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SUMMARY
Are you a last-minute shopper struggling with what to give people for Christmas? Do you want guaranteed delivery by December 24? Look no further than the New Testament for the best gift suggestions.

AT A GLANCE
Christmas is meant to bring comfort and joy. But there’s another important message about all the ways our world still doesn’t measure up to God’s standards. We can make a difference by following the example of Jesus and giving to the least, the lost and the lonely.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “What's Wrong with Being Happy?” December 13, 2015. 

“And the crowds asked [John], ‘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.’”
—Luke 3:10-11
This is the time of year for last-minute gift suggestions. Our mailboxes and e-mail start to fill up with them in mid-December. The pitch goes something like this: “Only X number of shopping days until Christmas! Here are some great gift suggestions for that special someone. Guaranteed delivery by December 24, if you order today!”
Some of us are last-minute gift-givers and appreciate the helpful reminder. A few of us began our Christmas shopping with post-Christmas sales a year ago. Most of us are somewhere in between.
However we approach the annual shopping spree, it’s a pretty fair bet that at some point during the Advent season most of us are faced with the question, “What should I give?” It’s a question retailers love to hear because a large portion of their annual revenue arrives in November and December.
The biblical wise men knew what to give: gold, frankincense and myrrh, which are replicated by those mysterious foil-wrapped parcels held out by bath-robed and cotton-bearded dads in Christmas pageants too numerous to mention. Gold: the sign of royalty. Frankincense: those waxy crystals that, when burned, emit an aroma associated with high church traditions and holiness. Myrrh: a pungent spice, used in ancient times to anoint dead bodies for burial — and in the case of the Christ child, an ominous foreshadowing of things to come.

An Unlikely Personal Shopper
Did you know the New Testament offers a Christmas gift-giving guide? It comes from a man most would consider an unusual candidate for personal shopping consultant: John the Baptist.
Old John doesn’t much resemble the picture that comes to mind when we hear the words, “personal shopper.” He doesn’t favor the elegant duds of Fifth Avenue or Rodeo Drive (or whatever high-fashion boutiques there may have been in Old Jerusalem). Luke’s gospel doesn’t tell us what he looked like, but Matthew and Mark do. They say John wore “clothing of camel’s hair with a leather belt around his waist” (Matthew 3:4).
Camel hair clothing is actually a thing. You can find high-end sport jackets and overcoats that are woven of the stuff — but John’s garb was much less elegant. As for that leather belt wound around his waist, let’s just say it wasn’t Gucci.
In describing John in this way, Matthew and Mark are building a parallel between him and the great prophet Elijah — who, likewise, worked from an office located out behind a clump of sagebrush. 1 Kings 1:8 describes Elijah as “a hairy man, with a leather belt round his waist.” Notice the similarity of language. It’s no accident. Elijah was a preacher and miracle-worker of such power and eloquence that even King Ahab trembled at the mention of his name.
Matthew and Mark point out that when John went out to rustle up some grub, he didn’t exactly stop by the food court for a nosh. His snack of choice was locusts and wild honey.
John lived off the land: free and independent, beholden to no one, a prince of the open road. He was, in short, his own boss, at least as far as human beings were concerned.
When it came to God, on the other hand, John was passionately devoted. It was obedience to the divine call that led him out into the wilderness in the first place. It’s this same devotion to God that kept him preaching a harsh and demanding call to repentance, even at the risk of his own life.
John’s message, of course, isn’t exactly feel-good religion: “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?” With an inspirational message like that, you’d think John wouldn’t have any followers left — although, in truth, it’s quite the opposite. The crowds just keep coming. They scramble down the muddy riverbank, wade out into the water and cross their hands reverently before their chests, before this shaggy-haired wild man almost drowns them.
John offers one thing no one else in the religion business seems to offer: truth. Folks will come a long way and put up with all sorts of hardships — even getting dunked in muddy river-water — if by so doing they’ll encounter the truth.

