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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 glo-
ry, now and for ever. Amen.



Zephaniah 3:14-20

Sing aloud, O daughter Zion;
shout, O Israel!

Rejoice and exult with all your heart,
O daughter Jerusalem!

The LORD has taken away the judgments against you,
he has turned away your enemies.

The king of Israel, the LORD, is in your midst;
you shall fear disaster no more.

On that day it shall be said to Jerusalem:
Do not fear, O Zion;

do not let your hands grow weak.

The LORD, your God, is in your midst,
a warrior who gives victory;

he will rejoice over you with gladness,
he will renew you in his love;

he will exult over you with loud singing
as on a day of festival.

I will remove disaster from you,
so that you will not bear reproach for it.



I will deal with all your oppressors
at that time.

And I will save the lame
and gather the outcast,

and I will change their shame into praise
and renown in all the earth.

At that time I will bring you home,
at the time when I gather you;

for I will make you renowned and praised
among all the peoples of the earth,

when I restore your fortunes
before your eyes, says the LORD.



Canticle 9    Page 86, BCP

The First Song of Isaiah    

Ecce Deus

Isaiah 12:2-6

Surely, it is God who saves me; 
I will trust in him and not be afraid.

For the Lord is my stronghold and my sure defense, 
and he will be my Savior.

Therefore you shall draw water with rejoicing 
from the springs of salvation.

And on that day you shall say, 
Give thanks to the Lord and call upon his Name;

Make his deeds known among the peoples; 
see that they remember that his Name is exalted.

Sing the praises of the Lord, for he has done great things, 
and this is known in all the world.

Cry aloud, inhabitants of Zion, ring out your joy, 
for the great one in the midst of you is the Holy One of Israel.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit: 
as it was in the beginning, is now, and will be for ever. Amen.



Philippians 4:4-7

Rejoice  in  the  Lord always;  again I  will  say,  Re-

joice. Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The 

Lord is near. Do not worry about anything, but in every-

thing by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let 

your requests be made known to God. And the peace of 

God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your 

hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.



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 repen-
tance. 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 
prescribed 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 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 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.





SERMON

Of all the conversations I have had over the years 

about church growth, I do not recall  anyone advising 

me to call visitors a “brood of vipers” as a strategy for 

church growth. I’m pretty sure that if I visited another 

church and was so addressed, I would have a problem 

with it. Maybe this passage is why John the Baptist has 

come down to us as an irascible old coot.

But John the Baptist  is  also hailed in both Testa-

ments, as we read last Sunday, as 

‘The voice of one crying out in the wilderness:
“Prepare the way of the Lord,
   make his paths straight. 
Every valley shall be filled,
   and every mountain and hill shall be made low,
and the crooked shall be made straight,
   and the rough ways made smooth; 

We spoke last Sunday that John’s baptism of repen-

tance was a call to cease seeing the world through the 

eyes of the culture in which we live, and to begin to see 



the world from a wider scope, through Kingdom eyes, if 

you will, for with Kingdom eyes we can see and cele-

brate that all earth is crammed with heaven and every 

common bush aflame with divine  fire.  You can’t  see 

that through the eyes of our culture. The eyes of our 

culture are blind to all of that. That’s a real problem for 

the true seeker after a relationship with God, for to gain 

the one, you must abandon the other,  and that’s very 

scary, indeed.

Imagine yourself  in a  very  expensive store which 

sells the world's most precious and fragile cut glass. Ev-

erywhere you turn, there is cut glass of worth and beau-

ty beyond calculation. Now, imagine that you have been 

brought in blindfolded. However good your intention, 

you are going to do great damage if you so much as 

move. To repent is to remove the blindfold, and to see 

God's creation for what it is – inexpressibly beautiful – 

so beautiful that your only response can be to drop to 



your knees and proclaim

Holy, holy, holy is the  LORD Almighty; the whole 

earth is full of His glory1. 

