthy of that repentance. This is much harder than any of the solutions being 

proposed today. That's why I need to enlist you. I need help!

1



John spoke harshly to people who had confused their own welfare with God's will, 

and he made no bones about just how evil a thing that is to do. We need to attend to 

John’s words, even to the “brood of vipers” part, for we are guilty as well. We view our-

selves as “the good guys” just as those John was addressing did. We are not the good 

guys. We are children of God, but just as flawed as those who we now fear. 

There is great danger in thinking of ourselves as “special”. We have come to think 

that if we offer our “thoughts and prayers” when innocent people are killed at a holiday 

party, that is enough because God loves us specially and will fix it without our lifting a 

finger. Even among the secular society, there is an enormous resistance to perceiving 

evil as something other than that which the bad guys do. Some of us think that easy fix-

es like stricter gun controls are the “solution” to the current evil. Others think we should

all be packing pistols so the good guys can shoot the bad guys before they get to their 

tricks. We have allowed ourselves to believe that we can shoot our way out of this dance

of death. We cannot. Guns are neither the solution nor the problem, and focusing our at-

tention on them distracts us from considering the deeper issues driving our world to de-

struction. 

What is required, church, is the courage to confess that we are not the innocent vic-

tims our pride wishes us to believe we are, but rather we are active participants in a 

dance of death directed by the devil, to whose fiddle we are mindlessly dancing. What is

required is that we repent of our arrogant pride and reclaim our humility. What is re-

quired is confession that the present evil is not the bad guys versus the good guys. It is 

systemic evil perpetrated by people on both sides who have permitted themselves to be 

convinced that they are acting righteously and are thus justified in evil for evil. It all 

started when he hit me back, we and they insist. Your evil action empowers me to visit 

evil upon you. An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth and never mind that shortly the 

whole world will be blind and toothless. That is the victory of evil over good acted out 

right before our eyes! Every time we say, “He/She/It deserved it” in response to some 
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terrible thing that has been done we lay a coin in the devil’s offering plate. 

Islam has ISIS. Christianity had the Crusades and the KKK. Now we have Jerry Fal-

well, Jr. telling us:

I always thought that if more good people had concealed-carry per-
mits, then we could end those Muslims before they walk in and kill.

And Donald Trump saying:

The other thing with the terrorists is you have to take out their fami-
lies, when you get these terrorists, you have to take out their families. 
They care about their lives, don't kid yourself. When they say they 
don't care about their lives, you have to take out their families.

 Contrast those words with the words of Pope Francis in rejecting the bullet proof 

“Popemobile”

I couldn’t greet the people and tell them that I love them from within a
sardine tin. Even if it’s made of glass, for me that is a wall. I know that
something could happen to me, but it’s in the hands of God.

You tell me who is speaking the word of God. 

We must oppose evil without permitting ourselves to be made over into its image. In

every word He spoke and every action He took, Jesus cautioned us not to return evil for 

evil. This refusal to pay back in kind is one of the most profound and difficult truths in 

Scripture. Since our hate is usually a direct response to an evil done to us, our hate al-

most invariably causes us to respond in the terms already laid down by the enemy. Un-

aware of what is happening, we turn into the very thing we oppose. We become what we

hate. “Whoever fights monsters,” warned philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, “should see 

to it that in the process he does not become a monster.”1

Our society is so inured to violence that it finds it hard to believe in anything else. 

People trust violence. Here's an exchange I had on Facebook this week:

Him: THEY deal with guns, we should deal with PRAYER? I don't 
think that'll work. 

1 Wink, Walter (2010-02-19). The Powers That Be (Theology for a New Millennium) (Kindle Locations 1594-1600).
Crown Publishing Group. Kindle Edition.
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Me: I see. In your view, only violence can answer violence. I under-
stand. It is a common belief. 

Him: I knew this was getting NOWHERE. I respect your beliefs, but 
REALITY is a lot closer to home. 

 Violence “saves.” It is “redemptive.” But when we make survival the highest goal 

and death the greatest evil, we hand ourselves over to death. We trust violence because 

we are afraid. And we will not relinquish our fears until we are able to imagine a better 

alternative.

It is the God-given task for each of us in the church to demonstrate to a world on its 

knees in fear that there is a better alternative. Your every word and every action must 

show that better alternative to the world, just as Jesus did. 

AMEN
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BENEDICTION

A highlight of my Sundays when I was a child was reading the funnies. One of my 

favorites was Pogo. Pogo once said something I’ve never forgotten. He said, “We have 

met the enemy and he is us.” The more horrible things Donald Trump says, the greater 

his support. We have met the enemy and he is us.

We say we believe in the Bible and God and that Jesus rose from the dead, but once 

we claim our certificate of orthodoxy we seem to think we’ve been freed from the obli-

gations of grace, from the cost of discipleship, from the way of Jesus that is defined not 

simply by the ideas in our head but the actions of our lives.2

You must LIVE the teachings of Jesus, for all to see, just as He did. Anything less is 

just lip service to permit you to continue to offer evil for evil.

Until we meet again, may the Lord bless you, and keep you. May the Lord lift His 

countenance upon you, and be gracious to you. May the Lord make His face to shine 

upon you, and give you peace.

Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2015 J. Stewart Schneider

2 http://www.ministrymatters.com/all/entry/6530/are-we-finally-witnessing-the-death-of-christianity-in-america?
utm_campaign=shareaholic&utm_medium=facebook&utm_source=socialnetwork
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