What Then Should We Do?
“What then should we do?” ask the people, after hearing John’s prophecy of doom. Here’s where John’s gift-giving advice comes in: “Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has none; and whoever has food must do likewise” (Luke 3:11).
If you have two coats hanging in your closet, give one away. That’s a 50% charitable giving standard, for the mathematically inclined — a quintuple tithe! If you’re sitting down at the taco place with a couple of burritos and you see a homeless man with his nose pressed up against the window, then you know what to do: give half your lunch away! 
Notice that John isn’t talking about the sort of giving that occupies most of our attention in these days leading up to Christmas. The names on our shopping lists mostly belong to people close to us, people we know and love. Where’s the name of the person who lives in a tent in the woods behind the gas station? Or the skin-and-bones mother in a refugee camp in some war-torn country?
Not only that, it’s more than just a matter of writing an end-of-the-year check to the church, or some well-publicized charity. Giving money is a great thing, but when it comes to a subject like justice, it’s not the whole story.
Some tax collectors come up to John and ask, “What should we do?”
His reply: “Collect no more than the amount prescribed for you.”
Some soldiers come up and ask, “What about us? What should we do?”
John answers, “Do not extort money from anyone by threats or false accusation, and be satisfied with your wages.”
Tax collectors and soldiers in Roman times were notorious for their corrupt ways. They often worked together, in fact, to fleece the common folk. The tax-collectors worked on commission. Can you imagine if you went into your accountant for help with your tax return, and they struck out a bunch of deductions because they earn a percentage of the tax you owe?
As for the soldiers, they were the enforcers. It’s as though a corrupt cop pulled you over for a traffic ticket, assessed a cash fine right there on the spot, then pocketed the whole thing.
“You wanna argue?” asks the corrupt cop, placing her hand on her pistol.
“No, officer, that’s all right. Have a nice day!”
“I thought so.”

Looking Upriver
Someone once told a parable about a man sitting by the side of a river. He notices a body floating in the water. The victim is alive, but just barely. He pulls the unfortunate soul out and administers first aid.
Then, he sees another bedraggled, half-drowned soul, and then another. He pulls each of them out of the water, saving their lives. But more drowning people just keep floating down the river.
How long must this go on — the author of this little parable wonders — before the man decides to hike upstream and do something about whoever’s throwing people into the river?
Martin Luther King Jr. makes a similar point, reflecting on Jesus’ famous parable of the good Samaritan:
“On the one hand, we are called to play the good Samaritan on life’s roadside, but that will be only an initial act. One day we must come to see that the whole Jericho Road must be transformed so that men and women will not be constantly beaten and robbed as they make their journey on life’s highway. True compassion is more than flinging a coin to a beggar. It comes to see that an edifice which produces beggars needs restructuring. A true revolution of values will soon look uneasily on the glaring contrast of poverty and wealth.” 
—Martin Luther King Jr., in a speech “Beyond Vietnam: A Time to Break the Silence”
Let’s be honest. How many of us “look uneasily on the glaring contrast of poverty and wealth” at Christmas time? Maybe we ought to — at least that’s what John the Baptist is telling us, with his talk of giving away half the clothes in our closets and half the food on our plates. Somehow, those Christmas lists of ours take on a different character when viewed through the wild and passionate eyes of John, don’t they?

Peace on Earth: And Justice Too
When most of us think of Christmas, what comes to mind is peace and contentment. The image of the sleepy Christ child cradled in his mother’s arms. The soft glow of a candle, beaming from a windowsill. A blanket of new-fallen snow, transforming this gritty world into a place of beauty and wonder.
The reality is, though, that the Bible’s Advent and Christmas passages have a thread of justice woven through them. It’s not just the fiery preaching of John the Baptist — which some may be inclined to write off as a wacky prologue to the main story. The coming of Jesus, the Messiah, into the world, is a story of justice, through and through, perhaps the greatest story of justice ever told.
Take the meeting between Mary and her cousin, Elizabeth, who is John the Baptist’s mother. When those two expectant mothers meet one another, the child in Elizabeth’s womb “leaps for joy” (Luke 1:44). John and Jesus are more than cousins. They’re also kindred spirits.
This becomes instantly clear as Mary breaks forth into song. That song she sings, the “Magnificat,” is the first Christmas carol ever, although it’s a carol like few others. The God Mary celebrates is a God of strength and action, who intervenes powerfully in the world on behalf of the oppressed. This God “has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly … has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty” (Luke 1:51-53).
And how is it that God is acting, in these prophecies and histories of the Messiah’s birth, to challenge the oppressive structures of money and power that make the world go round? God’s doing it through the humblest and subtlest means imaginable: through Mary’s pregnancy. The child who is, even now, growing in her womb will be the One through whom God brings about this great reversal.

