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• Rejoice always! Don’t worry about anything! The Lord is near!  These are 1

among Paul’s most stirring statements. I like to think of our short Epistle 
reading from Philippians as ‘the 4am Gospel.’ I say this because, 
occasionally, I wake up in the night, fretting about something, or about many 
things, I then think of these words from Paul. And perhaps you do, too. [So, 
let’s hear them again:] 

“Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. Let your gentleness 
be known to everyone. The Lord is near. Do not worry about anything, 
but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your 
requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which 
surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in 
Christ Jesus.”   2

• These words are so sweeping and full of promise. And, therefore, they are 
full of challenge. “Always rejoice”? Even when I am worried about something 
in the middle of the night, I should “rejoice in the Lord?” And when I am 
worrying, I should make my “supplication with thanksgiving?” Of course, in 
such moments, I try not to worry. And, while trying not to worry, I pray 
(asking) in supplication. But with thanksgiving? Paul’s words challenge us to 
trust and believe that his promise will bear fruit in our lives, with a particular 
result. So that “the peace of God, which passes all understanding, will 
guard” our hearts and our minds in Christ Jesus. In other words, Paul 
challenges us to trust that, if we pray to God in a humble spirit of asking —
with thanksgiving—we will experience God’s peace in Jesus. Often, this 
peace comes more slowly than we would wish. But the slowness lies within 
us, rather than in any reluctance on God’s part to share the gift. 

• Paul’s challenge to us, to trust and believe, is therefore substantial. Yet, we 
are likely to have a limited understanding of his meaning here. For example, 
I am more likely to think about this passage from Philippians when I am 
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wrestling alone with various concerns, rather than when I engage those 
concerns with others, in community. It’s therefore easy to imagine that Paul’s 
main purpose was to counsel and help us in our personal lives. This is partly 
because our culture encourages us to see religion as something interior, 
and private for each one of us, rather than as something shared and 
common. This leads us to miss the public and political implications of Paul’s 
words, which may be more relevant than we imagine. 

• Biblical scholars help us perceive Paul’s more expansive meaning, as well as 
that of our Gospel passage. When writing this letter, Paul was a Roman 
citizen imprisoned under Roman authority. He was “writing to an imperial 
colony where [the word] ‘Lord’ meant Caesar.”  His readers lived in the city 3

of Philippi, which along with the region around it enjoyed the ‘pax Romana,’ 
the so-called ‘peace of Rome.’ This peace was enforced by the might of 
imperial power. Therefore, Paul’s words would have had a deeper 
significance for his readers than we likely realize. 

• Yes, Paul surely was encouraging the Philippians to experience an inner 
peace and confidence, in relation to what they worried about in daily life. 
But among those concerns was their complicated relationship with the 
pagan realm around them, into which their new faith had put them in 
conflict. For they were also vulnerable to the same difficulties which Paul was 
enduring. For them, the possibility of imprisonment or death at the hands of 
the authorities was equally real. In writing the words we hear today, Paul is 
encouraging his readers —both then and now— not simply to find inward 
comfort. He is also challenging us to live our faith outwardly, both with one 
another in church, but also in the secular world around us. The implications 
of our faith are not limited to a ‘kingdom within.’ For God’s Spirit has the 
power to challenge and overcome political regimes that may be against our 
deepest commitments. 
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• In a similar way, we may not at first recognize a subtle but also substantial 
aspect of Luke’s perspective. In our Gospel today, he presents the advent of 
Jesus’ ministry in the context of John the Baptizer’s proclamation. As all four 
Gospels attest, John’s ministry occurs in the wilderness around the Jordan 
River. This requires people to go out to him. James Tissot’s painting of the 
scene nicely captures the drama of their interaction. For as the artist depicts, 
people do not casually encounter John in the public square or marketplace, 
but out in a barren region to which they deliberately have to travel. 
Therefore, in addition to those who have come out in malice, many journey 
to John with a genuine curiosity and a sincere spirit of inquiry. 

• Luke reports how John greets these people with an apparently hostile 
question: “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee the wrath to 
come?” As we see in the painting, among them are various officials and 
soldiers. Surprisingly, they don’t turn and leave when they hear the 
prophet’s scorn. Instead, they respond with a question: “What then should 
we do?” To which John responds with concise, practical —but also 
unexpected— advice. He does not tell the tax collectors to stop serving the 
infidel foreign regime occupying their historic lands. Nor does John tell the 
soldiers to abandon their compromised relationship with the Roman-
supported local authorities. Instead, he counsels them on how to behave 
ethically, while they remain in their present roles! Astonishing! 

• And John says all this in the context of predicting the Coming One, the one 
who will baptize with the Holy Spirit and with fire. This will be the true 
Messiah, who will manifest his vocation by wielding a “winnowing fork in his 
hand.” He will “clear the threshing floor and… gather the wheat into his 
granary; [while] the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.” Paradoxically, 
Luke refers to these dramatic and threatening predictions as the 
proclamation of good news. 
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• Our readings from Paul and Luke, complement our reading from Zephaniah. 
For the prophet speaks of “the king of Israel, the Lord” who is in our midst ~ 
“a warrior who gives victory,” and who renews us in his love.  Zephaniah 4

urges us to rejoice, and not to fear, while he points to the implications of 
God’s mission for the world. Prefiguring Paul’s later words, Zephaniah 
challenges us to practice the virtue of hope. Like faith and charitable love, 
hope is a gift of the Holy Spirit.  Though it is a gift, we need to put it into 5

practice. Hope, faith and charitable love are therefore more than feelings, 
more than passing sentiments. And we should expect to see these beautiful 
signs of the Spirit’s movement in our church. We notice them as we are 
lifted up by a rising tide ~ the rising tide of giving and spiritual growth that 
we are now seeing here. 

• In our opening prayer this morning, we asked God to do something 
provocative: “Stir up your power, O Lord, and with great might come among 
us!” Not just within us, but among us! Practicing our faith, we can embrace 
these words. And when we do, we may be surprised by what might happen. 
For asking God to come among us with power could change more than we 
realize or imagine ~ especially for this community, in which we worship and 
serve together. 

• And so, “may the God of hope fill us with all joy and peace in believing 
through the power of the Holy Spirit.”  6
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James Tissot, St John the Baptist and the Pharisees 
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Luke 3:7-18 
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? Bear 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. Even 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."  

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

As the people were filled with expectation, and all were questioning in their 
hearts concerning John, whether he might be the Messiah, John 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. 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."  

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

Notes:
 Selected phrases from our Epistle reading, Philippians 4:4-7. The parallel the spirit of Jesus’ words in 1

the Sermon on the Mount, in Matthew 6:25-34.

 See prior note for the source; emphasis added. Also see Paul’s words in 1 Thessalonians 5:18: “…give 2

thanks in all circumstances…”

 For this, and the general content of this paragraph, see: Wright, N.T. (2012-10-01). Twelve Months of 3

Sundays: Twelve Months of Sundays (Kindle Locations 2974-2995). Church Publishing Inc.. Kindle 
Edition.

 See Zephaniah 3:14-20.4

 As Paul teaches us in 1 Corinthians 13.5

 Romans 15:13, often used as a closing sentence at the conclusion of Morning Prayer.6
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