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PRAYER OF THE DAY
STIR UP THE WILLS OF
YOUR FAITHFUL PEOPLE,
LORD GOD, AND OPEN
OUR EARS TO
THE PREACHING OF
JOHN, THAT, REJOICING
IN YOUR SALVATION, WE
MAY BRING FORTH THE
FRUITS OF REPENTANCE;
THROUGH JESUS CHRIST,
OUR SAVIOR AND LORD,
WHO LIVES AND REIGNS
WITH YOU AND THE
HoLy SPIRIT, ONE GOD,
NOW AND FOREVER.
AMEN.
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Sermon Title:  Christ-like Integrity

Faith, integrity;
Prepare the way of the Lord.
Amen. Come, Lord Christ,

Grace to you and peace, from God our Father, and the Lord and Savior Jesus
Christ. Amen.

One of the peculiarities of the lectionary system we use — that is, the set of
assigned Bible lessons for each Sunday - is that during every Advent season, we get two
weeks in a row of John the Baptist. Last week we studied the “Get ready for John the
Baptist” lessons. We read the Isaiah text that provides a background for understanding
John, and we heard that at the heart of his ministry was the proclamation of a baptism
for repentance for the forgiveness of sin. This week, we get a specific look at what that
ministry was like. Primarily, it is John's responsibility to get people ready for Jesus. It is
John’s responsibility to point people to Jesus.

A professor at Luther Seminary, Marc Kolden, claims to have seen John once. As he
tells the story, he and his wife had gone out for an evening drive shortly before
Christmas. They had clipped a newspaper column describing the best displays of
Christmas lights on homes in the Minneapolis / St. Paul area. Following its directions,
they drove for over three hours in lightly falling snow through dozens of neighborhoods,
oohing and aahing over light displays of everything from manger scenes (complete with
moving shepherds and wise men) to Christmas trees and camels, Rudolph, Santa Claus
and all the reindeer spread across the roof of rambler homes, and choirs of angels
broadcasting Christmas music. He describes it as: “at times inspiring, often excessive,
frequently corny, full of nostalgia but also of hope, the displays left us pretty much
overwhelmed by the time we turned toward home.”

They stopped to look at the newspaper list one last time and discovered they had
missed one—the home with the most lights of all. Since it was only a mile away they
decided they'd better see it. As they got close to the street, traffic was backed up for
some distance, and although it was now past 10:00 P.M., at the far end of that street
the light was so bright it looked like high noon. Slowly they made their way toward the
goal, frequently having to stop as the cars ahead took in all the splendor. Finally, they
were just one house away, stopped in front of a quite small home next door to the
massive display. The small house was dark except for a single string of perhaps thirty
lights, hung in the shape of an arrow pointing toward the extravaganza next door. They
laughed and laughed, and then thought of John the Baptist, who "came to witness to the
light, so that all might believe....He himself was not the light, but he came to testify to
the light." The ironic simplicity of that arrow on the small house, and its slightly mocking
tone, reminded him of the ministry of John, as he pointed to the coming Christ. '

John’s role is to prepare people for the coming of Christ. This week’s Gospel lesson
focuses on that, but it is a surprising focus. John declares to the people that if they are
depending on their ancestor Abraham to get into heaven, it isnt going to work for them.
Nobody will be grandfathered in because of their pedigree. No, repentance is the key.
Those who repent, and begin to show signs of repentance in the way they live, will
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" Professor Marc Kolden, writing on www.WorkingPreacher.org
“Christmas Preaching in a Contemporary Context.”

= Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (http://www.workingpreacher.org/preachingworship.aspx?ar
XIZ  God'swork. Ourhands. ticle id=289)
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inherit eternal life. Those who don't repent, will be cut down and destroyed like so many weeds in a wheat
field. It is an especially harsh message. John is basically telling the people that their lives show evidence of
hearts that are a long ways away from God. We wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised if the people had
rebelled against John, and tried to throw him off the side of a cliff.

But their reaction is quite different from what we might have imagined. Luke tells us that their hearts
were filled with expectation, they began to wonder if John himself was the Messiah, and they responded with
one voice, saying: “What then should we do?” They assumed he was right, they were convinced of their own
sinfulness, they began to desire repentance, and they immediately asked John what they could do to get
started.

John’s response to them is a very curious one. You might have expected him to walk them through the
four spiritual laws. You might have expected him to pull out the worship folder, and lead them in the
“Confession and Forgiveness” rite. You might have expected him to convince them that they needed to choose
Jesus for their personal Lord and Savior. However, he does none of these (even though that is what Peter did,
for the most part, when they crowd asked him the same question in Acts 2:37). Instead, John gives them
these three pieces of simple, practical, concrete, ethical advice:

e To the crowds (most of whom were probably poor): “Share what you have with those who need it.”
e To the tax collectors: “Be honest with your work.”
e To the soldiers: “Don't take advantage of your power.”

In other words, John commands his listeners to be Christ-like in the way they live their lives. He doesn't
call them to an unobtainable level of discipleship. He doesn't call them to live lives of perfection. He calls them
to simple, practical, concrete expressions of faithfulness and integrity. Share your possessions; be honest at
work; don't take advantage of your power. Perhaps John realizes that as they begin to live in these Christ-like
ways, they will be more likely to see Christ when he comes to them.

I've been reading a book, lately, called “unChristian.” It is about non-Christians, and their impressions of
the Christian church. I'll have to admit that when I purchased the book, I thought it was going to be about the
unChristian character of people who don't believe in Jesus. I thought it might help me to better understand
people who had rejected the church and the faith (in other words, people who are unChristians), and give me
some ideas about how we could reach out to them.