Angels Visit Nobodies
We can see it, too, in the ones to whom God sends angels as messengers. Without exception, everyone in the Christmas story to whom an angel appears is a nobody.
First, an angel speaks to John’s father, Zechariah. Now, Zechariah does happen to be a priest — a position of some influence — but he’s not the high priest. Zechariah’s hardly a mover or shaker in that society. He’s more like a country parson.
Next, an angel appears to Mary: a poor, peasant girl, a person of low social status. “Greetings, favored one!” the angel says to her. Mary’s never been addressed that way in her life! “Favored one?” What favor is there in being a girl of maybe 14, whose only lot in life is to be betrothed by her parents to a man she barely knows, then live the rest of her days hauling water, baking bread, beating wet laundry on the rocks down by the stream, and bearing her husband’s children? Yet, it is to none other than Mary that the angel comes. Mary — not some jewel-bedecked princess in an opulent palace — is the favored one, in God’s eyes.
Next, a whole company of angels appears, en masse, to a gaggle of shepherds on a hillside outside Bethlehem. Shepherds, in that culture, are more than just common folk. They’re the castoffs, the day laborers, the riffraff. Other, more respectable folk looked on them with disdain and distrust.
Who would be the contemporary equivalents today … the shepherds of our society? To whom would the angels sing, were they to appear today?
No doubt they’d appear in one of those muster zones where day laborers gather, looking for work. God’s messengers might sing of the Savior’s birth not in English, but in Spanish!
As for us, we’d more than likely be the good citizens of Bethlehem, those respectable ones who locked their doors when they heard the voice of some poor transient out in the street, shouting something about his wife being pregnant, and needing a place — any place — for her to deliver her baby.

Comfort and Confrontation
Christmas, to be sure, is meant to comfort us with news of God’s love for all humanity. But there’s also a secondary message, equally important to the gospel-writers. That message is meant to confront us — yes, us! — with all the ways our world still doesn’t measure up to God’s standards of justice, and how we, by our actions, can make a difference.
Now, those may not be the “tidings of comfort and joy” many are expecting from a sermon in the weeks before Christmas. But we preachers really have no choice about delivering such a message. We have no choice because that’s what the Advent Scriptures clearly say.
So, what is John the Baptist’s Christmas giving advice? Or, in other words, how do we answer the question posed by those people in the Bible who come up to him and ask, “What should we do?”
The answer’s pretty much the same as the one he spoke to them. Do some Christmas giving, only don’t limit your giving to “the usual suspects,” the ones who gather around your Christmas tree each year, who give you gifts in return. Give to the least, the lost, the lonely. Give to them directly, if you know any such people. Or give through the church and its mission.
As we do so, we follow the example of none other than Jesus himself. For Jesus ultimately came into this world to give. He came to give himself, on the cross, so that we may have life, and have it abundantly.
It was no easy gift he gave. It demanded all he had, and all he was. But look at the result: a world set free from the power of sin and death!
The best way to honor his gift to us is to pass it on, by giving to others in his name.
—Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
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Zephaniah 3:14-20
What Does the Text Say?
The reading begins with a verb not found earlier in Zephaniah: “Sing!” (v. 14). The command to sing here in Zephaniah is in sharp contrast to the other sounds prophesied earlier in the book: silence (1:7), a cry (1:10), a wail (1:10), a loud crash (1:10), a bitter sound (1:14), a battle cry (1:16). As today’s passage continues, it’s clear that the prophetic command to sing reflects the dramatically changed circumstances of the Lord’s restoration of normal, everyday happiness for a people devastated by the “great day of the LORD.” The entity commanded to sing is “daughter Zion” (v. 14). The cause for the celebration is that the LORD “has taken away the judgments … your enemies” from Jerusalem (v. 15). The closing verses of the passage (vv. 19-20) reflect the common themes of prophetic eschatology: the final defeat of enemies, the ingathering of the despised and the dispersed, the restoration of a secure and bountiful homeland and Israel’s exaltation among the nations.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Bringing Home. The phrase “I will bring you home” (v. 20) is fraught with political implications now as it was when the text was written. But consider, political issues aside, that this is a season when many are returning “home” to celebrate the season. Yet, some may not want to return home, while others will be at home alone. So, during Advent, the concept of “home” can be both heartwarming and troubling. But for this writer, to be brought home meant a number of important things, blessings that are important to us as well. To be brought home means to be safe from enemies (v. 15), to be in the presence of your loved ones (v. 15), to live without fear (v. 15), to be around those who “delight” in you (v. 17), to be in a place of joy and singing (v. 17), to be free from exile and oppression (v. 19), and to be given “honor and praise” (v. 20.) What more could a person ask for at Christmas? For many, going home, or being brought home, may only be metaphorical. But the blessings can be much more than figurative platitudes. Christmas is — more than any other season of the year — a reminder that God is with us. We are truly home. We are blessed.

