Good News or Bad?
Zephaniah 3:14-20; Isaiah 12:2-6; Philippians 4:4-7; Luke 3:7-18*
This week we encounter John the Baptist once again. He is Jesus’ cousin, or at least his
mother was Mary’s cousin. He is known not so much for being related to Jesus, but for being a strong
preacher. Just about all we know of him is his parentage, the weird way he dressed, and the way he
preached. But he doesn’t sound much like Jesus when he preaches. He did not preach in a
cathedral, beautiful church like this one— who would give him a pulpit? No, he was relegated to the
Galilean outback, the desert. You had to go out to the desert if you wanted to hear a sermon like
John’s.
And Luke says many, many went out to hear him preach. I imagine it took a lot of trouble to go
out from the safe confines of the city, out to the wilderness where he preached, but many decided his
sermons were worth the trek.
When John the Baptist preached, people dropped w hat they were doing in the city and
ventured out into the wilderness, city folk, who couldn’t get preaching like John’s back up at the
temple.
Oh, but what they heard! Listen in on a portion of John the Baptist’s sermon: “There’s a bunch
of dead stones in the muddy river. God’s going to make a family out of stones if you people are so
sorry that you won’t come forth and take your place in God’s family. There’s a heap of dry chaff,
mixed in with the wheat. God’s going to start the fire to burn off the chaff. I wash you with water; the
one who’s right behind me will scorch you with fire! God is going to purify you and throw out the trash.
The Judge is about to hold court, and I’ve got your summons.
“You better get washed. If you’ve cheated someone, go make it right. The axe is at the trunk of
the tree, the Judge, the fire, the flood! I warn you! You better get washed, repent, and turn around,
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change your ways, get your act together. You’ve been warned!”
Now I ask you, why would anybody go out to the wilderness for a tough sermon like those of
John the Baptist?
Mark’s Gospel says that even King Herod, not the most perceptive, or faithful listener of
sermons, I imagine, loved to hear John preach (Mark 6:20 says “When he heard him, he was greatly
perplexed; and yet he liked to listen to him.”) What was there about John’s preaching that made his
sermons so popular?
Will Willimon writes: “I often discuss preaching with preachers. And there’s always a preacher
present to reassure us with, “Look, lay people don’t come to church to be told the truth! They come to
be comforted. They come expecting to have all their prejudices and preconceptions confirmed. They
come to get stroked and soothed. That’s what people want.”
But if that’s true, then why did so many flock to the desert to hear John preach? Talking about
the axe, the Judge, the flood, and the fire?
Ponder the images that John uses in his tough sermons—the fire, the ax, the purifying water.
All of these are images of transformation, change, purification, and alteration. John was the preparer
of the way for Jesus. Jesus is coming, John preached, and his advent requires you to go through
some change, purification, repentance. Get washed up! You are dirty! You are dead! Smell the fire?
John calls people to repent. The Greek word for repentance is metanoia. From this word, we
get our word metamorphosis, change of form. Repentance simply means change, turning around,
getting off the wrong course, and getting on the right one.
Maybe there were people in John’s wilderness congregation who did not come out to hear him
talk about change. Maybe they were fairly satisfied with life as it was. Maybe they were the best
person in the world, but they certainly weren’t the worst. Perhaps they expected a sermon to
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reassure them that things were okay in their lives, that they were basically on the right track. They
see church as a place of confirmation, reassurance that they were doing fine, just as they were,
thank you.
And yet, I wonder if there were not even more people in the congregation who heard John’s
message, “You are not right. You need a bath. Some part of you needs to be cut, removed,
something in you needs to be burned away, so that something new in you can be born,” and thought
to themselves, “you are right. It’s about time somebody said it. Go ahead, preach, I can take it. I am
not as evasive, deceitful, and tender as you may think. Tell it to me, and tell it straight.”
John preached a two-point sermon: (1.) God is coming! and, (2.) You can change.
You can get clean, be purified, and start over like a newborn. And maybe, they were some of
the congregation out in the wilderness, who, though they did not know it at the time, they realized,
listening to the sermon, that this was the sermon they longed to hear.
