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There's a large part of me that would love to be John the Baptist. I could stand up here and rail 
at you and at whoever, and call you all a brood of vipers, and tell you exactly how to straighten 
up. I mean, that would be great! I guess that's a temptation for all of us preacher-types. And to 
be honest there are a fair number who have made a pretty good career of that. It seems that a lot 
of people love that. My guess is that they feel guilty about some things in their lives and so it 
satisfies some need to come to church and be scolded. You know, then you feel like you've 
been set straight. But, then for most you go on with your life and end up feeling guilty again so 
you need to come back to the same place where you know you can be scolded again. Either 
that, or maybe it's just that there aren't too many things that make us feel better about ourselves 
than pointing out the failures and unrighteousness of others. 
 
So, church with John the Baptist, “brood of vipers” type preachers can become a pretty good 
place for pointing out the sins of others and feeling pretty good, (consequently) about yourself. 
You know, like the story about the preacher who had something to say that he really felt like 
this one particular deacon, one of his leading members needed to hear. And so, he went at it... 
preaching with all the fire and brimstone he could muster. But, when the fellow came out by 
him at the door, he said, “Preacher, you sure told 'em today.” So, the next week, the preacher 
went at it again, preaching the very same sermon and this time looking directly at the man for 
most of the sermon, and at all the salient points. But, the man came out by him again and said, 
“Boy, you really told 'em today.” 
 
Finally, the third week it snowed, but the preacher decided to hold services anyway, and as it 
turned out this particular deacon was the only one who made it out to worship. So, the preacher 
thought, there won't be any way he can miss it today, so he preached the same sermon right to 
this man. And the man came out and said, “Well preacher, you'd have told 'em if they'd have 
been here.” So, although it can be tempting, you know, to be John the Baptist, preaching 
judgment is actually pretty easy for all of us. 
 
And for preacher types like me, it really has to do with thinking I can straighten anyone out. I 
can't even straighten myself out, why would I think I can straighten anyone else out? I'll leave 
that to God. And I've become convinced through Christ that God does whatever changing is 
done through forgiveness and love. But, you know although we're certainly in the habit of 
reading John the Baptist that way, as the hellfire and brimstone guy, it might be a mistake. He 
certainly used strong language in relation to the Pharisees and Sadducees, but his message 
really was good news. He was declaring that the Kingdom was coming, it was at hand. Christ 
was bringing it, and you will have the chance to participate in it. And so, he was saying “Turn 
(that's what repent means, “change your thinking”) to reliance on the God of love and mercy as 
source of your true identity, so that you can participate in the Kingdom!” 
 
Well, people were trusting in lots of other things as the source of their identities. That's the 
biblical understanding of the basic separation between God and humanity. You remember, the 
story in Genesis of Adam and Eve is told to talk about precisely that. What is this separation we 
have from God as humans? And the story says, “well, it's because of the human inability to 
trust that this limited, creaturely life, provided for by a loving God, is sufficient.” You 
remember, Adam and Eve in the story (representing us) decided it wasn't. They listened  to the 
tempting voice of fear that said if we just eat this apple, we'll have knowledge like God... and 
then, things will be good. 
 



So, that's the basic sin, the basic separation that needs turning from, all the things put in the 
place of the love of God to make human identities. All other sins (plural) all other sinful actions 
flow from where we think we get our identity. So, John saw that people were trusting in lots of 
other things as the source of their identities. Family was a big one, you know, blood. Race. 
Religion. Nation. 
 
See, that's what it's all about when the Pharisees and Sadducees show up and really set John 
off! He knew they were deeply invested in the systems and social structures of the Jewish 
nation, which at that time were centered in the synagogues where the Pharisees were in charge 
and the Temple where the Sadducees were the authorities. Says John, “Do not presume to say 
to yourselves, 'We have Abraham as our ancestor.'” In other words, “Stop thinking that an 
accident of birth, social location, stop thinking that in what nation, or to what parents you were 
born matters to God.” Stop looking to your family, your race, your nation, or even to something 
that's the result of a choice you made, like what religion to join, as the source of your identities. 
They're not, says John. So, they bear no real fruit, or at least not the fruit of life. 
 