Isaiah 12:2-6
What Does the Text Say?
Chapter 12 begins with the phrase, “You will say on that day, I will give thanks to you, O LORD” (v. 1). That same phrase recurs in verse 4. In fact, the theme of the whole chapter is the thanksgiving of a people who, regardless of their own provocative behavior, have cause to believe that God will once again save them on a future day that he will choose. “Salvation” is mentioned no less than three times in verses 2-3. The image of “wells” or “springs of salvation” from which the people would draw water (v. 3) is an image unique to this passage. Because of Israel’s dependence upon rainfall and underground springs for the majority of the water that kept them and their flocks alive, the comparison of God’s life-giving salvation to an underground spring would be a very powerful image. There is also an unusual title for God in verse 2. Although the NRSV translates this divine name as “Lord God,” the textual notes in most annotated Bibles indicate that the Hebrew phrase rendered here is not the standard YHWH Elohim, but rather, Ya-YHWH. This seemingly awkward pairing of the Tetragrammaton and its abbreviation has prompted translations throughout the ages, beginning with the Greek and Latin versions, to delete the abbreviated name as a suspected scribal error. There is, however, no such error here. What Isaiah is doing is quoting a verse from another, more ancient, Israelite song of thanksgiving and praise of God, Exodus 15:2, which begins “YA is my strength and my might.”
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
No Fear When Trusting. If you trust someone, fear vanishes. Rewrite these verses as though you are the author and you’re praising your earthly mom or dad. For purposes of illustration, let’s use “Dad,” although it could just as easily be “Mom.” “Surely, Dad has saved my life. I will trust and not be afraid, for Dad is my strength and my power. Dad always has my back. So, no wonder that my life is full of joy. No wonder that any day of the week I give thanks for Dad and tell everyone about him. I sing his praises to the skies. He is an awesome dad. I can’t say enough about my dad.” Okay. It’s God about whom the writer is speaking. And this speaker has no fear. Why? He trusts in God. When you have trust, fear vanishes.

Philippians 4:4-7
What Does the Text Say?
Paul exhorts the Christians in Philippi to “rejoice.” Indeed, the “joy” word group appears 16 times in this relatively short letter — half the time referring to Paul’s joy, half the time to the Philippians’ joy. Exegetes note that the Greek can also mean “farewell.” The latter translation has some validity in this section as it clearly falls near the letter’s end. So, the New English Bible captures both senses when it translates verse 4: “Farewell; I wish you all joy in the LORD. I will say it again: all joy be yours.” One might want to use the now archaic form, “Fare-you-well,” to begin to capture both connotations of leaving and admonitions to be joyful. The adjective translated as “gentleness” is related to the verb that is translated into English as “to yield, to give way, to draw back, to retire.” Thus, the admonition to “let your gentleness be known to everyone” carries with it the connotation of a deliberate strategy of adaptability and accommodation to the needs of those in and around this young community. It may be difficult for a modern American to grasp the implications of this demand. Philippi, it will be recalled, was re-established by Caesar Augustus as a Roman colony for the benefit of retired Roman soldiers. For the traditionally religious people of antiquity, to be loyal to Rome was to be loyal to, to have faith in, the gods of Rome and Caesar, the lord of the Roman Empire. The Christian minority could not do this. Paul’s admonition is not to be on the street corners proclaiming the new gospel. Rather, he urges the Philippians to let their “gentleness” (NRSV), their “kindness” (New American Bible), their “magnanimity” (New English Bible) show in their lives. In other words, Paul is urging his community to be accommodating, gentle, kind and bighearted to those who probably — with good reason — considered them traitors to Rome. For Paul, such adaptability stands as a key Christian virtue (see 2:3-5).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Bible Protein Bar. You have no doubt consumed a protein bar on occasion. Some people don’t care for the taste. Protein bars can be bland and tasteless. But they are dense, chewy and full of protein. That’s the feeling of these four verses. Check out the ingredients in Paul’s Philippian Protein Bar. This Bible Bar is packed with solid advice about the need to give thanks, to be gentle with others, to pray and to have peace. Paul covers in 63 words so much that is essential in Christian living: rejoicing in God, gentleness, freedom from worry, prayers and supplications, God’s peace and God’s care of our hearts.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS

