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 Today is “joy” Sunday. We light a different color candle, pink, as a reminder to rejoice. It 

seems illogical that the starting point for joy is seeing oneself as sinful. Scripture proclaims, 1 

John 1:8-10 NLT “If we claim we have no sin, we are only fooling ourselves and not living 

in the truth. But if we confess our sins to God, God is faithful and just to forgive us our sins 

and to cleanse us from all wickedness. If we claim we have not sinned, we are calling God a 

liar and showing that God’s word has no place in our hearts.”  

  The focus is personal sins. Admitting what you have done wrong and what you have 

failed to do. Looking deep within yourself to identify your sinful tendencies. Resist excuses. 

Avoid rationalization. Identify situations in which you tend to be anxious, fearful, angry, or a 

poor listener.  

 Love yourself enough, care for yourself enough, to be brutally honest about your faults, 

weakness, mistakes, and temptations. John the Baptist did this himself and preached it to 

everyone. 

 Luke 3:7-16 MSG “When crowds of people came out for baptism because it was the 

popular thing to do, John exploded: “Brood of snakes! What do you think you’re doing 

slithering down here to the river? Do you think a little water on your snakeskins is going to 

deflect God’s judgment? It’s your life that must change, not your skin. And don’t think you 

can pull rank by claiming Abraham as ‘father.’ Being a child of Abraham is neither here 

nor there—children of Abraham are a dime a dozen. God can make children from stones if 

God wants. What counts is your life. Is it green and blossoming? Because if it’s deadwood, 

it goes on the fire.” The crowd asked John, “Then what are we supposed to do?” “If you 

have two coats, give one away,” he said. “Do the same with your food.” Tax men also came 

to be baptized and said, “Teacher, what should we do?” John told them, “No more 

extortion—collect only what is required by law.” Soldiers asked John, “And what should 

we do?” He told them, “No shakedowns, no blackmail—and be content with your rations.” 

The interest of the people by now was building. They were all beginning to wonder, “Could 

this John be the Messiah?” But John intervened: “I’m baptizing you here in the river. The 

main character in this drama, to whom I’m a mere stagehand, will ignite the kingdom life, 

a fire, the Holy Spirit within you, changing you from the inside out.”  

 I do not like this scripture and it comes up every year during advent. John is a fire and 

brimstone preacher and this scripture cries out for that type of sermon, but I don’t want to do it. 

John dives right into taboo topics welfare, caring for the poor, taxes, and politics. John’s message 

is personal to each person who asks, “What should I do?” He does not let us drift from looking at 

our self: how I sin, how I am selfish, how I contribute to a messy world. John does not tolerate 

excuses or rationalizations or yes buts. For two days I struggled trying to write this sermon; and 

then, I had a sleepless night thinking about this scripture. I awoke with all these fire and 

brimstone points. I still don’t like them. You will likely not like them either. Maybe I am getting 

some of these points wrong. Then, you take up the issue with the Holy Spirit and imagine how 

you would justify your behavior with God. 

 Your life must change. Church membership, weekly worship attendance, education, 

awards, wealth, being a child of Abraham does not matter. What matters is your life, how you 



share what you have, your integrity, your gratitude, your love, what you talk about, your choices, 

and what you do. 

 If you have two coats give one away. Now here in Minnesota, John may allow for three 

coats: a rain coat, light coat, and heavy winter coat; but if you have more than three, which most 

if not all of us do, then you need to give the surplus away. The same goes for food.  

Are you an advocate, voting, giving money, supporting, speaking up for welfare, raising 

the minimum wage, universal health care, welcoming refuges, providing food stamps, sheltering 

the homeless etc.? Do you have a place to live, food, shelter, health care, a job that pays more 

than the minimum wage? If yes, then stop being selfish, repent, and give, so others can have the 

same as you. How far would your excuses and justifications go with God? John says your selfish 

life, your reasoning as to why you should not help others enjoy as much as you have, makes you 

a slimy, slithering snake. 

