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Luke 3:7-18


My grandfather used to watch the antics of my young cousins and myself, and he used to shake his head and say to my grandmother, “The only thing there is not enough of these days is common sense.”  My guess is that his grandfather used to say the same thing and his grandfather before him.  If I am not mistaken, I think that is part of what John the Baptist was saying in the Scriptures we hear today.  “Use your common sense.  Be kind.  Share what you have.  Do good works.  Take care of one another.  Treat one another fairly and honestly.  Don't hold yourself above anyone else because of your name or what you think is your raised social status.  Use the many gifts which God has given you for good.”


Or as our superhero comic book characters would say, “use your powers for good, not for evil”.


I am not a big car person, but it is interesting how car manufacturers name their cars......the animal kingdom is popular with a number of manufacturers......the Pony, the Impala, the cougar, Jaguar, the pinto, the Mustang.    I think it is Dodge that has The Viper.  It is also a term which John used.  He seems to be in a hostile and angry mood when he calls to all who had gathered, having followed him to the Jordan to be baptized in response to his preaching.  But here he is yelling at them, scoffing and scolding them.  “Who warned you to flee from the wrath which is to come...you are nothing better than a brood of vipers!”  Vipers were snakes.  Some poisonous, some not.  But those who heard themselves being called that would have known that John was calling them not only low lives, but evil. 


Among the crowd that John was scolding were tax collectors and soldiers...both groups considered to be outcasts, held in disdain by first century Jewish society...collaborators with the dreaded, oppressive Roman government.  


John was calling them all to repent...to turn their way of living around and go the other way...live a new way....God's way.  John was charging all who would listen to change their heart, and mind, and attitude and actions!  “How you live your life, the actions you take and the actions you refrain from taking tell more about the sincerity of your faith than your words.  Faith is an action word and your love for God will be evident by how you live your life.”.  


John seems to have been sensitive to the crowd and was intentional and deliberate to distinguish himself from the one who is to come....the Messiah.

Listen to what John is saying, “Jesus 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.'       That part always used to frighten me...the thought of burning in an unquenchable fire.


Certainly John was a fearless preacher, but one commentator I read believes this to mean, not, as some suggest that unrepentant sinners will spend eternity in unquenchable fires, but rather that each of us is both chaff and kernel;  each of us is both holy and unholy.  God will invite us to repent, and promises to forgive.  There is an escape from the fires of hell.  It is ours for the choosing.  This is the good news!


The difference that John's preaching makes is not only in the lives of the listeners, who heed his word, examine their lives, and make some significant changes.  But with the changes they make, the lives of so many others feel the impact....the poor, the powerless, the marginalized.  Those who have previously been cheated, or bullied, those who have no warm clothing or food …   the Spirit of God works in the lives of those who love God.  As a result, justice is done, kindness is shown; compassion is provided.  Those who live by the Spirit, who have been baptized by the Spirit, know what the intimacy of God can be.


John's message to us this Advent as it was in that very first Advent, is to look forward – to turn again to God and to Christ and to re-orient our lives to the radical, justice seeking ways of God's reign. 

How do you hear Christ calling you to that in your own life?  This is a time to prepare to hear and to consider that call.  This is a time for the good use of common sense.

Amen
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