Do you feel a sense of accomplishment when you find the perfect piece of clothing or encourage a friend in the dressing room? Personal shopping can be a career that builds on those shopping skills.
What Is a Personal Shopper?
A personal shopper is someone who shops for others for a living. Personal shoppers can shop for everything, from groceries to furniture, but most personal shoppers buy clothing and accessories for their clients. Some personal shoppers work directly for clients or their personal stylists; others work for boutiques or department stores that offer personal shopping services.
What Does a Personal Shopper Do?
The job description for a personal shopper varies depending on the client. Personal shoppers might offer advice to clients when shopping together, helping them build self-confidence in their look without being overly pushy. Or, they might work with a fashion industry professional to track down a very specific item of clothing online. Some personal shoppers choose clothing for clients who don't want to shop for themselves, sending photos of clothing options, or bringing racks of clothing to the client's home.
—“How to Become a Personal Shopper: 5 Tips for Shopping Professionally,” course description on MasterClass.com, November 8, 2020.
https://www.masterclass.com/articles/how-to-become-a-personal-shopper.
Retrieved June 25, 2021.
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Joseph M. Rebecky, a guy from New Jersey, wrote a little story called “The Perfect Christmas Gift” and posted it online. After waxing rhapsodic about how wonderful his girlfriend Angela is, he shared how dejected he felt after trying, and failing, to find the perfect gift for his honey:
“As I quietly passed from one store to the next, nothing attracted my eye. Somewhat defeated, I slowly made my way to the mall exit. But before I could reach the doors, I suddenly found that ‘perfect’ gift.
No, this gift was not found in a fancy and expensive department store. It will not be wrapped in pretty Christmas paper and adorned with ribbons and bows. Actually, this gift doesn't have a receipt and can't be taken back. So, where did I find this ‘perfect’ gift and more importantly what is it?
I found it in the eyes of an elderly couple holding hands, I heard it in the playful words between a grandfather and grandson, and I saw it in the actions of a proud new mother.
Yes, the gift is LOVE. So, Angela this Christmas I give to you MY LOVE and trust that you will always keep it with you!”
Joe, it seems, is hoping Angela’s a cheap date: that his low-budget, creative-writing effort will make her happier than, say, jewelry.
If his glib approach actually worked, Joe may have a shining future in sales! (But who knows? His online posting doesn’t say.)
The thing is, Joe’s right. When everything is said and done, it is all about love.
Of course it is! Nice try, Joe. But take this piece of advice. Keep a little jewelry box in reserve, just in case!
https://motivateus.com/stories/gift.htm.
Retrieved June 25, 2021.

##

There absolutely is a justice element [in the Christmas story]. You cannot read Mary’s prayer and Zechariah’s prayer (and even Simeon, when he’s blessing without seeing) and not see justice here. I mean, God has come to make the world new ….
I think [this understanding] is a rebuke to two different justice approaches. It’s a rebuke to a Pietistic Christianity that kind of closes our ears to the injustice of the world and says we’re only going to focus on the spiritual aspects of it. I don’t think Jesus allows you to do that. Look at Mary’s prayer; if his kingdom has truly dawned, then he’s asking us to join him on his mission to renew and restore the world. If we’re to love our neighbor as ourselves, we can’t ignore the structures that hurt our neighbors’ flourishing.
It's also a rebuke to people who care about justice and have a kind of exhausted “change the world” mentality. The idea that this is all on us; that we're the ones we've been waiting for. Because that is just a hamster wheel of frustration if we think we can change this world. But when you understand that it is Christ who is coming to the world and that the kingdom is already but not yet, that he's here in part and we're part of his mission, ultimately it's Christ who's going to usher in the full kingdom of God, and he ultimately will make all things new …. We're just free to be the people God has called us to be and to show the world the light and signpost to the kingdom.
—Daniel Darling, interviewed by Kevin Singer and Amar Peterman, “How Jesus’ Incarnation Frees Us to Pursue Justice: An Interview with Daniel Darling,” SharedJustice.org, December 23, 2019.
https://www.sharedjustice.org/most-recent/2019/12/23/how-jesus-incarnation-frees-us-to-pursue-justice-an-interview-with-daniel-darling.
Retrieved June 25, 2021.

##

United Methodist preacher William Willimon, then campus minister at Duke University, once warned his listeners in a campus chapel service:
“If you are going to graduate, you must first get past the English Department. If you are going to practice law, you must pass the bar. If you want to get to medical school, you must survive Organic Chemistry.”
Likewise, “If you want to get to the joy of Bethlehem in the presence of Jesus, you must get past John the Baptist in the desert.” John’s a demanding professor. The final for his course has some tough questions:
If you’re a fashionista, give half your clothes away. If you’re a foodie, invite a beggar to your feast. If you’re a shyster, stop cheating people. If you’re a bully, become a model of kindness.
You’ve got to stop being a taker, if you want to experience Christmas rightly. You’ve got to become a giver.

##

Of course, there is one good thing we Christians can say about John the Baptist: He’s all ours. Nobody else wants him. He hasn't been adopted or co-opted by the Christmas merchants at all, and with good reason. What on earth would Hallmark do with him? Can't you just see it?  "Greetings from our house to yours. Our thoughts of you at this time of year are best expressed in the words of John the Baptist, ‘You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath that is to come?’ Merry Christmas!”
But John was there to get people ready for the Messiah — not for the baby Jesus, but for the man he would become. So, as we celebrate Advent, there is good reason for us to stand on the banks of the river Jordan instead of waiting in the maternity ward with Mary or hitting the shopping malls. Because John has something important to say to us about preparing for Christmas, and it's something we aren't going to get anywhere else.
John's message can be summed up in one sentence: "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near." 
Does it sound too gloomy for the season? Perhaps at first, but we need to understand that in fact this is very good news! When John urged his wilderness congregation to "repent," he didn't mean it in the way we usually think about it. He didn't mean they should make a list of the things they'd done wrong or sit around feeling guilty about the past. If that were the case, he would have been wasting his breath. People do not simply turn away from a way of life just because they're told to. They only do so when they are offered something deeper and truer to turn toward. And that's what John was offering them.  
People flocked to John, not out of fear but excitement. When they saw the way he was dressed, they didn't snicker; they were amazed. Anyone with eyes to see in those days would have recognized that John was dressed like the great Old Testament prophet Elijah. And in the popular Judaism of Jesus' day, people believed that Elijah would reappear when the Messiah was about to come. So when John showed up in the wilderness, dressed like Elijah and preaching like the prophets, he embodied the heart and soul of Israel's faith.
—Diane Darling, “How To Get To Bethlehem,” in the PRISM E-pistle newsletter of Evangelicals for Social Action, December 18, 2002.