John’s words sound harsh, judgmental. And many times I have heard the advice that we
preachers should never be judgmental. We should always be gracious, affirming, and accepting. But
I ask you to think back over your life. Have you ever had a time in your life when you are headed in
the wrong direction, or you were stuck in a bad situation, or you were captive to some detrimental
habit?
How did you get out of that situation? I bet that someone cared enough about you, and maybe
cared enough about the truth to tell it to you straight. Perhaps what they said was not easy to hear.
But maybe, because they had a particular gift for saying tough things in ways that they could be
heard, or maybe God gave you the grace to hear that which you had previously avoided hearing, but
you heard. The word of confrontation and judgment became the catalyst for moving you to a new
place.
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I’m not saying it’s easy to hear a word of judgment, whether it’s delivered to you by a therapist,
a good friend, your boss, or a preacher. But I am saying that it’s hard to imagine our making positive,
though painful, changes in our lives without somebody caring enough to tell it to us straight.
Fred Craddock reminds us of an old movie, “The High and the Mighty.” On a flight over the
ocean, the pilot’s voice announces to the cabin, “There is a problem. We cannot correct it. We are
not going to make it. I tell you this so that you might prepare yourselves for the inevitable.”
An elegantly dressed woman begins to remove the diamond broach from her neck. The large
ring from her finger. She peels off her false eyelashes, wipes the makeup from her face. A large scar
is now visible on her forehead that the makeup had always concealed. She is preparing herself for
the end. She will go there as she really is.
The flight is saved, as it turns out. They make it to the airport. But the woman has changed.
Honesty was offered to her and she took it, gladly, she took off the mask, and she became who she
really was.
Somebody like John holds up a mirror to us, and we see our faces, as we are. And chastened,
we go on our knees and ask for God to take an axe and cut us down, or kindle a fire and purge us,
asking for rebirth, cleansing, change. John promised the possibility of such a turnaround. Metanoia.
That’s why they came out to hear John preach.
I am a preacher. The great theologian, Karl Barth, said that John the Baptist is the m odel for
all preachers in that John the Baptist points away from himself to Jesus on the cross. That’s what
every preacher ought to do, said Barth. But this Sunday of Advent, as we stand on the threshold of
the nativity, I’m thinking that John the Baptist is a model for all of us preachers in that he knew there
was no way to prepare for the birth of Jesus Christ, no way for us to be ready to receive Jesus,
without change. We have got to be willing to hear the truth about our true situation, and then w e have
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got to be willing to let God’s Holy Spirit transform us, remold, remake us so that we can be open and
receptive to the One who brings us the way, the truth, and the life.
Jesus Christ accepts us as we are, but he never leaves us just as we are. To be embraced by
Christ is to be transformed by him. And so, John the Baptist, the first act in the grand drama of our
salvation in Jesus Christ, comes to us with a two point sermon (1.) God is coming! and, (2.) You can
change. A sermon that is honest about us and our limitations, and also at the same time hopeful
about the possibility of our transformation.
Why are you listening this morning? You are listening because I am talking. I know that. You
are listening out of habit. You are at least acting like you are listening because you are so polite. You
don’t want hurt my feelings. You are listening as a good example to your children, training them that
when they grow up, they will also be skilled in acting like they are listing to a sermon.
Okay. But maybe you are listening because you are hoping for a good two point sermon in the
manner that John preached one. You are hoping that the sermon may be addressed to you in your
need, telling the truth about your situation. And you are also hoping that the sermon will give you
hope, hope that you can indeed be more than you presently are, that you can be drawn more closely
to the way that Christ wants you to walk. I wonder if that’s what you’re listening for and I’m praying
that, to some degree, that may be the sermon that you hear today.
Get ready. God is coming. This was John’s message. I believe that nothing and nobody is
beyond the reach of a gracious, forgiving God who comes to us, so that we might come to God.
John preached that, still does, sometimes even through my sermons.
I hope that this is just the word you needed to hear that as we come ever closer to the God
who has come so near to us in the birth of Jesus Christ. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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