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Embracing Change: What, Then, Should We Do? 
Philippians 4: 4-7; Luke 3: 7-20 

  

Good morning, you brood of vipers! What a greeting?! If I opened my candidating 

sermon back in June in such a manner, I am pretty sure I would not be standing in front of you 

this morning. What a way to greet the people who have come to hear a word. John is definitely a 

weirdo in the wilderness. 

 John is a weirdo in the wilderness with a word from God. John is continuing his 

preaching on repentance for the forgiveness of sins. The words are so harsh it is not hard to 

imagine turning away from them and from John. We could reject his message and come out 

unscathed. But, as is true with any literary device, John’s word choice serves a purpose.  John 

wants to grab our attention. He wants to shake us from our slumber. John rallies against easy 

religion and cheap grace.  

 There are some who like to say things like I was born and raised in such and such a 

church, or I go to this or that worship community. Perhaps, they do. Maybe they go to Sunday 

service every week where they sing hymns and recite prayers. But, then, they go back out into 

the world unchanged. It is a neat and self-serving spirituality concerned with a beautiful and 

palatable liturgy rather than a meaningful connection with the poor, the sick, the widowed and 

the bullied.  

John wants the people to know it is time to wake up and pay attention. The root of the 

faith is before them. What it means to follow the ways of God is about to be spoken. John the 

Baptist says, “Bear fruits worthy of repentance … [for] every tree ... that does not bear good fruit 

is cut down and thrown into the fire.”1 John tells us later to look forward to Jesus’ coming 

because Jesus will separate the wheat from the chaff. Jesus will separate the wheat berry from 

the husks. The husk he will burn in an unquenchable fire.2 He will burn the husks in a fire so hot 

it purifies. Whether its John’s trees without fruit or Jesus’ leftover husks being burned, the ashes 

will return to the earth, decompose, become compost and bring forth new life.  

There’s an even better option. We can avoid the need for purification. To avoid this 

unrequested phoenix moment, believers are told one must practice repentance for the forgiveness 

of transgressions. 

Repentance for sins is, of course, loaded language in our modern world. The Church has 

hurt so many under the false guise of teaching about repentance. Let’s be clear. God never asks 

us to repent for who we are. God would never ask us to repent for what we look like, where we 

were born or who we love. Repentance has nothing to do with any of that. 

Yet, repentance is a Christian imperative. It is unequivocally central to the faith. Any 

denial of our personal or societal failings is a turning away from God. Repentance, or metanoia, 

means to change one’s mind or to turn. It is central to Luke’s writing, and it is closely tied to 

forgiveness when, later in the Book of Luke, Jesus charges the disciples to proclaim repentance 

and forgiveness of sins to all the nations.3 Changing and being forgiven are intrinsically linked. 

 
1 Luke 3:8-9 
2 Luke 3:17 
3 Luke 24:47 
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The tax collectors and the soldiers who come to hear John know how society feels about 

them. They are wondering if it is even possible to set things right. The tax collectors are 

notorious for extorting funds for themselves while they perform their job of collecting the 

government’s taxes. The soldiers are known for using force at will for their own gain. So, they 

ask John what they can do to bear better fruit. John does not tell them not to worry because they 

are just doing their jobs. He does not tell them to pray harder or to vote a particular way to make 

things right. John tells them to stop the graft, stop the extortion and stop using their position for 

ill-gotten gain.  

To the wider crowd gathered, John says take a close look at yourself. Is your closet full of 

surplus while others are shivering in the cold? Our personal choices can and do affect others. Our 

consumption or support for particular types of businesses can either bear fruit or leave the world 

barren. 

Today, John might turn to the CEO of a company like Amazon or Walmart and say, 

“your position affords you the right to make financial decisions. Pay a fair price for your 

products and take no more than is ascribed to you. Pay your employees a living wage with the 

necessary health benefits to afford them a decent life and be satisfied with your profit margin.”  

John makes it personal. He gets real about faith matters. The gathered have come to 

listen, pray and be baptized. John points out that putting their prayer into action is even better. 