##

Friday, the day after Thanksgiving, the busiest shopping day of the year. We have taken the El to the Loop, my wife and I with our younger daughter, to meet our elder daughter, who works in the heart of the Loop and gets off at noon. We are in a fairyland. By four o’clock it is nearly dark and the Christmas lights and the mist and the music create an atmosphere that is almost otherworldly. Here by the Tribune building shines a tree with more lights than I’ve ever seen on a single pine. Policemen clip-clop about on steaming horses. Electronic speakers herald the birth of a baby-king. And everywhere, everywhere, people stream past the stores, hut with no discord, no pushing or shoving or jousting. We move almost as ghosts in the half-light, smiling, joyful pleased to be a part of this ethereal cityscape.
I stand now in front of the Crate and Barrel, a store that specializes in dishes and cutlery and other household items. Suddenly I notice a short, bearded African-American wearing an old bomber hat. He moves from the street to the sidewalk and back to the street, weaving around traffic, moving from one side of the street to the other and then hack again. All the time he is shouting profanities: “Go ahead,” he shouts to four package-laden people squeezing into a taxi, “get in your bleeping taxi. Bleep your bleeping taxi and all your bleeping packages. Then he moves on, hurling out his jeremiads.
As I see this man, possessed by rage or madness or demons, I wonder, “Does he have something to say to me?” Is this wild man some sort of crazy prophet?” I sense that his anger is directed at us affluent shoppers, participants in the “good life.” He sees our arms full of packages, he sees the deprivation and squalor in other parts of the city, and he is enraged by it …. Is God so angered by this that he sends a mad prophet to shout imprecations to the brood of vipers whose fruit is not consistent with their testimony?
But, I tell myself: he’s only a crazy street person — no need to drag God into it.
—David Schelhaas, “Is It Useless to Use Less? Frugal Living in a Consumptive Society,” Perspectives: A Journal of Reformed Thought, November 1999, 11-13.

##

There is an old rabbinic parable about a farmer that had two sons. As soon as they were old enough to walk, he took them to the fields, and he taught them everything that he knew about growing crops and raising animals. When he got too old to work, the two boys took over the chores of the farm, and when the father died, they had found their working together so meaningful that they decided to keep their partnership. So each brother contributed what he could and during every harvest season, they would divide equally what they had corporately produced. Across the years the elder brother never married, stayed an old bachelor. The younger brother did marry and had eight wonderful children. Some years later when they were having a wonderful harvest, the old bachelor brother thought to himself one night, “My brother has 10 mouths to feed. I only have one. He really needs more of his harvest than I do, but I know he is much too fair to renegotiate. I know what I’ll do. In the dead of the night when he is already asleep, I’ll take some of what I have put in my barn, and I’ll slip it over into his barn to help him feed his children.
At the very time he was thinking down that line, the younger brother was thinking to himself, “God has given me these wonderful children. My brother hasn’t been so fortunate. He really needs more of this harvest for his old age than I do, but I know him. He’s much too fair. He’ll never renegotiate. I know what I’ll do. In the dead of the night when he’s asleep, I’ll take some of what I’ve put in my barn and slip it over into his barn.” And so, one night when the moon was full, as you may have already anticipated, those two brothers came face to face, each on a mission of generosity. The old rabbi said that there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, yet a gentle rain began to fall. You know what it was? Some say God weeping for joy because two of his children had gotten the point. Two of his children had come to realize that generosity is the deepest characteristic of the holy and because we are made in God’s image, our being generous is the secret to our joy as well.
—Anne McAnelly, “John the Baptist Part II,” St. Andrew Presbyterian Church of Aptos website, December 18, 2018.
https://www.aptospresbyterianchurch.org/john-the-baptist-part-ii/.
Retrieved June 25, 2021.

