The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Advent 2C
The Text: Philippians 1:3-11 and Luke 3:1-6
 

We Christians find ourselves in this dilemma at Christmas. 

We live between two stories. One is told with earthly authority and considerable force; the other comes from other-worldy dreams and words of biblical proportions. 
The mind says go along with the worldly story for it is easier and more fun. But a heart of faith says we are taking the harder option and the long way home with the other-worldly story that comes via the voice of biblical proportions. 

Today John the Baptist is that other-worldly voice. 

John announces with beautiful words from Isaiah about a level path ahead for planet earth, mountains lowered for us, valleys lifted for us; clear and straight and easy journeying with God into his future….

This is a beautiful good news story because our current ways are anything but smooth, straight and safe. 
The other story at this time of the year seems to rise up like a mountain every year. The Christmas tunes played earlier and earlier. The decorations the same. Songs of living faith once, reduced to muzak to accompany the real Christmas preparation for this alternative Christmas story – shop ‘til you drop!  

But to hear this other-worldly story of God we need something else to happen first. We cannot hear it by our own intellect of effort. We need God to shout it to us. We need the Spirit to prepare us, and that is the part of the story we may not like much. The world certainly does not like it. 

Have any of you laid an axe at the root of a tree where the roots begin, ready to lay the first blow to fell that whole tree?
This is the picture John used to describe how God needs to prepare us for Christmas. Some preparation! Death and complete destruction. This tree cannot live in God’s new future as it is. 

John tells it like this for a reason - to prepare the world to receive what God is doing: to prepare people for God’s new story of biblical proportions. 
John is a CFS siren. He is the not the town fire alarm predictably sounding out three times on Thursday evening for a test session, which surprises no-one. He is the siren sounded twenty times on Saturday afternoon at 1.30pm. He gets the town’s attention!
Has he got your attention? 

He says something in us has to die for this complete birth and life of a person; a Someone, who is coming to bring about something new for people that will make us into new, strong trees – this Someone who is coming is to be truly received and loved.  

Why so brutal?

Because we believe ourselves to be strong trees despite this new King and his kingdom coming. We tend to believe we are already all we need to be. 
Even more, the people John spoke to believed themselves to have the right family tree - the right family name, the right behaviour, the right roots, the right goods. 

They were the good people and they were very keen about their goodness. Everyone else should be very good like them. 

So keen were they to maintain their own name and place in God’s good books, they became blind to those who did not or could not. In their pursuit of goodness on their own terms they could not see the vulnerable in society. They don’t really care either. 
That is the tree that needs to be felled. In their self-focus, self-reliance and invincibility they had not just missed the vulnerable, but the Lord and his heart for the vulnerable. 
That was the offensiveness of John – daring to suggest that the good people with the right name and family tree and behaviour were vulnerable and in need for a new day, a new way, a new man… How dare he suggest that!

Sounds like our world. Sounds like that alternative Christmas story. How dare you Christians interrupt this happy story with all of its happy songs! How dare you speak of death and destruction at this happy time. How dare you speak of faith more than food, discipleship more than drink, the smell of cow dung and the scratch of straw more than the warm crackle of fireplaces and stockings and eggnog in the lounge room!

Surely we do not want this alternative story to be THE story because we know him and his story of biblical proportions that has come to us, for real. 

He has come to us by more than dreams but by a real act in real time – baptism, the worship gathering of God’s people, the gift of body and blood a thousand times—forgiveness, healing, hope for the vulnerable, peace for the unsteady, life for the dead, strength for the tired and new for the old. 

We know what it has cost our God to fell us and then re-grow us – the death of this son, this young man on the tree. 
We know what tree was felled so that a new vineyard, a new forest, a new landscape of strong and true trees of the field has come to be– because of the wonderful acceptance and love of a God who is with us and for us and working through us and will come again to complete everything. 

Friend, God’s axe, his word, is striking at your very roots today. Not to destroy you but to wake you up, so you may be renewed so you stand strong and tall in grace this Christmas.

 

And when you are strong and true in the gospel of Jesus, you are happy not to have two shirts but keen to give away one to someone in need of a shirt. 

You become happy not to make a lot of money just for yourself by any means, but you are content to play fair with integrity in business for the good of all. 

You are happy to not get your way by any means; means of using power and stand-over tactics, but you are content to stick with the truth of things and let that be enough no matter what it costs you. 

 

With this Son and his calling to be him among our friends and family this Christmas, we are definitely going to take the long way home as we follow him. 
There is no easy way to live in the Christmas Dilemma. It takes faith and courage born of repenting and believing daily. But we have serious help. 

Let the axe fall where it needs to today. He will prepare him room in your heart and you will be strong and true in him again. 

John answered them all, ‘I baptise 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 baptise you with the Holy Spirit and fire.
Come, Lord Jesus, come, and rule among us with your grace. Amen.
