Luke 3:7-18
7 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?8Bear 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.9Even now the axe 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.’

10 And the crowds asked him, ‘What then should we do?’11In reply he said to them, ‘Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has none; and whoever has food must do likewise.’12Even tax-collectors came to be baptized, and they asked him, ‘Teacher, what should we do?’13He said to them, ‘Collect no more than the amount prescribed for you.’14Soldiers 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.’

15 As the people were filled with expectation, and all were questioning in their hearts concerning John, whether he might be the Messiah,*16John 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.17His 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 unquenchable fire.’

18 So, with many other exhortations, he proclaimed the good news to the people.

My son, just back from college, had the movie Toy Story on television yesterday. If you’re familiar with the movie (or, like me, you have the whole script memorized…), you may recall the scene when Woody asks Slinky Dog to call a meeting, adding, “I’m afraid I have some bad news,” to which Slinky Dog exclaims, “BAD NEWS?” raising the anxiety level of every toy. 

Well, when I read the “closing line” of today’s Gospel reading, I’m tempted to exclaim, “GOOD NEWS???” John the Baptist has just referred to his audience as “You brood of vipers” which in modern lingo might translate, “You bunch of dirtbags!” Not the way you would want a preacher to start a sermon…or is it?

I ask that question in all sincerity, because a church is not like a theater or a concert arena or stadium… and you are not an audience. The offering that you’ll be giving later in the service is not a price of admission; admission is free. You may come to hear Diane read the scriptures or to listen to Sung play beautiful music, or for a choir to sing beautiful songs, but Sung understands that you’re not his audience, and the choir understands that as well. I’m just the facilitator, and Sung and Diane and the choir are just the cheerleaders. God is, in fact, the audience.
Many people who go to churches see things backwards – they come to be entertained, to be impressed by the sounds or the sights or the smells, or the eloquence of a pastor as he delivers his lines. They come to be impressed. 

That’s certainly not why people came to see John the Baptist. His church was not particularly pretty…in fact he had no church. He stood on the banks of a muddy little river in “the wilderness” that was not a renowned tourist attraction. And as you can tell from today’s reading, he didn’t exactly woo his “audience.”  In fact the way he addressed the people was like the clown situated in the dunking cage at a carnival, barking insults at the crowd, encouraging them to pay what was necessary to get their three shots and perhaps make his seat collapse and watch him fall into the pool (“You brood of vipers!”). People didn’t travel into the wilderness to dunk the Baptist; they came to be dunked by the Baptist. 
It may seem counterintuitive to many in our culture of denial. We spend so much time and energy protecting our self-image that most of us would avoid a man like John as we would avoid the bubonic plague. What we want are yes-men or yes-women around us at work, people who will tell you that you’re right, even if you’re wrong. And when a project fails, you want people to tell you that it wasn’t your fault. You want people to tell you how perceptive you are, how creative, how “forward-thinking” and clever you are. You want people to shield you from the naysayers like John the Baptist, people who will tell you that you are basically a good person and we appreciate all that you do. 
And if this is why you come to church, be careful. Be careful because you may get just what you want. You may find a lot of friendly people who will tell you just how special and gifted and brilliant you are, and you may gain a position of authority within the church. But then what? What happens when someone else who is just as brilliant as you, just as gifted as you, just as special as you, fails to see things the same way as you?  What happens when you and your circle of admirers crashes into that other person or persons and their circles of admirers? Another line from a famous Western movie comes to mind: “This town aint big enough for the both of us.” Sometimes we feel that our church “aint big enough” for some people. What often results is predictable; somebody (or some bodies) leave. And if the “winner” continues to win, you find that the church stagnates. In fact it stops being a church at all in the proper sense of the word, because it no longer belongs to Christ; it belongs to you. 
It’s important that we learn a lesson from John the Baptist this morning; people who come seeking healing need to be given medicine, not anesthesia.  I believe that most all people come to church precisely because their hearts are heavy, and they feel that something in their relationship with God is askew. THAT’S WHY THEY COME TO CHURCH! Something is wrong in their lives, and they know it. And it is the responsibility of those within the church to provide them with medicine for their soul. True, they are most likely suffering from low self-esteem when they walk in our doors – perhaps they’ve lost their job, or their marriage is falling apart, or they’ve got health issues. Yes, we can communicate in word and action how much God loves them, and we can offer our time and talents to helping them. But we are not here to help restore the person into what that person was before he came to church: we are here to help God build a new person from the ashes of the old. We’re not here to pad his ego; we’re here to facilitate what God is doing to recreate that person.THAT PERSON CAME TO CHURCH KNOWING THAT SOMETHING ABOUT HIM NEEDED TO CHANGE, AND WE MUST NOT TELL THE PERSON, “YOU’RE FINE JUST THE WAY YOU ARE.” BECAUSE IF THEY BELIEVE YOU, THEY MAY LATER FEEL BETRAYED BECAUSE YOU OBSCURED WHAT GOD WAS INDEED TELLING THEM. 
Notice the type of people who are coming to John the Baptist – two professions are mentioned; tax collectors and soldiers. These are not IRS agents and US Marines; they’re criminals and thugs (tax collectors padded their own pockets by collecting much more than what Rome demanded, and soldiers, because they had weapons and impunity, could rob and threaten the locals to get whatever they wanted or needed). There were no doubt others, less “criminal” individuals moved by the same Spirit, moved to  make radical changes in their lives.  And these folks were not put off by John’s reference to their reptilian nature. They ask instead, “What should we do?” just as people who come here are asking God the same question, “What should I do?” 
And see how John answers with practical wisdom – stop taking such a big cut; instead take only what you need. Be satisfied with your wages. John gave them medicine. Your sickness is your greed and selfishness; therefore stop taking so much from others, and learn to give to those in need.  This was medicine that would work and wasn’t too much to handle. John did not let their sin become the last word; he didn’t tell them that they must quit their jobs and become pastors. He offered them a path they could take that didn’t require them to quit their  jobs. He made the kingdom accessible to them.

Two weeks ago I shared how God’s promise is the only promise that will save us from the thing we dread the most. Last week I shared how God’s promise is easy to overlook because it comes to us through the most ordinary means. Today I want you to know that God’s promise is open to all. Your past doesn’t matter, because God desires only your future. But let’s remind one another that our future belongs to God. We must remember that we are bound for his kingdom. God doesn’t set the bar too high for us to reach, but he does call us to change. 