##

COMMENTARY
Luke 3:7-18
Today’s lesson, Luke 3:7-18, comprises most of Luke’s account of the ministry of John the Baptist (3:1-20, paralleled by Matthew 3:1-12; Mark 1:1-8; John 1:6-8, 15, 19-28). That ministry, focused on the preaching of a message of radical social change accompanied by the symbolic act of baptism, both paved the way and provided a model for the ministry of Jesus that followed.
In the gospels, “the crowds” are presented ambiguously, frequently being viewed sympathetically (e.g., Matthew 9:36; 14:14, 19; 21:9, 11, 46; Luke 9:11; etc.), while sometimes being presented negatively, as here (and also, in conjunction with John the Baptist, in Luke 7:24; see also Luke 11:29). In the passion narratives, the crowd is portrayed largely as excessively biddable, being led to call for Jesus’ execution at the instigation of the chief priests and elders (e.g., Matthew 27:20).
John’s vituperation against the crowds in this passage is uniquely harsh, and it is possible that a more specific referent, such as the religious leaders, was original to the narrative. In fact, in Matthew’s account, the object of John’s outburst are the Pharisees and Sadducees (Matthew 3:7). Although Mark and John don’t include this incident, John includes an encounter between John and a “delegation” that includes Pharisees, mentioned explicitly (John 1:24). It is quite possible, even likely, that the same incident is behind the divergent accounts in Matthew, Luke and John.
In the present context, “the crowds” stand for the people in general, but whose composition will be spelled out by representative groups (e.g., tax collectors and soldiers) in subsequent verses.
John is described as proclaiming and practicing “a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins” (v. 3), a ritual lustration with roots already established within Jewish practice. Ritual purification with water was an important feature of Israelite religion, particularly with regard to the impurity associated with various aspects of sexuality (e.g., intercourse and childbirth; see, e.g., Leviticus 15:18; Numbers 19:13). Lustral practices were widespread in Greco-Roman religion also, especially in cults associated with healing deities.
While it is clear, therefore, that the practice of ritual purification with water did not originate with John the Baptist (and common sense would suggest that there was no one “inventor” of the practice), baptism in the New Testament is first identified with John’s ministry and preaching, and only later and more significantly associated with Jesus (e.g., Matthew 29:19). John’s importance for the writers of the gospels is prophetic, pointing the way toward the one who was prophesied in Israel’s religious tradition, of which John clearly saw himself a part (Luke 3:4-6).
Luke makes this point even more forcefully immediately after our passage (vv. 19-20), by reporting that John was imprisoned before Jesus was baptized, suggesting that Jesus was baptized by someone else. John’s importance in Luke’s gospel, therefore, is even less than in the others.
Of the more than 30 species of snakes found in Israel, more than half a dozen of them are venomous, and six of these are classified as vipers (Viperidae). All are capable of delivering fatal bites, which is one of the principal reasons for their appearance in the biblical text as metaphors for surprising treachery and danger (e.g., Genesis 49:17; Job 20:16; Psalm 140:3; Isaiah 30:6; 59:5; Matthew 12:34; 23:33). In only one instance (Acts 28:3) does the word viper appear in its literal zoological sense. That the crowds (or, more likely, their religious leaders) are described as a “brood” of vipers is meant to make several rhetorical points simultaneously: to emphasize the collective nature of the opposition to John’s ministry and, with that collectivity, to point to the strength that comes in numbers; to point to the colluding nature of the opposition parties; and to point forward to the idea of offspring, which follows immediately.
The idea of divine judgment — the “wrath to come” (v. 7) — is rooted firmly in the religion of Israel and is pervasive throughout the Hebrew Bible. The idea rests on the premise that the God of Israel was impartial yet not indifferent, which is to say that “the Judge of all the earth” (Genesis 18:25) has a will for that earth and its inhabitants that is not morally neutral: “Seek good and not evil, that you may live; and so the Lord, the God of hosts, will be with you” (Amos 5:14).
From its earliest days, Israel understood itself to be a religious and social community constituted and maintained by the gracious favor of its God, whose will for righteous behavior placed Israel, no less than any of its neighbors, under divine judgment. The poles of divine favor and divine judgment played alternating prominent roles in Israel’s history, and John’s attack on the people’s smug self-confidence in their birthright (v. 8) is intended to challenge the excessive importance some members of the religious community had attached to their election as heirs of the promise made to Abraham (Genesis 12:1-3; 17:4-8; 22:18).
The idea of exclusive privilege being the prerogative of those capable of participating through biological reproduction in the religious community had already been challenged by Third Isaiah, writing during the Babylonian Exile (587-539 B.C.). In a famous oracle addressed to eunuchs and foreigners (Isaiah 56:1-8), the prophet declared that those incapable of passing on the promise through physical progeny were nonetheless welcome members of the religious community based on their obedience to the commandments. Such a radical change in perception in Israelite religion played a major role in laying the foundation for such groups as the Essenes and early Christians, whose views on marriage and reproduction were in stark contrast to the dominant Pharisaic view (see, e.g., Matthew 19:12; 22:30; Acts 8:27-39). The qualified importance attached to children by the time of John is evident in this passage.
The radical nature of John’s message — that Israel’s election was neither immunity from the responsibility of ethical conduct nor inviolable (“every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire,” v. 9) — continues in the specific instructions John delivers to the groups specified as being part of “the crowds.” To give away half of one’s clothing and food (v. 11) doubtless shocked John’s original hearers as much as the idea strikes contemporary readers as extreme. John’s instructions to tax collectors and soldiers — to collect no more than prescribed, to avoid extortion and to be satisfied with their military wages — are less radical, and less to the point than the two groups to whom they are addressed. Taxation and military occupation were correctly viewed by Rome’s subjugated peoples as forms of imperial domination. Tax collectors and soldiers were private citizens under contract to the Roman authorities, and a Jew who undertook such employment was regarded as tantamount to a traitor. That tax collectors and soldiers are singled out from the crowds as coming to John in apparent good faith for baptism is a criticism of the religious leaders who remained opposed to John’s message. This implicit criticism is made explicit by Jesus’ remark to the chief priests and elders that “the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going into the kingdom of God ahead of you” (Matthew 21:31).
Although the idea of baptism “with the Holy Spirit” plays a relatively minor role in the gospels (appearing only in this passage and its parallels and John 1:33), there is some evidence that spiritual baptism played a significant role in the early Christian church, and that baptism with water was the outward sign of this prior spiritual change (i.e., repentance), e.g., Peter’s question concerning the Gentile converts in Acts 10:47: “Can anyone withhold the water for baptizing these people who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?” The book of Acts is also the only place outside the gospels that refers explicitly to baptism with the Holy Spirit (1:5; 8:16 [by negative inference]; 11:16; cf 1 Corinthians 12:13).
Matthew and Luke add “and fire” to the baptism of the Holy Spirit, which Mark omits, suggesting that the phrase was from the common source on which Matthew and Luke drew in the composition of their gospels. The phrase may be an infiltration from the “unquenchable fire” in the following verse, which is also from Q. Although the combination of a fierce (and possibly burning) anger and chaff is not unknown in the Hebrew Bible (being found in Zephaniah 2:2), the usual imagery of chaff does not involve burning, as here; it usually involves being blown away by the wind (e.g., Job 13:25; 21:18; Psalm 1:4; 35:5; 83:13; Isaiah 17:13; 29:5; Jeremiah 13:24; etc.). This is the only passage in the New Testament in which chaff appears.

