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Most	of	you	will	be	 familiar	with	 the	 story	by	Charles	Dickens,	 “A	Christmas	Carol.”	 It	

usually	 finds	 its	 way	 to	 the	 TV	 screen	 in	 some	 form	 or	 another	 sometime	 over	 the	

Christmas	season.	Ebenezer	Scrooge,	you	will	recall,	is	the	meanest,	stingiest	man	in	town,	

with	a	“bah,	humbug”	for	every	person	who	greets	him	with	holiday	cheer.	Certainly	not	

the	most	pleasant	man	to	have	around	if	you	want	to	have	a	joyful	time.	

	

On	Christmas	Eve,	as	 the	story	goes,	Scrooge	 is	visited	by	 three	spectres:	 the	Ghost	of	

Christmas	Past,	the	Ghost	of	Christmas	Present,	and	the	Ghost	of	Christmas	Future.	That	

last	one	 is	 really	 scary,	because	 it	 reveals	 the	dire	 consequences	of	Scrooge’s	attitude,	

should	he	continue	in	this	manner.	He	will	have	alienated	so	many	people	that	he	will	die	

alone	and	miserable,	with	no	one	even	noticing	his	passing	other	than	the	paupers	who	

steal	his	bedclothes.	

	

We	 like	 the	 story	 because,	 as	 you	 all	 know,	 it	 has	 a	 happy	 ending.	 Scrooge	 tests	 the	

message	and	changes	his	ways.	He	buys	food	and	gifts	for	Bob	Cratchit	and	secures	proper	

medical	treatment	for	Tiny	Tim.	But	I	wonder,	would	the	story	be	a	classic	if	it	ended	at	

the	graveyard	with	Scrooge	wailing	in	despair	at	his	mistakes?	Not	likely.	Nobody	likes	a	

sad	ending	 like	 that.	 Instead,	we	can	handle	 the	dismal	 character	of	 the	story	because	

Dickens	uses	it	to	change	the	hero	and	brings	him	in	line	with	everyone	else	to	make	a	

happy	Christmas.	

	

John	 the	Baptist,	 as	we	 find	him	 in	 today’s	 reading	 from	Luke’s	 account	of	 the	gospel,	

seems	a	lot	like	that	Ghost	of	Christmas	Future.	He’s	a	real	historical	figure,	so	it’s	even	

more	 compelling	 to	 find	out	whether	his	warnings	had	any	effect.	Advent	 is	 a	 time	of	

preparation,	so	maybe	he’s	a	good	one	to	help	us	get	ready	for	Christmas,	even	if	we	don’t	

especially	like	the	tone	of	his	preaching.	

	

There	is	no	subtlety	to	the	message	of	John.	He	puts	it	plainly:	clean	up	your	act,	or	you	

will	 fall	 victim	 to	 the	 coming	wrath!	 Just	 in	 case	we	might	 not	 take	 him	 seriously,	 he	

throws	in	a	few	images	to	scare	us	straight.	“Even	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.”		
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Regarding	Jesus	he	says,	“His	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.”	Talk	

about	“hellfire	and	brimstone.”	This	is	a	real	“turn	or	burn”	sermon,	if	ever	there	was	one.	

	

Unpopular	as	his	message	may	have	been,	John	was	hand-picked	by	God	to	prepare	the	

way	 for	 Jesus	 and	his	ministry.	 I’m	not	 sure	 if	 God	planned	 for	 him	 to	 speak	quite	 so	

harshly,	but	such	is	the	risk	God	takes	in	using	human	beings	to	do	the	work.	Strangely	

enough	the	people	of	 John’s	day	actually	showed	up	in	droves	to	hear	him,	so	he	must	

have	been	doing	something	right.	And	they,	presumably,	were	ready	for	it.	They	came	to	

be	baptized	by	John,	and	they	took	heed	of	his	warnings.	They	even	asked	what	they	could	

do	differently	now	that	they	had	decided	to	turn	over	a	new	leaf.	

	

Here’s	where	we	can	believe	John	really	was	sent	by	God,	and	wasn’t	just	some	kind	of	

religious	fanatic.	He	told	the	people	to	help	the	poor,	don’t	cheat,	don’t	lie,	don’t	be	greedy.	

