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Philippians 4:4-7 

4Therefore, my brothers and sisters, whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, stand firm in the Lord in this way, my beloved. 2I urge Euodia 
and I urge Syntyche to be of the same mind in the Lord. 3Yes, and I ask you also, my loyal companion, help these women, for they have struggled 

beside me in the work of the gospel, together with Clement and the rest of my co-workers, whose names are in the book of life. 4Rejoice in the 

Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. 5Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. 6Do not worry about anything, but in 
everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. 7And the peace of God, which surpasses all 

understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 

 

Luke 3:7-18 
7John 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 ax 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.” 10And 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.”  

 
15As 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.” 18So, with many other exhortations, he proclaimed the good news to 

the people. 

 

We light the candles of peace, hope, and joy. The day is coming near when Jesus will arrive. Joy 

appears to be coming right on schedule. 

 

1. 

So, it does seem a little harsh, then, what John the Baptist says to his own kinfolk, comparing 

them to snakes trying to slither their way into God’s good graces. They want to be baptized by 

him, to be washed clean on the outside, to be associated with God’s ways, to receive a blessing 

that sanctions their comfortable lifestyles. A little hike out into the desert and a meeting with a 

holy man will be just the ticket to protect them when God eventually comes in power and glory. 

 

John exhorts them to repent, to turn in a new direction. They’re headed for trouble, he says, and 

they need to change course immediately. We’re not sure exactly how the crowd reacts at first. 

Maybe they pull out their old Books of Order and thumb through the chapter on membership. Or 

someone pulls out an annual report with glowing accounts of Sunday School and worship 

attendance and budget figures from years ago. Perhaps a committee could be formed to update 

the bylaws. 

 

But that’s not it, John says. Knowing the tradition is one thing; living it is another. “Too many 

people with too much stuff, and so many others with not enough,” he says. “Why not simplify, 

why not share, and why not take what you deserve, but no more?”  

 

He said that to warn them not to become like their Roman occupiers and oppressors, not to settle 

into the status quo of Roman society, because the world was about to change. God was coming 

near. The Romans are not our role models, he preached. The world is just about ready to go in 

new direction and we Christians are different, he said, in the ways we act. 



 

 

A few years later, the Apostle Paul knew all about that Roman occupation, too. He was 

preaching joy. “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice.” That was an odd thing for 

a man to preach who was sitting in jail, waiting to die. The Romans had him under control, they 

had everyone under control, more or less. But in the face of Roman power and control, Paul 

commanded joy-- not carrying a weapon, not even protesting—just joy. God is near, Paul said, 

this is a crisis for the world.  

 

2.  

It is tempting to go along, to settle into the ways of our world, to benefit ourselves by just 

playing the game. Many of us have dealt with our anxiety and our longing for security by 

accumulating more and more things. It feels good, for a moment, to bring home a shiny new 

gadget, to maximize our investments, to capitalize on opportunities—at a bargain price whenever 

possible. Our homes fill up and rather than stop accumulating we rent out storage centers and 

keep on collecting. Shopping is an art. And we don’t often see the poverty of some people who 

produce those cheap goods we shop for so carefully. Our planet is becoming exhausted and 

depleted, and pollution has brought the nations together in Paris to consider the consequences.  

 

We forget the Lord is coming.  

 

3. 

It doesn’t have to be that way, John the Baptist says. Someone is coming. Repent. Turn around. 

 

Behavior must change. But it can change for good only if it is rooted in something that does not 

change. And what has never changed is God’s habit to be near.  

 

If scripture is the story of anything it is the story of God’s involvement with this world. God 

creates us not out of necessity, but out of love. God wants to be near us. When we try to go our 

own way God sends prophets like Zephaniah and Isaiah to keep the conversation going. Even 

when it seems there is no hope for any relationship between people and God, God speaks words 

of hope and reconciliation and a future together. Then God comes personally in Jesus Christ to 

be with us, to save us from ourselves, to assure us that a new world is on the way. And the Holy 

Spirit is given to accompany us. God has been faithful. 

 

Trust in God who is near, John the Baptist says—that’s a repentance of our hearts. And live out 

that trust through relationships with others--that’s the fruit of our repentance—when we share 

our abundance, are fair in our dealings, and satisfied with what we have.  

 

The whole world is in God’s hands. Be at peace in that. 

 

 

 

There is a new old game called “geocaching.” I say it is an old game because it used to be called 

orienteering. You would take a compass like this and from a particular starting point you could 

take a directional reading and walk off a certain distance, and then take another reading and walk 



some more, and after awhile, if your measurements were accurate you would find the final 

location and a hidden message or hidden treasure. 

 

Well, nowadays these compasses are old fashioned and, of course, you can get an app for your 

smartphone that will act just like a compass but give you more exact directions and 

measurements that will lead you to your secret destination. The front of your phone will turn into 

a compass with north, south, east, and west on it, and you follow the direction to your hidden 

location. You can go out the door of this church and set your phone to any one of 375 geocaches 

right here in Montclair. And when you find one you can sign the guestbook, and of course, share 

your experience online. And set up another search if you want to. 

 

In a sense, these compasses, old or new, are like repentance: they turn you around to go in the 

right direction. For us, that direction is toward the Lord who is near.  And when we turn in that 

direction we often find joy.  

 

That’s why Paul could command joy. It’s different from happiness- you can’t command 

happiness because either you feel happy or you don’t. But you can command joy because it is not 

a feeling. Joyfulness is the byproduct of an orientation. Paul was joyful, even though life was 

hard, because he had oriented his life toward God who was near to him.   

 

Repentance, trusting in God who is near, turns out to be related to joy. 

 

4. 

It is so appropriate that today we bring in food donations as part of our offerings. This is exactly 

the fruit of repentance John was suggesting. We turn toward God and share our abundance with 

others, knowing God has provided enough for everyone to have what they need. The same is true 

for our time as we prepare to host IHN guests at the end of the month. We will take a Sabbath, a 

rest, from working and shopping and accumulating to give our time and attention to our 

neighbors in need. And we will be meeting joy. 

 

I’m sure you’ve heard the story of Millard and Linda Fuller. They were self-made millionaires 

by the time they were 30. A total success by American standards. But they were deeply unhappy, 

separated, and preparing to divorce. There were expert consumers, but there was no more joy. 

They got together one last time and dared to think that God was near enough to lean on. They 

disposed of their millions and lived simply in an intentional Christian community in rural 

Georgia. God was close to them and joy returned to them in such a way that they were inspired 

to start helping their poor neighbors remodel the shacks they were living in. Decent, simple 

homes for all was their goal. Habitat for Humanity was born and millions around the world have 

shared the joy of the Fullers. 

 

Today is known as Guadete Sunday. Gaudete is Latin, and it means “Rejoice.” When we orient 

ourselves toward the Lord who is near, we are freed from worry, we relax our grip on what we 

think we need, and we grasp instead the dividend of joy.  

 

 

Gaudete! Rejoice! 