CHILDREN’S SERMON
Luke 3:7-18
Children will know what they want for Christmas. Ask a harder question: “What did you get for Christmas last year?” Pose the same question to the adults and see how many can remember. Help the children focus on what they already have by counting their blessings. Remind them of Jesus’ instructions to share with others. Use examples such as giving away a second coat when they have too many. Encourage the children to think about opportunities to share and the times they haven’t shared. In a society where we are always seeking more, help the children to think about how much is enough, whether it be stuffed animals or video games. Invite them to bring last year’s gifts, if they are in good condition, to be given away to the needy this year. Or, encourage them to bring new gifts next Sunday to be given to others.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — Advent 
One: Clear away the unnecessary.
All: Put aside the unimportant.
One: Lay down the unrealistic.
All: Keep your ears open for angel songs.
One: Cut the lists in half.
All: Practice saying, “no thanks.”
One: Look for the moments of stillness.
All: Keep your eyes looking for a star,
your hands ready to give,
your voice filled with song 
and your heart longing for joy.

Prayers — Christmas
At Christmas, Lord,
there are packages to be opened,
gifts to be unwrapped.
We look to them with anticipation.
Yet, this Christmas,
may we be so blessed
as to see beyond the wrapping paper.
May we learn anew
what this joyous celebration is all about:
your gift to us, in Christ,
and our gifts to others, in return.
Amen.

Benedictions — Advent
May the Creator who gives birth in the heart of a servant give birth within you.
May the Christ who comes to live with us walk beside you.
May the Spirit who sang within Mary’s heart also sing within your own.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Angels from the Realms of Glory
In the Bleak Midwinter
I Want to Walk as a Child of the Light

Worship and Praise 
O Come, All You Unfaithful (Sovereign Grace)
Your Great Name (Nordhoff, Neale)
Giving It All to You (Gungor)
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Third Sunday of Advent, Cycle C
Zephaniah 3:14-20
Isaiah 12:2-6
Philippians 4:4-7
Luke 3:7-18