That	sounds	like	the	sort	of	advice	Jesus	might	offer.	That	sounds	like	good	news—at	least	

good	news	for	the	people	who	are	poor,	victims	of	false	accusations	and	greed,	and	so	on.	

This	is	all	good	behaviour	for	Christians,	who	are	expected	to	behave	properly,	and	obey	

the	Ten	Commandments.	

	

Does	that	mean,	then,	that	we	have	to	be	good	enough	before	God	will	accept	us	into	the	

kingdom?	 This	 is	 always	 the	 sticking	 point	when	we	 read	 about	 John	 the	 Baptist.	 He	

preaches	about	repentance	and	forgiveness,	but	we	can	so	easily	conclude	that	if	we	act	

better,	God	will	like	us	better.	

	

Well,	here	are	a	couple	of	thoughts	about	that.	First,	repentance	is	not	only	a	turning	away	

from	sin.	It’s	a	complete	about	face—a	turning	in	the	complete	opposite	direction.	It’s	a	

denial	of	self.	A	turning	away	from	self-interest—the	relinquishment	of	my	own	desires	

for	the	sake	of	something	God	is	inviting	me	to	do.	When	the	people	asked	John	what	they	

should	do,	John	responded	by	telling	each	one	to	consider	the	needs	of	other	people	and	

share	what	they	had.	Don’t	abuse	the	power	that	you	may	have	over	someone	else,	and	

give	them	what	they	need	if	you	have	the	means	to	do	that.		

	

Which	leads	to	the	second	thought:	our	repentance	and	obedience	is	not	for	the	purpose	

of	being	saved.	That	is	very	clear	in	the	Scriptures.	It	is	by	God’s	grace	through	faith	that	

we	are	saved.	So	why	do	what	John	asks?	Why	do	what	God	asks	of	us?	
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Well,	if	we	follow	the	commandments	of	God,	whether	it’s	the	Law	given	at	Mt.	Sinai	to	

Moses	or	the	teachings	of	Jesus	that	expand	on	those	first	commandments,	we	are	in	fact	

accomplishing	God’s	work	 in	 the	world.	We’re	 not	 on	 some	 self-improvement	 plan	 to	

make	 us	 good	 enough	 for	 God.	 Self-improvement	 is	 good—it	 may	 help	 us	 be	 more	

effective	or	productive—but	it	won’t	necessarily	get	us	any	closer	to	God.	We	are	agents	

of	God	to	make	the	world	a	better	place,	a	more	welcoming,	life-giving	place.	When	we	

share	 our	 goods	 with	 the	 poor,	 they	 have	 hope.	 When	 we	 refuse	 to	 participate	 in	

economics	or	politics	that	take	advantage	of	certain	groups	of	people,	we	are	acting	like	

citizens	of	God’s	kingdom—and,	as	a	consequence,	 those	people	get	a	glimpse	of	what	

God’s	kingdom	looks	like.	

	

Remember	how	Scrooge	changed?	He	started	sharing	his	wealth	with	desperate	people,	

and	the	joy	spread	like	wildfire.	It	didn’t	just	change	him;	it	changed	the	world	around	

him.	

	

We	do	the	good	God	calls	us	to	do	because	we	love	God	and	we	love	the	ways	of	God.	We	

love	the	people	God	loves.	We	hurt	the	way	God	hurts	when	people	are	victimized.	We	

encourage	people	who	are	in	despair,	we	speak	a	word	of	grace	and	forgiveness,	we	look	

to	the	interests	of	other	people	above	our	own	because	that’s	what	God’s	people	do.	That’s	

what	gives	hope	to	the	world	and	witnesses	to	the	love	and	reign	of	God.	So	then	Jesus,	

who	was	called	Emmanuel—God	with	us—is	seen	here	with	us	and	among	us	because	we	

are	willing	to	be	God’s	agents	for	the	sake	of	the	world	God	loves.	

	

It’s	good	that	John	preached	about	repentance,	because	we	are	so	easily	distracted	from	

this	mission.	We	get	involved	in	our	own	concerns,	and	we	sin	in	our	selfishness.	When	

we	do	this,	we’re	walking	away	from	Christ.	If	we	repent—if	we	turn	around—and	walk		

away	from	sin,	toward	Christ,	we	see	the	beauty	of	the	Lord,	and	our	eyes	are	opened	to	

all	those	in	need	around	us	whom	he	loves.	

