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I’ve never been much of a fire and brimstone preacher, but I have to say, there is a certain perverse 

thrill in spewing out the kinds of threats and deprecations that we hear in the words of John the 

Baptist this morning.  You visualize the person or group upon whom you want to call down God’s 

wrath - and by the way, it’s usually some other person or group… if I’m dealing with my own sins, 

I’m more inclined to be gentle - anyway you think about those sinners who just irritate you to no 

end, and you let them have it.  It’s a great outlet for aggression.  Let your creativity go wild.   

 

Here’s an example of fire and brimstone preaching from Jonathan Edwards, the Puritan whose 

most famous sermon was entitled, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.”   

 

“O sinner! Consider the fearful danger you are in: it is a great furnace of wrath, a wide and 

bottomless pit, full of the fire of wrath, that you are held over in the hand of that God, 

whose wrath is provoked and incensed as much against you, as against many of the damned 

in hell. You hang by a slender thread, with the flames of divine wrath flashing about it, and 

ready every moment to singe it, and burn it asunder; and you have nothing to lay hold of to 

save yourself, nothing to keep off the flames of wrath, nothing of your own, nothing that 

you ever have done, nothing that you can do, to induce God to spare you one moment.” 

 

Next time someone cuts you off in traffic or your boss disrespects you, try reading that sermon and 

see if it doesn’t help you vent your anger. 

 

Fire and brimstone may be thrilling, but I have to ask, if today is supposed to be a day of rejoicing, 

what is John the Baptist doing here?  His words are like a skunk in a rose garden, polluting our joy.  

 

I’ll have more to say about John’s fire and brimstone preaching, but first, let’s see what the other 

lessons have to say because if you are hungry for a word of hope or encouragement, these lessons 

are a sumptuous feast.  Sample them with me: 

 

Zephaniah 3: “The Lord your God is in your midst, a warrior who gives you victory; he will rejoice 

over you with gladness, he will renew you in his love; he will exult over you with loud singing.”  

Take that, Jonathan Edwards! 
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Isaiah 12: “Surely, God is my salvation; I will trust and not be afraid, for the Lord God is my 

strength and my might; he has become my salvation; therefore, with joy you will draw water from 

the wells of salvation.” 

 

And hear the words of Paul in Philippians: “Rejoice in the Lord always, and again I say rejoice!” 

 

All kidding aside, these words really are, for me, brilliant stars in the midnight sky of winter… well 

worth memorizing so that they can reignite our hope when the stresses of life have extinguished it. 

 

What’s more, it’s important to note that each of these three joy-filled passages were written at a 

time when joy seemed unimaginable.  Isaiah and Zephaniah were both written as the armies of 

foreign empires were gathering to destroy Israel and its people.  Paul wrote Philippians from prison 

at a time when he expected to be thrown in front of wild animals to die as a spectator sport.  

Rejoicing when times are good is easy; but to rejoice in the midst of suffering is what Christianity is 

all about; it’s what Advent is all about.  In the darkness of winter, we prepare to celebrate because 

we know the darkness is not everlasting. 

 

  



Learning to rejoice in suffering is not easy, but from my perspective, gathering for worship on 

Sunday morning helps a lot.  I have to tell you, this hour is the highlight of my week.  I forget who 

it was that said, “Singing pushes back the darkness,” but when we sing a beautiful hymn of praise 

together all the cares and challenges of the world seem less daunting.  And the joy of gathering 

around this table with you transforms a humble meal of bread and wine into an extravagant 

banquet.  It is a rare occasion when I leave this place with a heavy heart.  Gathering for worship 

helps us to rejoice even when our circumstances would lead us to do otherwise.   

 

So let’s go back to John the Baptist.  It’s hard not to take his words personally.  I have more 

than two coats in my closet and I’m afraid I’ve cheated a few people during my life.  If 

there's going to be a winnowing, I can already feel the heat of the fire.  There’s plenty of 

chaff in my life to keep that fire burning.  I wonder if some of you feel that same way. 

 

John the Baptist sounds the alarm and we should listen to him because the fact is for our 

own health and for the health of our society, we need to start treating each other better.  We 

need to see to it that no one starves, that no one suffers from exposure, that children are 

educated, that violence is contained.  John the Baptist tells us to get busy, and we should.  

But don’t let John’s wrath paralyze you with fear, because if you listen closely to his words 

you’ll find joy in them as well.   

 
John tells us to look for the one who is to come and in John’s vision the one who is to 

come will be a wrathful judge.  He carries a winnowing fork in his hands.  Living in an 

urban area, some of you might not know what a winnowing fork is.  After the wheat 

harvest, a farmer would take a fork and throw the stalks of grain up in the air.  The kernels 

of wheat, which were heavy, would drop to the ground.  The stalks would be blown away by 

the wind.  So the winnowing fork is a sign of judgment, the means by which evil will be 

separated out from good and destroyed.   

 

When John mentioned the one who is to come, he was referring to Jesus, but what John 

could not have known is that the winnowing fork that Jesus carries is the cross.  The cross is 

the means by which we are judged.  On the cross, our fear, our self-centeredness, our failure 

to love are all lifted up and exposed for what they are.  And on the cross judgment is 

proclaimed: death.   

 

But this judgment of death is born by God himself in Jesus Christ.  And this judgment of 

death is the end of all judgment and the end of all death.  John saw a tremendous fire 

destroying the useless chaff, but could he know that the chaff which would be burned away 

would be death itself? 

 



That’s the joy-filled irony of the Christian message.  We call the darkest Sunday of the year, 

the Sunday of rejoicing, because now the days will become lighter.  We look at the death of 

the Son of God on a cross and we see the source of salvation, because now God is there… 

in the darkness and in the death 

 

But there is another ironic truth hidden in the fiery words of John.  He shouts, "God is able 

from these stones to raise up children to Abraham."   John says this to expose the ill-

founded complacency of those who believed that being a descendent of Abraham would 

protect them from the coming judgment.  But the truth hidden in John's words is that God 

is able to raise up his children from stones.  We whose hearts have become hard and 

unfeeling are not doomed. We who have come under the judgment of death are not 

doomed.  God is able to transform our hearts of stone into hearts of living flesh.  And God, 

who raised Jesus from death, is able to raise us, his children, up from the earth.   

 

In the midst of our proclamations of joy, peace and hope this Advent, many have 

experienced the pain of loss.  But the Lord who is near, who has come among us, has taken 

that loss into his own flesh.  He has consumed it, so that even in the midst of loss we would 

know the life-giving presence of God. 

 

Surely it is God who saves us.  Let us trust in him and not be afraid. 

 


