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Texts:  Zephaniah 3:14-20 • Isaiah 12:2-6 • Philippians 4:4-7 
• Luke 3:7-18

Zephaniah 3:14-20 
Sing aloud, O daughter Zion; shout, O Israel! Rejoice and exult with all your 

heart, O daughter Jerusalem! The Lord has taken away the judgments against you, 
he has turned away your enemies. The king of Israel, the Lord, is in your midst; 
you shall fear disaster no more. On that day it shall be said to Jerusalem: Do not 
fear, O Zion; do not let your hands grow weak. The Lord, your God, is in your 
midst, a warrior who gives victory; 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 festi-
val. I will remove disaster from you, so that you will not bear reproach for it. I will 
deal with all your oppressors at that time. And I will save the lame and gather the 
outcast, and I will change their shame into praise and renown in all the earth. At 
that time I will bring you home, at the time when I gather you; for I will make you 
renowned and praised among all the peoples of the earth, when I restore your 
fortunes before your eyes, says the Lord.

Isaiah 12:2-6 
Surely God is my salvation; I will trust, and will not be afraid, for the Lord 

God is my strength and my might; he has become my salvation. With joy you will 
draw water from the wells of salvation.

And you will say in that day: Give thanks to the Lord, call on his name; 
make known his deeds among the nations; proclaim that his name is exalted. Sing 
praises to the Lord, for he has done gloriously; let this be known in all the earth. 
Shout aloud and sing for joy, O royal Zion, for great in your midst is the Holy One 
of Israel.
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Philippians 4:4-7 
Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. Let your gentleness be 

known to everyone. The Lord is near. Do not worry about anything, but in ev-
erything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made 
known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will 
guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

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 ac-

cusation, 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 thresh-
ing floor and to gather the wheat into his granary; but the chaff he will burn with 
unquenchable fire.” 
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So, with many other exhortations, he proclaimed the good news to the 
people.

What is good about this news?
May be John the Baptist is having a bad day. What kind of sermon introduc-

tion is you brood of vipers? He has called them to repentance, for they have gathered 
out there at his beckoning. 

How about Good morning, welcome, we’re so glad you are here ladies and 
gentleman, but you brood of vipers…wouldn’t ask him to be on our pastoral staff or 
pastoral care sessions. But John is up to something else.

We must understand the religious water he is swimming in. He is a Jew, per-
haps, scholars think, an Essene Jew. They were among those Jews who were remov-
ing themselves from city and regular temple life to desert and wilderness as protest 
and practice of another way of living faithfully.

They were critical of temple Judaism where pious liturgy was being practiced 
in worship but not practiced after.

Liturgy means “work of the people,” so John and others were tired of there 
being no “liturgy after the liturgy,” as Luke Powery has said. There was no work of 
the people after the people left worship. There was no piety in practice.

And so John comes not as a pastor to shepherd, gently moving the flock 
or moving a body of people diplomatically to a preferred end goal. John comes 
as an ER doctor with the urgency of a physician working on a patient in need of 
intervention.

John says urgently to these faithful ones – don’t rely on grandmother’s faith 
or the traditions of Abraham, don’t rely on “we’ve been a members since 1925.” This 
is your life, this is your moment. No one can be ready for you. No one can live life 
for you, no one can repent for you, no one can bear fruit for you.

The repentance John calls us to is no mere change of mind and heart. It is a 
total metanoia, a complete turning around from self to God.
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Peter Marshall, a noted Presbyterian pastor of the middle of the twentieth 
century, saw Christianity starting as good news, but we sometimes have allowed it 
to become diluted into merely good advice. 

What John comes to say is transformational.
The Messiah is coming and a full encounter with this Messiah will change us.  
What then should we do? 
The people ask a worthy question. John has scared them to death and maybe 

us, too. What should we do?
In fact they ask it three times. Any time the Bible repeats something it is 

important.
What should we do? What then should we do?
Tax collectors, soldiers, Jews – what then should we do?
There is the story of the missionary who is walking along in the brush one 

day in a jungle when he hears the sounds of a lion behind him and he stops and 
prays, O Lord grant in thy goodness that the lion behind me is a good Christian lion.

Meanwhile at the same time the lion is praying, Oh lord I thank thee for the 
food I am about to receive.

You have to pray and run. Pray and go. 
What then should we do? Prayerful action is what we talked about last week. 

If we don’t join together in prayer and practice, a lion may not eat you but you will 
get eaten by greed, John suggests –

John gives very practical responses to the question of what then should we do.
Give your coat away
Don’t take more than is yours
Share your food
Don’t take more money than is yours or extort more than people owe.
These ways will keep us from practicing an empty piety – an empty liturgy, a 

reliance on generations past for our faith. This is your one and only life, we are told. 
Prayerful repentance and fruitful action will prepare us to experience Jesus.

What then should we do? 



What then Should We Do? • December 13, 2015 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • Page 5

The question comes again and John’s last response? Be baptized. This will 
mark the beginning of your new journey. Many of you have already been baptized. 
This story reminds us then of our mission in the world.

For John, Baptism is linked to mission in the world. 
We are baptized to be a blessing to someone else and the world in which we 

live.
John is talking now about the liturgy after the liturgy. What will be our litur-

gy after the liturgy? What will be the work of the people following our prayers and 
our worship?

The poet said, “I’d rather see a sermon than hear one any day.”
I love the story about an incident following an infant baptism. On the way 

home after worship, the brother of the baby who had been baptized cried from the 
back seat all the way home. Three times his Dad asked him what he was crying 
about. Finally, he answered, “The preacher said he wanted us to be brought up in a 
Christian home, but I want to stay with you guys.”

We aren’t asked to forget about Abraham! but rather to remember that our 
baptism is our true identity is rooted with God. We are claimed by God. We are 
rooted in the church.

Advent’s truth is that God has given us hope that life can be better, that the life of 
the world can get better.

Joan Chittister said, “Hope is not a matter of waiting for things outside us to get 
better. It is about getting better inside about what is going on inside. It is about becom-
ing open to the God of newness. It is about allowing ourselves to let go of the present, to 
believe in the future we cannot see but can trust to God…Hope is what sits by a window 
and waits for one more dawn, despite the fact that there isn’t an ounce of proof in tonight’s 
(dark) sky that it can possibly come.” 

“The crowd” often gets a bad rap — “don’t follow the crowd” —but actually in this 
case, do. This brood of people, our brood of people here are crowded up in the right place.

You are crowded up in the right place today here and now.
What is good about this news from John?
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God could have left us alone, but doesn’t. God takes us seriously enough to 
send a wild man like John to get our attention and offer us redemption and a mis-
sion to be about in this life and how to get ready for it — no matter how hard it will 
be. And this is strangely good news.



Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Rose Hernandez at 713-528-0527 or rhernandez@stpaulshouston.org.
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