	

No	one	says	that	this	will	be	easy.	It	requires	total	surrender.	We	need	to	give	up	our	own	

ideas	about	life	in	order	to	receive	the	life	of	Christ.	C.S.	Lewis	put	it	this	way:		

	

Fallen	man	 is	not	 simply	an	 imperfect	 creature	who	needs	 improvement.	He	 is	a	

rebel	who	must	lay	down	his	arms.	Laying	down	your	arms,	surrendering,	saying	

you	are	sorry,	realizing	that	you	have	been	on	the	wrong	track	and	getting	ready	to	



	 4	

start	life	over	again	from	the	ground	floor—that	is	the	only	way	out	of	a	hole.	This	

process	of	surrender—this	movement	full	speed	astern—is	repentance.	

	

As	you	hear	John	telling	you	to	repent,	what	 is	 it	 that	burns	in	your	heart?	What	sin	 is	

hindering	you	from	being	all	that	God	has	made	you	and	invited	you	to	be?	Why	do	you	

hold	onto	it	so	tightly?	Are	you	like	the	boy	who	got	his	hand	caught	inside	an	expensive	

vase?	(You’ve	all	heard	that	story,	haven’t	you?)	His	upset	parents	applied	soap	suds	and	

cooking	oil,	without	success.	When	they	got	ready	to	break	the	vase	to	release	his	hand,	

the	frightened	boy	cried,	“Would	it	help	if	I	let	go	of	the	penny	I’m	holding?”	The	sinful	

habits	we	don’t	want	to	give	up	will	cost	us	so	much	more	if	we	choose	them	over	God’s	

invitation	to	repent	and	choose	the	way	to	life.	And	it	will	cost	other	people	too,	because	

they	won’t	have	the	benefit	of	our	generosity	and	love.	

	

It’s	not	hard	to	see	why	we	pay	special	attention	to	this	in	Advent.	Jesus	came	into	the	

world	 to	make	 things	 right,	 to	 lift	 the	 fallen,	 to	 redeem	 us	 from	 our	 sin,	 to	 get	 God’s	

kingdom	back	on	track.	If	we’re	interested	in	that,	we	walk	toward	the	manger	and	away	

from	our	sinful	selves.	

	

When	we	heed	John’s	call	to	give	up	our	own	habits	and	desires,	we’re	on	that	highway	

where	the	mountains	have	been	cut	down	and	the	valleys	have	been	filled	in.	It’s	a	level	

path	that	allows	us	to	see	Jesus	coming	to	us	in	love,	with	big	plans	for	us	and	the	rest	of	

the	world.	Somehow	giving	up	our	own	ways	and	getting	involved	in	God’s	plan	for	the	

world	 helps	 make	 that	 road	 ready	 for	 Jesus.	 The	 mountains	 of	 possessions	 and	 self-

interest	are	removed.	The	barriers	of	hatred	and	oppression	are	torn	down.	The	valleys	

of	self-pity	and	regret	are	filled	in	with	the	love	and	grace	of	God,	and	with	deeds	of	mercy	

that	 God	 does	 through	 us.	 Our	 crooked	 ways	 of	 avoiding	 God’s	 good	 plan	 for	 us	 are	

straightened	out,	and	we	see	the	way	clear	to	the	One	who	comes	to	us	in	love.	

	

In	last	week’s	passage	from	Luke,	we	read	how	Jesus	told	us	to	lift	up	our	heads	when	he	

comes	again	for	us,	because	we	are	confident	that	he	is	bringing	redemption	to	us.	That	is	

good	 news!	 Now	we	 read	 John’s	 advice	 to	 give	 up	whatever	 it	 is	 that	 keeps	 us	 from	

meeting	 Jesus	on	the	road.	More	good	news!	Prepare	the	way	 for	 the	Christ	child	who	

comes	to	love	us	and	redeem	us	from	our	selfishness	and	sin.	

	

To	him	be	all	glory,	honour,	majesty	and	power.		And	may	“God	bless	us,	Every	one!"	Amen.	


