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Sermon Advent 3 2018 

Let us Pray… 

Lord, open our hearts to your desire and guide us into a life of repentance and continual 

conversion, so that we may be drawn together into the Community of your Spirit, through Christ 

our Lord. Amen 

Today is Gaudete Sunday and the rose vestments that I am wearing are not only a sign that I am 

in touch with my feminine side – they are also the colour of rejoicing. This Sunday we rejoice in 

the Good News, the promise of God’s salvation in and through Jesus Christ. Salvation that John 

the Baptist is preparing his hearers to receive.  

We ended this morning’s reading from Luke’s Gospel by saying, ‘with many other exhortations, 

John proclaimed the Good News’. I guess, whether or not his hearers recognised what John was 

saying as ‘good news’, would depend upon their perspective.  

For John, the process of ‘divine chastening’, has a material dimension. It was not enough just to 

believe in a higher authority, one’s actions had to reflect it. Both soldiers and tax collectors are 

told to cease corrupt practices and the exploitation of those under their authority. And the crowd 

at large are challenged to keep for themselves only what was necessary for their health and 

survival, whilst giving all surplus provisions to those who lacked what they needed.  

John declares that the promises of the Old Testament Prophets will be fulfilled and his voice 

resounds down through every generation. ‘One who is more powerful that I is coming’… ‘He will 

baptize you with the Holy Spirit and Fire’. Fire can be both terrifying and purifying. Sin has an 

ability to trap us into destructive and repetitive behaviours, as we attempt to cover over our own 

part in the things that are wrong. The work of the Holy Spirit frees us from the grip of sin, but this 

is not easy. The Holy Spirit purifies us, but it is necessarily a painful process. Like the pain of an 

addict trying to rid themselves of their addiction, so we must allow the Holy Spirit to free us from 

our addiction, sin. But our liberation is a costly business. To live in truth, we must first be brutally 
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honest about our past. Sometimes our own self-deceit traps us. That is why, for some, the 

sacrament of confession is such an important part of their spiritual quest to live in the truth. 

When faced with the challenge of the Spirit many choose the easier route of returning to cycles 

of destructive behaviour and ignoring the past as if it never happened, rather than allow the Spirit 

to complete its work of purification.  

Perhaps this is why John’s cries in the wilderness sound so jarring to us. As Fleming Routledge 

writes, “Since the territory (we so often inhabit) is largely held by Satan, God’s action of grace 

will often be more like guerrilla warfare than gentle persuasion.” 

John moves to warn his hearers against their assumption that their inheritance or nationality will 

somehow secure their salvation without the need for repentance and ongoing conversion. ‘Do 

not begin to say to yourselves that we have Abraham as our ancestor; for I tell you, God is able 

from these stones to raise up children of Abraham’. This is both a warning to us and a 

reassurance. A reassurance, because so long as our repentance is sincere and we allow ourselves 

to be constantly converted to what God has in store, then we become the adopted children of 

Abraham, the father of the Community of the People of God. But the warning is also clear; we 

cannot rest on our laurels or assume the inheritance and traditions of our faith will be enough on 

their own. But such illusions remain just as powerful in our own age as they did in 1st century 

Israel. And so it is essential for us to hear and respond, over and over, to the cry of the Baptist’s 

call: ‘Even now the axe is lying at the root of the trees; every tree that does not bear good fruit is 

cut down and thrown into the fire’.  

John’s ministry is challenging, disciplining, even chastening, but is not negative. He is preparing 

God’s people for God’s act of redemption in Jesus Christ.  Our readings from both Zephaniah in 

the Old Testament and Paul in the New Testament are explicit in their celebratory command to 

‘sing aloud’ and ‘rejoice’ at this good news. This is Gaudete Sunday and the rose of the Advent 

Candle and Vestments are symbols of this festal theme of rejoicing. Just as we can only celebrate 

the wedding feast if we are prepared for the arrival of the bridegroom, so too joy only flows from 

an embrace of repentance and a commitment to continual spiritual renewal. Such rejoicing, Paul 
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says to the Philippians earlier on in his letter to them, is only ever ‘in the Lord’. Such exultation 

can only come from their conversion from the destructive habits and behaviours they previously 

took pleasure in.  

John the Baptist’s preaching is challenging and unnerving, but it is also life-giving. In it, John calls 

us to the same repentance and, in so doing, leads us to the same rejoicing. Only such continual 

conversion of life – the work of God’s grace in us- will lead us to the solid eternal joys of God’s 

Kingdom. This joy becomes the response running through every inch of our being, when we are 

properly caught up in the unfolding drama of God’s salvation story.  

Amen 

R. T. Parker-McGee 2018 

 