We can only come to realize that if we turn from the 

vision the world imposes upon us. We must repent of 

our limited vision of God’s greatness. 

Repentance is not easy. Repentance requires that we 

abandon well-loved paths and take up new, unfamiliar 

ways of relating to God's creation. Given the choice of 

praying to God as I believe Him to be and praying to 

God as Thou knowest Thyself to be, it's pretty easy to 

guess which one we'll pick. God as He knowest Himself 

to be is scary. We’d prefer to listen to the voice we have 

created in our imagination.

There was once a little girl who had a similar atten-

tion problem. She just didn't listen to other people, so 

wrapped up in herself was she. One day at school, she 

1 Isaiah 6:3



was furiously drawing on her paper.

“What are you drawing?”, asked the teacher.

“I'm drawing a picture of God”, snapped the little 

girl.

“But”, the teacher said, “No one knows what God 

looks like.”

“They will in a minute”, she replied.

She's not so far from our unrepentant selves. We’re 

so wrapped up in our vision of who God is that we can’t 

entertain the possibility that we might be wrong, or that 

God  might  exceed  the  vision  we  have  of  Him.  I'm 

guessing that approach to God was what annoyed John 

the Baptist. SOMETHING sure annoyed him!

The  uncomfortable  conversation  John was  having 

with the people who had presented themselves for bap-

tism is puzzling at first glance. We have been told since 

time out of mind that to be saved we must be baptized. 

Granting that this is, indeed, the teaching of the church, 



why is John so cranky with the people who responded 

to his call? Why should he shout, “Who warned you to 

flee from the wrath to come?” and call  them vipers? 

What did they do that was so wrong?

We’re  back to  the  little  girl  drawing a  picture  of 

God again, for we all do that. We all construct a picture 

of God in our minds, then relate to the image we have 

created, sometimes in nonconstructive ways. We want a 

nice,  tame God who will  sooth our  guilt  and require 

nothing of us. Ironically, we seem to want a church that 

will protect us from the realities of God as Thou know-

est Thyself to be.

John’s words to those who came to him is a warning 

not  to  treat  the  church  as  a  refuge  from  God.  The 

church offers no magic to save you from God’s expecta-

tions  of  His  people.  John  hammers  this  truth  home. 

“Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Bear 

fruits worthy of repentance.” The church isn’t a sanctu-



ary. The church is the place we come to for encourage-

ment of our repentance that we might offer fruits wor-

thy of it. We don’t do magic here. We help people re-

move blindfolds.

If God’s creation may be likened to a display of pre-

cious fragile cut glass, the wrath to come must be un-

derstood  as  the  fruits  of  our  blundering  about  in  it 

blindfolded.  Unless  we repent  and remove the  blind-

fold, so that we can see God’s creation as it  truly is, 

blunder we will, for blunder we must. 

On the other hand, when we do remove the blind-

fold and see God’s creation as it is, the view is terrify-

ing. “Whoever has two coats must share with anyone 

who  has  none;  and  whoever  has  food  must  do 

likewise.”

There’s your income redistribution right there! You 

say something like that in one of the big money church-

es downtown, and you’ll be trampled to death by stam-



peding bankers!  He didn’t say, “Whoever has two coats 

must  share  with  people  you approve of  who are  just 

down on their luck.” He said, “Whoever has two coats 

must share with ANYONE who has none.” I can see the 

political  pundits  spinning  in  their  swivel  chairs  over 

that one right now! Removing the blindfold and seeing 

that the whole earth is full of God’s glory means seeing 

that everyone, rich man, poor man, beggar man, thief, 

are God’s children. Which of us can stare unblinking 

into such a light? Is it any wonder we turn away from 

that vision and beg for return of our blindfolds? As we 

scrabble  our  way  back  to  our  comfortable  darkness, 

begging the church to approve of it, John thunders at us, 

“You  brood  of  vipers!  Bear  fruits  worthy  of  repen-

tance.”