I quickly became aware, though, that this wasn't exactly the focus of this book. Because it isn't about the
unChristian people who have rejected the church and the faith. Instead, it is about the unChristian people who
make up the church these days, and how their values and choices seem inconsistent with the faith they claim
to embrace. The full title of the book is, “unChristian: What a New Generation Really Thinks about
Christianity... and Why It Matters.” It is a strong challenge for those of us who make up the church today; for
those of us whom Jesus has called to share the Gospel with the entire world. To many young Americans who
are not part of the church, today’s Christians seem to be “hypocritical,” “insensitive,” and “judgmental.” If we
are going to help them see that the church is not the farce that they think it is, we will have to let the
character of our lives convince them otherwise. Perhaps a good start would be to pick up where John leaves
off this morning: share your possessions; be honest at work; don't take advantage of your power. To the
degree that we can show them how our faith in Jesus Christ has called us to live lives of faith and integrity, we
may be able to help them see that the church can be much more than what they have imagined it to be.

Here at Saint Peter we have declared our mission to be a people of God who are welcomed into God’s
love, just as we are, and who are sent into God’s world to be a reflection of Christ’s love. Our hope is to offer
a radical welcome to the world around us. A welcome into the life of this congregation for sure, but more
importantly: a welcome into the grace of God that we know in Jesus Christ. To be effective in this mission we
dont need to be theological experts. We don't need to be Biblical scholars. We don't need to be brilliant public
speakers who can lead thousands to the altar. We don't need to be adventuresome missionaries who find a
calling in a distant land. We simply need to be the kind of people John the Baptist calls us to be: people who
share our possessions; who are honest at work; and who don't take advantage of our power.
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John offers these simple, practical, concrete expressions of faith as the best way for us to prepare
ourselves for the coming of Christ into our lives. Perhaps they are also the best way for us to share our faith
with the world around us. May the faith and integrity of our lives become a warm and gracious invitation to
others into the love and grace that we have received from God.

Amen.
David J. Risendal, Pastor
Gospel Lesson; English Text: ’

37 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? 8 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.”

12 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.” *2 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.”

1> 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
unguenchable fire.”

1850, with many other exhortations, he proclaimed the good news to the people. "

Gospel Lesson; Greek Text:

3:7 EAeyev o0v TOLG EKTTOpELOMEVOLE XAOLG BATTTLOOAVXL OTT &xOTOD - YEWRAUXTX EXIOVWV, Tig
OTTEdELEEV DUV PLYELY &TTO TG HEANOLONC OPYAC; & TTOLAOXKTE 00V KXPTTOUC KELOVG TAG METKRVOLXG KL MR
XPENCOE AEYELV EV EXUTOLG - TTXTEPX XOMEV TOV ABpat&i. AEYw Y&p UMV TL d0VATHL O BEOC €K TWV ALBwV
TOUTWV EYELpAL TEKVX TW ABpaxdii. 2 AdN € KAXL N &Eivn TTPOC TRV PLlavV TWV BEVOpWV KELTXL- TIRV 00V
5€vdpov un TTolodV KX PTTOV KXAOV EKKOTITETXL KXL €LC TIOP PRANETAL. 10 KL ETTNPWTWY KXUTOV oL XAOL
AéyovTeg- Ti o0v TTOLRoWHEV; 1T XTTOKPLOELS OE Aeyev 0TOLC- 0 XWV SVO XITWVKC METKOOTW TW UN
EXOVTL, KOL O XWV BpluXTX Opolwe TToLeiTw. 12 AABOV B& KXl TEAWVXL BRTTITLOBAVHXL KXL ELTTXV TTPOC
XOTOV- BIOKXOKXAE, TL TTOLHOWMEV; 13 0 OE ELTTEV TTPOC KUTOUG - MNOEV TTAEOV TTRPX TO dLXTETXRYMEVOV DLV
TIPXOOETE. 14 ETTNPWTWY dE XVUTOV KXL OTPXTEVOMEVOL AEYOVTEC - TL TTOLAOTWHEV KKL NMELG; KXL ELTTEV
x0TOLG - MNdEVH dLioeioNTE UNOE CUKODXRVTAONTE KXL XPKELOOE TOLC OYWVioLg LUWV.

15 TIpoadokWVTOC &€ TOD AX0D KL SLOAOYLCOMEVWV TIRVTWY €V THILG KXPdLXLE aOTWV TTEPL TOD
lwdvvou, MATTOTE KXOTOC €€N O XPLOTOC, 16 XTTEKPLVARTO AéYWwV TTROLV O Twdvwng - €yw pEV STt BamrTitw
OURG- EPXETAL OE O LOXUPOTEPOC MOV, 00 0UK E€LUL IKAVOC ADOXL TOV LHAVTX TWV OTTOdNUKTWY XOTOD -
®0TOC VMAC BXTTTLOEL €V TIVELUXTL AYLW KXL TTUpL- 7 00 TO TrTOOV €V TA XeLpl xOTOD dLxkxB&paL TAV
AWV x0TOD KXL CUVXYXYELY TOV GLTOV €L¢ THV &TToOR KNV x0TOD, TO € XUPOV KXTXKXVTEL TTUPL
XOBEOTW. 18 TTOAAK MEV 00V KL TEPK TTXPXKXAWY EVNYYEALTETO TOV AXOV.

A list of Bible lessons for the coming weeks is available at http://www.elca.org/Growing-In-Faith/Worship/Lectionary.aspx

i St, Luke 3:7-18, New Revised Standard Version Bible (© 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches
of Christ in the United States of America).

v St. Luke 3:7-18, The Greek New Testament, Aland, Kurt, Black, Matthew, Martini, Carlo M., Metzger, Bruce M., and Wikgren, Allen,
(© 1983, Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft Stuttgart).



