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Sermon – Joy Through Repentance.  What More Could We Ask For? 
Zephaniah 3:14-20; Philippians 4:4-7; Luke 3:7-18 
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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 repentance. 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. 

 

 

I want to start by drawing a bit of a picture this morning.  Some years ago, before the death of 

Mother Theresa, a television special on her life was aired.  It depicted the tragic human conditions that 

was a part of her daily life. You’ve probably seen the pictures.  They showed all the horror of the 

slums of Calcutta and, in the midst of that, they made her love for these destitute people all that more 

apparent. As the host interviewed her, as they both made their way through that awful place, 

commercials interrupted the flow of the discussion. Here’s the sequence of the topics and commercial 

that I saw: lepers wasting away in their beds (commercial break for bikini clad frolickers at an exotic 

resort); mass starvation (designer jeans); agonizing poverty (fur coats); abandoned babies (ice cream 

sundaes); people dying (diamond watches). 

It kind of makes you think doesn’t it?  This sermon, however, is not about destitution and 

abundant consumption.  It is a sermon on contrasts and mixed messages.  You see, when I was reading 

again the passages for today, I couldn’t help but see a huge contrast and seemingly mixed messages 

within our passages for today.   

There was Zephaniah drawing a picture of what still lies in some distant future for them.  “Sing 

aloud, O daughter Zion; shout, O Israel! Rejoice and exult with all your heart, O daughter Jerusalem!  

The LORD, your God, is in your midst, 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.”   
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Now that’s good stuff.  Sing aloud in joy…rejoice and exult with all your heart…as on a day of 

festival.  It’s Advent.  Christmas is coming.  Christ, the Messiah, has come and is coming.  Rejoice, for 

the Lord is in your midst.   

Then we heard that same type of message again, after the fulfillment of Zephaniah’s prophesy, 

in Paul’s letter to the troubled Philippians.  “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. Let 

your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near.”  

Rejoice, be in joy, because the Lord is near.  More great stuff for our third Sunday of Advent, 

the Sunday of joy.  Rejoice!  Christmas is almost here.  It is a time when God, in Christ, is reborn to us 

every year.  It is a time when God will guard our hearts and our minds in the love and the joy of the 

new born Savior.  Rejoice?  Absolutely!  Bring it on!  We can’t wait. 

But then we get to hear again from John.  You brood of vipers!  You gathering of snakes!  

Where was it that you heard that you should be fleeing from the wrath of God?  Repent!  And don’t 

even try that old line about being descendants from Abraham.  God can make descendants from every 

one of those stones at your feet.  Repent, and then bear fruit as evidence of that repentance, if you want 

to avoid the fire!   

Whoa, John, buddy, it’s the third Sunday of Advent.  Where’s the joy?   

Can you see how there appears to be a contradiction in what we profess?  Are you hearing the 

potential for a mixed message here?  Welcome,  Rejoice! on the one hand.  You sinful brood of vipers, 

repent or burn, on the other.  Can you see the apparent conflict between Paul’s words and those of 

John?  Well, the world can. To them there certainly seems to be a conflict and a contradiction. 

But, if we slow down and consider it, I don’t think that we would find as much of a 

contradiction as there appears to be.  Rejoice…repent.  Repent…rejoice.   Believe it or not, they are 

like two sides of the same coin.   

In Philippians, Paul is telling the congregation there that they should be joyful for no other 

reason other than that they are close to God.  They should rejoice because they are in the Lord.  They 

are in His presence and by definition that is the source of all true joy.  Their struggles were secondary.  

Their disagreements were secondary.  In the verses just prior to the ones we heard Paul’s tells them of 

his own struggle and his own continuing journey of faith.  But more importantly, he tells them about 

Christ, the object of his focus and the reason for his joy.   

Rejoice in your journey because you are in the midst of God.  Rejoice because the Lord is near.  

Rejoice because you have placed yourself in the presence of God.  You have made Him your focus and 

his joy has become your joy. 

But what then about John?  What about repent?  How can repentance be the same as joy?  Well, 

it depends on how we define repentance.  Or maybe better yet, it depends on what part of repentance 

we focus on.  Repentance by definition is turning around, and it has two parts.  When we turn around, 

we turn from something and we turn towards something.  Both are actions within repentance.  Either 

one alone recognizes only half the job.  If, on the one hand, our focus is primarily on what we have 

turned from, and what others need to turn from, then our faith can become one of condemnation rather 

than one of grace.  But if our emphasis is on what we turn towards, then our faith becomes one of 

grace and joy.  Do you see the difference?  Our faith becomes one that is focused on what has been 

done for us rather than what we can do for ourselves.  Instead of being focused on the world and an 

apparent loss, we become focused on God and on the abundant gain.  Through repentance, we turn and 
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place ourselves in God which places us inside of true joy.  So, when we understand repentance as 

primarily turning towards and placing ourselves in God, it brings true joy and heartfelt rejoicing.  And 

it is this side of repentance that puts the other side, the other required side, the leaving behind side, into 

perspective, and gives it its meaning and its joy.   

Bear fruits of your repentance, John tells those around him.  Show people the value of your 

turning from, by showing them the actions and presence of the one to whom you have turned.   

So, what does that look like?  Or in the words of those with John, “What then should we do?”  

How do we make God’s work our work?   

John told them that they should share what they had with others in need because that is part of 

God’s work.  They should treat people fairly and honestly.  They shouldn’t take from others more than 

what is appropriate just because they had the power to do so.  He said that they shouldn’t threaten 

people, or lie to them, or lie about them.  That was the fruit of repentance for them. 

And for us?  What are our fruits of repentance?  What should we do?  Well, we too should care 

for others and share generously of the gifts that we have been given in order to live into the mission, 

and help those in need, and to further God’s work in creation.  We too should live honestly, and 

appropriately exercise whatever power we have been given in order to reunite people to God, and 

through that to each other.  But most of all, our fruit of repentance should point others to the real joy 

found by turning away from darkness and into the light of the coming Christ, as he brings the true joy 

found through repentance.   

You see, when John calls out so loudly for us to repent he is not calling us to punishment.  He 

is calling us to new life and to joy.  Let me say that again.  Repentance, the turning away and the 

turning to, brings new life joy, not loss.  Repentance brings completeness, wholeness, vision, and real 

joy.  Repentance brings God through Christ.   

As an avowed atheist, C.S. Lewis fought vehemently against his growing faith.  He fought 

selfishly against giving up his world that he had built.  He fought to the bitter end, and then the day 

came.  Here is how he described his moment of conversion.  "You must picture me alone in that room 

in Magdalen, night after night, feeling, whenever my mind lifted even for a second from my work, the 

steady, unrelenting approach of Him whom I so earnestly desired not to meet. That which I greatly 

feared had at last come upon me. In the Trinity Term of 1929 I gave in, and admitted that God was 

God, and knelt and prayed: perhaps, that night, the most dejected and reluctant convert in all of 

England."  That is repentance, the turning away.  It is terribly hard for us in the moment.  But here is 

what he said later, reflecting back on the turning to.  “I believe in Christ, as I believe that the sun has 

risen. Not only because I see it, but because by it I now see everything else.”  That’s joy. 

Repentance and joy; there is no conflict.  There is no mixed message.  We combine them today 

in our passages, because they were meant to go together.  So, rejoice because Christ is here bringing 

the path back to ultimate joy.  He is in our lives, he’s in the world, and he is coming again.  What more 

could we ask for this Christmas? 

 

Amen 


