
Sermon Notes 12-16-18 
Luke 3:7-18 

 

 7 John said to the crowds coming out to be baptized by him, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you 

to flee from the coming wrath? 8 Produce fruit in keeping with repentance. And do not begin to say to 

yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ For I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children 

for Abraham. 9 The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be 

cut down and thrown into the fire.” 

 10 “What should we do then?” the crowd asked. 

 11 John answered, “Anyone who has two shirts should share with the one who has none, and anyone 

who has food should do the same.” 

 12 Even tax collectors came to be baptized. “Teacher,” they asked, “what should we do?” 

 13 “Don’t collect any more than you are required to,” he told them. 

 14 Then some soldiers asked him, “And what should we do?” 

 He replied, “Don’t extort money and don’t accuse people falsely—be content with your pay.” 

 15 The people were waiting expectantly and were all wondering in their hearts if John might possibly 

be the Messiah. 16 John answered them all, “I baptize you with water. But one who is more powerful than I 

will come, the straps of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and 

fire. 17 His winnowing fork is in his hand to clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his barn, but 

he will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire.” 18 And with many other words John exhorted the people 

and proclaimed the good news to them. 

 

1.  In last Sunday’s Gospel reading John the Baptist issued a ringing call to prepare the way for the 

Lord. 

 

 A.  He proclaimed a baptism of repentance leading to forgiveness of sins.  

 

 B.  In today’s reading, John spells out what repentance looks like so when peoples’ hearts and 

minds are changed, their actions change too.    

 

 C.  Words are empty if they don’t result in deeds.  

  -  Fruitless trees will be chopped down and thrown into the fire. 

  -  John’s rhetoric is neither polite nor gentle. 

 

2.  A lot of preachers begin their sermons with what is essentially a liturgical formula:  

 

 Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, to which an "Amen" 

from the congregation is, if not expected,  

 at least accepted.  

 

 Others begin with:  May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable 

to you, O LORD, my rock and my redeemer  

    

 Others still may open with:  The Lord be with you, which invites an “Also with you.” 

 

 A.  John starts a little differently.   

  1)  In Luke (as opposed to Matthew) he doesn’t specifically target the religious leaders.  

  2)  Instead, he calls the whole crowd that has come out to see him “you brood of vipers” and 

warns them:  

   “Do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our ancestor.’”  



  3)  What this means to invite, and who knows, but John continues on, asking why they are 

even listening and who do they think they are,     

   with the clear answer being, “We aren’t listening to you at all”.   

 

 B.  John’s homiletical approach, at least his introduction, was, no doubt, effective, though I'm 

not sure  I would recommend you use it at a board meeting or         during VBS.   

  1)  If you ever try the full-on “brood of vipers” approach please let me know. 

  2)  I'd like to come and listen see how “the crowd” responds. 

 

 C.  But John’s message is clear.   

  1)  Don’t assume that because you have a religious heritage, you belong to God’s people.  

  2)  God can create a new people from stones.  

  3)  We let ourselves off the hook too easily if we make this merely a historical remark, a 

saying that sets the stage for the inclusion of the Gentiles       among 

God’s people.  

  4)  Although it certainly does fit with Luke’s interest in redefining the people of God,  

  5)  John’s message needs to be heard by believing Christians as well.    

  6)  It’s as shocking as if a preacher in a liturgical church today were to say, “Don't presume to 

say, ‘We’re baptized!’ Show your faith by your actions, or get     ready for the 

ax.” 

  

 D.  It’s notable that John addresses this threat not to individuals,  but to the group as a whole.  

  1)  The ax imagery prefigures Jesus’ parable in Luke 13:6–9 about the unproductive fig tree 

that is given a good dose of fertilizer and another year to live.  

  2)  But if it doesn’t bear fruit after one more year, then what? The ax.    

  3)  With these stark images both John and Jesus warn God’s people against complacency.  

  4)  If the community that identifies itself as God’s own people does not bear the fruit that God 

desires, God is always capable of beginning again  

   with people who are willing to listen and obey. 

 

 E.  One thing is certain is that in John's case, his his audience knew where they stood with the 

preacher.   

  1)  John asks them a pointed question, “Who told you to flee from God's wrath?”   

  2)  This is similar when God asked Adam and Eve “Who told you you were naked?”  

  3)  The question is obviously a rhetorical one, both serving to emphasize both John's 

accusation such as “You are vipers!” and also for John to challenge the     people 

to “Bear fruits worthy of repentance.”  

  4)  Next, John then presses the case, telling them that their ethnic and religious 

heritage, based on Abraham is meaningless. 

 

 F.  We have a tendency to skip past this part of the text  a little bit too quickly, so let us be 

clear:   

  1)  This is Huge and can’t be overlooked.   

  2)  One of the central elements of the Old Testament covenant is the generational promise, 

which begins with Abraham, continues with Isaac and Jacob,  

   and is extended through them to all of their descendants. 

  3)  Any good Jew would know this is found in Exodus 3:6 as well as in Jeremiah 33:26).   

  4)  But John, who also knows scripture, also knows God and says that this promise is 

meaningless, apart from repentance.   

  5)  In other words, claiming promise of Abraham without the faith of Abraham simply doesn't 

work.   

  6)  John is changing the game, and his preaching challenges his hearers to get to know not 

just God but the Heart of God a well.. 