Says John, it's all about bearing the fruit worthy of a life turned to reliance on a God of love 
and mercy as your only true identity. That's an identity available to anyone and everyone, isn't 
it? And says John, God is ready to cut down every one of those other social structures that you 
rely on for your exclusive identities, family, reace, religion, nation, and throw them into the 
fire. We do have our identities wrapped up in lots of things. Actually, we have them wrapped 
up in a lot of the same things. Family. Race. I'm not accusing us of racial prejudice. But, we do 
think of ourselves as different don't we? Different from blacks... different from latinos. Which 
means we have some of our identities wrapped up in that. So, family, race, religion, nation. We, 
too, identify ourselves by our place of birth, don't we? “American.” And with that identity 
comes a certain sense of privilege and entitlement. 
 
We, too, identify ourselves by our religion. “Christian.” And too often, we think that gives us a 
certain status before God. When, in fact, our understanding of the God of love and mercy 
revealed in Jesus is not a result of any choice we have made. It's a result of that very love and 
mercy! There's no status there, only responsibility.  
 
Well, this time of year, we can see all of those other social structures we rely on for our 
identities come into play by how invested we are in certain Christmas traditions. For one, we 
get upset at not being able to have nativity scenes on public lands, and interestingly make the 
appeal on the basis of that having something to do with what it means to be “American.” See, 
where we're appealing to for our identity? And, for that matter just think of all the various 
family or cultural traditions without which, in your mind, “it just wouldn't feel like Christmas.” 
You know what they are: particular cookies, going to see the lights, getting and decorating the 
tree, Christmas Eve service, singing certain carols. You can probably name a whole lot more 
off in your mind. Somehow, it's how we've defined who we are. 
 
But, says John the Baptist, “watch out, they can get in the way.” And they may not bear truly 
life-giving fruit. You know, even this ideal we carry around in our heads of the happy family 
and the perfect Christmas can end up just standing in judgment over all our failures, and so, 
blocking that freeing reliance on a God who loves us and forgives us all our failures. And after 
all, that's the One whose birth it is we celebrate. Says John the Baptist, “Turn, to reliance on the 
God of love and mercy!” “Turn, that God is near!” “Turn, and bear the fruit of knowing that 
identity that we all share together.” And then he said, “look, I baptize you symbolically with 
water into that new identity. Symbolically drowning all the other traditions, systems and social 
structures you've used to define yourselves. But, the One who comes... He will baptize you with 
the Holy Spirit and fire... that is with the holy wind of inspiration... the holy wind of God we 
breathe into our very lungs. And he will burn away every other thing that gets in the way of that 
true identity. Race, family and family traditions, religion, nation. 



 
 
You know, not to be partisan at all, but I think John McCain said it fairly well at one point in 
the debates last week, when asked about immigration reform. He said, you know, we need to 
secure our borders... for practical, economic reasons. “But then,” he said ... “we need to ... 
recognize these are God's children as well, and they need some protections under the law and 
they need some of our love and compassion.” 
 
Friends, we are moving toward our celebration of the birth of the One who gives us all our true 
identities. And as Lutheran preacher, Brad Schmeling said, Jesus never forgets that it's this 
relationship with a God of love and mercy that comes absolutely before anything else. And 
“Jesus is going with us into Christmas, and he's going to sort through all the chaff in our lives 
and in our world, and he's going to find the grain. He's going to plant it in his own heart, and 
he's going to bring us to life, even when the winter days get longer and darker and when our 
pain gets closer to the surface.” He's going to bring us to life in spite of all our failures as 
family, in spite of all our shortcomings as individuals, in spite of all our misbegotten and 
mistaken identities. And even when it just doesn't quite really “feel like Christmas” to us, it still 
will be. Christ will come, as he always does. 
 
Turn, let go, and welcome him. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