This is where repentance begins to gain momentum, but first it has to be honest. The first step in 

a practice of repentance is “telling the truth to ourselves.”4  

We cannot rely on the past to save us. We cannot say all shall be well because “We have 

Abraham as our ancestor,”5. We cannot content ourselves by saying, “back in the day, we (or I) 

used to do this or that ministry.” We cannot rely on the fact that we used to be a part of this or 

that justice movement.  

Our nation cannot proclaim this is a Christian country founded on Christian principles 

without acting like it. It is “akin to saying, ‘We have Abraham as our Father’.” Christian writer, 

Marlena Graves, describes this way of thinking as akin to citing our heritage as proof of our 

Christianity. She pushes farther saying, “Citing our Christian credentials or background or 

church attendance does not a Christian make, and it does not let us off the hook.6  
The fruits which matter are the ones which are fresh and ripe. “Perhaps when we embrace 

John the Baptist’s call to daily ‘produce fruit in keeping with repentance’ we will begin to be a 

nation of integrity.”7 We will be a people of integrity.  

It will be painful. Repentance requires honesty and humility. It moves from a place 

without ego or pretense. Repentance is prayer in action. It lessens the hurt caused and seeks to 

redress wrongs we have done, and it offers redress for wrongs we have not done but we have 

benefited from. 

For our nation, this would mean being honest about why our forebears chose to set foot 

on this soil. It would mean being honest about the means to which they went to rid themselves of 

those already living here. It would mean being clear about how the wealth of this nation was 

 
4 Marlena Proper Deida Graves, “December 12 (Advent 3C),” The Christian Century, v138 no.24 (2021): 20. 
5 Luke 3: 8 
6 Graves, 20. 
7 Ibid. 
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secured. This doesn’t mean that our national stories and heritage are a complete fabrication. It is 

about opening ourselves to where those heritage stories deviate from the truth.  

So, first, we open ourselves more to painful truths. Then, we allow this new information 

to turn our insides. We allow it to change us. Ultimately, we work towards making amends. This 

is as true in our personal relationships and our personal failings as it is for our national ones. 

It is difficult work. It can be uncomfortable. It might be painful. But, it is worth it. It is 

transformative. So, rejoice! The apostle Paul says, “Rejoice in the Lord always!”8 Be joyful in 

the midst of our human reality. Be joyful as you face the truth of our existence. 

Let us not forget that Paul did much of his writing while in prison. Paul pens words about 

taking joy in the Lord while he knows he is awaiting execution. Talk about a painful truth! 

Rejoice anyway. Christian joy is a nevertheless. Nevertheless, be joyful because joy is a choice. 

It is not an emotion like happiness that comes and goes on its own accord. Joy is a spiritual 

stance which means it can be cultivated. 

Paul shows us that there is a joy that comes forth in the darkest of times, in the darkest 

periods, in our darkest hour. It is an unquenchable joy. It is adherence to joy no matter what. It is 

a spiritual and internal commitment to reject anxiety, fear and negativity. This doesn’t mean we 

never feel negative emotions. It means we do not become our fear. We do not become our 

anxiety. We do not become our sadness, depression or negativity. We reject scarcity models of 

greed in favor of joy for all.  

I’ll tell you the fear-mongers and corporate interests will want you back. They’ll want 

you back because fear and anxiety sell. But, we are called to live in the house of love. We are 

called to prayerful acts which bring forth fruits of love and joy. We are called to hope and new 

life. 

God is coming into this world. In a few short weeks, we will commemorate a time when 

God chose to walk in love as Christ upon this earth. God chose to experience our world as we 

experience it to show us the way back to hope and peace and love and joy.  

Rejoice! We can be a part of that right here and right now. Hear the Good News, we are 

not called to change the world. We are called to change ourselves. So, let us practice truth-

telling. Practice humble repentance. Change your mind about the ways of this world and come 

into a fuller understanding of God. And, may the peace of Christ, which passes all 

understanding, guard your heart and mind in Christ Jesus until we are all set free.  

 
8 Philippians 4:4 