 

3.  The claim that John makes about the descendants of Abraham is striking, and its application to a 

modern congregation or context can be as well.   

 

 A.  If God is able to raise up children to Abraham from stones, what then does that make us?   

  1)  Images of hardened hearts, the reality of what the people of God has become,people who 

are all too often faithless, all rush to mind. 

  2)  We who have come to believe that our newborn children are more powerful than John 

word’s. 

 

 B.  What John is doing in Luke’s gospel is extremely radical. 

  1)  John redefines what it means to be a child of Abraham, including all who believe.   

  2)  But also notice that John does not reject Abraham's ethnic descendants out of hand or 

absolutely.  

  3)  Rather everyone is called to believe, to repent of their own sins, and then to bear fruits 

worthy of that repentance. 

 

4.  It must also be insisted that John's message is not simply a call to belief or trust.   

 

 A.   John challenges his hearers to have right relationships not just with God, but with their 

neighbors as well. 

 

 B.  Following his bombastic opening, the crowds respond to John's preaching.   

 

 C.  The nature of that response is unique to Luke's account.   

  1)  The “crowd” as a whole, even the tax collectors, and finally the soldiers each ask, “What 

then shall we do?”  

  2)  That is a question everyone needs to ask. 

   1)  God is requiring a response to His call and it is personal. 

 

 D.  The first question comes from the crowd in general,  and John replies to the whole group.  

  1)  Do you own two shirts? You have more than you need.  

  2)  Do you have food? Give some away.  

  3)  He leaves no wiggle room for those who might be tempted to say, “But I’m not rich.”  

  4)  The command is absolute. 

    -  Some people in your community don’t have enough to survive, so if you have 

anything at all, share it. 

 

 E.  The next two queries, from the tax collectors and from the soldiers, move beyond sharing to 

address behaviors that cause poverty.  

  1)  John tells the tax collectors and soldiers to stop abusing people in order to make more 

money.  

  2)  Don’t take more than the minimum, don’t shake people down, and don’t blackmail them.  

  3)  Be content with your wages. 

  4)  To the crowds as a whole, John says, “If you have more than you need, whether in terms 

of food or clothing, you must share.”  

  5)  But to the tax collectors, who were often guilty of adding a little extra tax on the top of 

regional and Roman taxes, John says, 

   “Stop stealing from your neighbors.”   

  6) And then to the soldiers John says  “No more using your power to take advantage of 

simple citizens.”   

  7)  There is to be no hoarding, no skimming, no extortion. Period. 

  



 F.  John called not only the wealthiest but also the comfortable to treat their accumulation of 

goods   

     as directly related to the seriousness of their repentance.  

  1)  How we get money and how we use money exposes what we value.  

  2)  Economic issues are spiritual issues.  

  3)  If we ignore God’s commands to practice Godly social and economic justice, how can we 

claim that  

   we love God with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength?  

  4)  If we prioritize our pleasures above our neighbors’ basic necessities, how can we claim to 

love our neighbors as we love ourselves? 

 

  G.  Broadly speaking, then, John's action oriented fruits of repentance have to do with depriving 

our neighbor of what they need.   

  1)  Repentance from John’s point of view is not just about the notion of faith and sin. 

  2)  Rather it is about how we are living out our love towards our neighbor. 

  3)  The heart of John's preaching, should encourage us to ask is this, “What, then, should we 

do?”   

  4) Everyone has a answer as to what they can do. 

   -  We all know what is possible within us. 

   -  What becomes our own personal miracle is what happens when we change through 

our repentance and then God is able to do  

    above and beyond our expectations because as Emmanuel proclaims, God is 

with us. 

 

5.  Though John’s message seems radical to his hearers, he is quick to remind them that he is merely a 

messenger preparing the way for the stronger one.  

 

 A.  That one will be Jesus and he will baptize you in the Holy Spirit and in fire.  

 

 B.  The imagery John uses suggests not only the gift of the Spirit at Pentecost, but also the 

refiner’s fire prophesied in Malachi 3:1–5.  

 

 C.  But what will the fire burn up?  

  1)  Is John saying that some people will be destroyed, and others will be saved?  

  2)  But the message from Joh seems both simple and complex   

   -  If only there were evil people somewhere insidiously committing evil deeds, and it 

were necessary only to separate them  

    from the rest of us and destroy them.  

   -  But the line dividing good and evil cuts through the heart of every human being. 

   -  Which one of us can claim truthfully to be all wheat and no chaff?  

   -  When the stronger one winnows the wheat and burns the chaff, he will sift out and 

destroy the impurities within every person (cf. Luke 22:31).  

   -  Like the water of baptism, the promised fire is a gift that cleanses. 

 

 D.  C.S. Lewis meditated at length on the idea that God’s love is a consuming fire.  

  1)  He taught that God’s mercy and God’s justice are not opposites, but one and the same.  

  2)  When we say that God is Love, do we teach men that their fear of Him is groundless? No.  

  3)  John calls his hearers to let God burn up our selfish desire to hoard our food and 

clothes even when our neighbor is hungry and shivering with cold.  

  4)  All that gets in the way of love for God and neighbor must go.    

  5)  Then we can live as God’s own people, aflame with love and committed to Godly justice. 

 

 


