
Sunday, December 12, 2021 

Grace and Peace be to you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 

Amen 

Good old John the Baptist. He is certainly one of the most colorful and interesting 

figures in the New Testament. And he has a specific job to do on God’s behalf and we 

travel through scripture and see him fulfilling his mission. 

In our gospel text today we find John the Baptist calling for repentance. And just so, it is 

easy to let John’s call to repentance take us right back to trying to determine which and 

how many good works will save us from God’s wrath. 

One question for us today realizing that the coming reign of God presses profoundly in 

this Advent season is this: Is it judgment or salvation? Should we fear it or welcome it? 

The answer, of course, is “yes.” Along with the crowds listening to John, we also ask, 

“what then should we do?” Certainly, we Lutherans understand that this question isn’t 

“what then should we do for salvation?’ but rather “what then should we do with 

salvation?”  There is nothing we can do to earn God’s mercy, but there is a tremendous 

amount we can do with God’s mercy – and John shows us what that looks like at both 

the individual and communal level. 

Goal #4 of the ELCA’s document “Future Directions” is this: “A visible church deeply 

committed to working ecumenically and with other people of faith for justice, peace, and 

reconciliation in communities and around the world.” 

I believe this goal addresses both the themes of trust and peacemaking reflected in our 

second lesson today from Philippians and the call to justice, generosity, contentment, 

and restoration in our gospel text. Further, I believe the Future Directions goals reflect 

the ELCA’s answer to the question, “what then shall we do with the good news being 

proclaimed to us?” 

We might not consider John’s words as a rallying cry for social revolution. But John’s 

words certainly offer us a path to real social justice. 

Our texts today show us that deep joy happens even in times of destruction, 

imprisonment (Paul is in prison as he writes), and injustice. In all circumstances, our 

God in Christ purifies, makes things right, creates joy and inexplicable peace. 

I’d like us to focus, if you will, on that concept of joy a bit more this morning. 

We’re surely in the midst of Advent, of preparing our hearts and our homes for the 

celebration of Christ’s birth. 

Within the church we are in a season of truly anticipating the coming Messiah and we 

also have anxious expectations of ourselves and others as Christmas draws near. 

Do we even have time to contemplate the notion of joy at this most hectic time? 



Paul, in prison, writes to the church at Philippi – “Rejoice in the Lord always, and again I 

say, rejoice.” 

We might wonder just how many times an imprisoned man can call for rejoicing in one 

small letter. But we dare not allow ourselves to imagine that Paul is calling for 

something akin to fleeting happiness or momentary excitement. 

No indeed. Here we find Paul is calling the faithful to something quite different. How 

shall the world and each one of us individually rejoice when fear and captivity are so 

often the ways of the old world? How in this old world do we rejoice always? And what 

is this “joy” then, to which you and I are called? 

We all know full well that we will have troubles, that we will suffer, that we will hurt, and 

cry and ache, and grieve, and even die. So where then is this joy in the midst of 

captivity? Joy, it seems, is far more than a singular emotion or feeling or pleasure. Paul 

tells us instead that joy is a way of life. And we might even be bold enough to say that 

joy is THE way of life. 

When then, you might ask, is this joy found? It might surprise us that Paul even gives us 

the answer to this question. It is this – “The Lord is near. God is close by. 

Joy is a life that is caught up in the life of the God who stands beside us. Our faith 

proclaims that Christ is present here in this place and in every place where two or more 

are gathered in his name. Our faith proclaims that Christ is present in the bread and 

wine of communion and in the waters of baptism. Our faith proclaims that there is not a 

single place in this world or this universe that Christ does not touch. 

Why the joy? The God of the universe is seated beside us, hovers over us, and dwells 

within us, and this God’s transcends all our happiness, pleasures, hurts and fears. This 

God holds us more tightly than our own life or death can ever hope. This God holds us 

in joy. 

And centuries before Paul, Zephaniah’s prophesy provides a witness for joy. Fear 

appears to have been a part of the lives of the Israelites, awaiting disaster and the fall of 

the Kingdom. Yet the word still sounds loud and true to sing, to shout, to rejoice and to 

exult. Again, why such rejoicing? The answer: “The Lord, your God, is in your midst.” 

The God who is present with them holds them in joy. 

And that is no less true for us as well. God is in our midst. God is with us through the 3rd 

person of the Trinity – the Holy Spirit. 

The world of John the Baptist was as troubled and thoroughly messed up as our world 

appears to be today. Everywhere we look we can see all that’s wrong and appalling. 

And we can quickly come to believe that there is nothing we can do to bring about 

meaningful and lasting peace.  

Well, with God in our midst, within our very being, we have God’s assurance that all that 

currently exists is but temporary. Our true treasure is in heaven. 



Armed with that promise and the knowledge that God is with us we can therefore be 

joyous. We can rejoice and be glad. We can have hope that others simply do not have 

nor understand. 

And we can rejoice in the simple things of life: a sunny day, the fact that we can smell 

and taste our daily breakfast, sending greeting cards and phone calls to family and 

friends and those who are hurting. 

We can also rejoice in knowing we are loved and eternally cared by our loving God. 

So, as we continue to venture through this season of Advent let us, as did John the 

Baptist – speak bold promises of Advent that will bring joy to the world. Christ is coming. 

Christ is coming soon. Rejoice! 

Thanks be to God. Amen 

 

 

 

 