No matter how much we try to make the Gospel of 

Jesus Christ into a child’s fable, it remains a tough old 

piece  of  gristle.  No  matter  how hard  we  struggle  to 



make  it  painless  and  pleasant,  the  Gospel  of  Jesus 

Christ comes with demands. No matter how convinced 

we become that we can draw a picture of God tamed 

and encompassed within our understanding, John roars 

at us, “Bear fruits worthy of repentance. Do the hard 

work of repentance, and see your Father’s world as He 

does.”

I’m pretty sure that many of the people hearing John 

turned away. That is not a crowd-pleaser of a sermon 

he’s preaching, and that may, indeed, be the problem 

with  the  contemporary  church  —  too  many  crowd-

pleasing sermons.  Too many assurances  of  righteous-

ness; too few reminders of sinfulness. That’s how you 

put  bottoms  in  pews,  you  know  —  say  something 

clever, then have a fellowship lunch.

John didn’t see it that way. Churches today call giv-

ing  units  to  the  stewardship  board.  John  was  calling 

workers to the Kingdom. 



Neither can you entitle yourself to God’s pleasure. 

To the Jews of John’s time, being born a son of Abra-

ham was an assurance of  entitlement  to  God’s  favor. 

The contemporary understanding of “getting saved” is 

the modern-day equivalent. John has none of that. Be-

ing God’s people is to take up the work of the King-

dom. 

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.”

 Judge Hagerman once hectored me because I don’t 

“root” for Kentucky. I told him my relationship with the 

University of Kentucky is the same as the one that I 

have with Kroger. They had something I wanted; I paid 

them money and they awarded me a doctorate. I have 

the same relationship with Kroger, except that Kroger 



and I deal in cabbages. John’s harsh words forbid such a 

relationship with the church. Identifying yourself as one 

of  God’s  people  means  that  you must  see  the  world 

through Kingdom eyes,  roll  up  your  sleeves,  confess 

you are flawed, but pledge your efforts nonetheless to 

the work of God in the world. It has nothing to do with 

a business transaction with God about your ultimate ad-

dress.

So, God’s children come to the church in blindfolds 

and we give them pledge cards. They come burdened 

with guilt over their failings, and we give the harsh ser-

mons. They come with fresh wounds from sickness, or 

an unfaithful spouse or a lost job, and we give them as-

surance of life in heaven when they die, but we do so 

little to address the present suffering. It is no wonder 

that churches stand virtually empty across the land. 

All is not gloom and doom, however. Some church-

es have begun taking booths at civic functions at which 



they invite people to tell them how the church has hurt 

them. The elders at the booth listen quietly, and apolo-

gize for the failures of the church to act in ways rele-

vant to the hurts of the wounded. I find that very hope-

ful. You cannot measure a church’s success by counting 

heads.  You  must  measure  a  church’s  success  by  its 

fruits.  If  those  fruits  are  good,  if  the  fruits  of  the 

church’s efforts further understanding, encourage acting 

in love, comfort suffering, further the cause of God’s 

commands that we should love one another, then that 

church is truly the Bride of Christ. If the church merely 

affirms our worldly wishes and sooths us to sleep, it is a 

fraud.  For  the  church to  fulfill  its  destiny,  its  people 

must remove the blindfolds on their eyes, roll up their 

sleeves and treat God’s fragile cut glass with respect by 

setting aside our own wants for the needs of God’s chil-

dren.

Let  us  pray  with  Austin  Farrer,  Warden of  Keble 



College, Oxford:

“Oh God, save me from myself, save me from 
myself … this masterful self which manipulates 
your creation … this self which throws the 
thick shadow of its own purposes and desires in 
every direction in which I try to look, so that I 
cannot see what it is that you, my Lord and 
God, are showing to me. Teach me to stand out 
of my own light, and let your daylight shine.2”

AMEN

2 Austin Farrer, Warden of Keble College, Oxford, 1960-1968
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