In the end, this Sunday and this scripture is about joy, happiness, celebration, and 

rejoicing. The way we get there is by striving to be holy, by giving instead of being selfish, by 

loving instead of holding back with rationalizations, by giving someone a break, a chance, a hand 

up instead of fearing them, by believing in transformed lives instead of hating someone. I have 

heard a lot of people try to explain why we should not help others. Not a single one of them 

seems happy, instead they seem angry, fearful, and hateful.  

John the Baptist loved, gave, served, and advocated for others. He wore camel’s hair and 

ate locust and wild honey, so he could give more generously. John was happy, blessed, and 

rejoiced. John’s life was green and blossoming, so we are still talking about it today. The selfish 

religious leaders, greedy tax collectors, and ungrateful soldiers, who used their position of power 

to keep others down, were thrown on the fire and burned; so, we do not even know their names 

today. Any aspect of life that is selfish, fearful, anxious, hateful, is burned away.  

Short tangent here, as you know I believe God’s grace is supreme, that God forgave all 

these people, and they are in heaven; however, most of their lives were a waste yielding almost 

nothing that made the world a more loving place.  

The psalmist proclaims, Psalm 1 NLT “Oh, the joys of those who do not follow the 

advice of the wicked, or stand around with sinners, or join in with mockers. But they 

delight in the law of the Lord, meditating on it day and night. They are like trees planted 

along the riverbank, bearing fruit each season. Their leaves never wither, and they prosper 

in all they do. But not the wicked! They are like worthless chaff, scattered by the wind. 

They will be condemned at the time of judgment. Sinners will have no place among the 

godly. For the Lord watches over the path of the godly, but the path of the wicked leads to 

destruction.” 

Unfortunately, my perception is God wants me to keep going with more fire and 

brimstone for each of us. Certainly I am including myself. The purpose of identifying our sin and 

repenting from our sin is so we can love others, love ourselves, and be joyful. Sin is a joy robber. 

What are you doing to stop racism, to create a community where skin color, gender, sexual 

orientation, and religious beliefs does not result in lower pay, more arrests, more imprisonment, 

less opportunities? Roderick serves on a taskforce of police, churches, and community leaders 

that often meets in this church to usher in a day when no one sees skin color. Talk to Roderick 

and find out how you can get involved.  

How do you think and talk about younger generations? Is there any negativity or 

judgement there? Repent, go to an elementary school and volunteer to read to a child. Discover 

what a young person’s life is really like; then, your thoughts, talk, and perspective will change. 



How much happiness do you enjoy from complaining about others, gossip, and judgements? In 

seminary I was joyful when I tutored a homeless man who was struggling with dyslexia. I 

showed him how I managed my dyslexia filling me with gratitude for all who taught me. That 

relationship opened my eyes to the struggles of the homeless and changed my views. Both of us 

were grateful for each other. Both of us were joyful.    

This church sits in community that recently voted down a school levy. The vast majority 

of us enjoyed education when we were young, so we should provide education for the young 

today. Yet, the votes against educating our youth, providing what we enjoyed, was the majority. 

There were more people who were selfish, wanting to enjoy a few hundred dollars more than 

those who were generously wanting to educate the next generation.    

You have been forgiven all of your sins, so you are commanded to forgive anyone who 

has sinned against you. Whom do you need to forgive, confess, and repent? You are being 

blessed to be a blessing. How do you need to bless another, confess, repent? Have you 

embellished a story to make a point? Confess, make amends and be truthful. Have you used your 

education, connections, or anything to get ahead of someone else? Confess and help them? Have 

you ever used your position to take a little extra? Confess, be honest, and give back.  Do you 

have more than another? Confess and help them to have as much as you do. 

 The portal to joy is to confess your sins and repent. The sin of trying to get ahead and 

stay ahead of others is a joy robber. Love yourself enough to be brutally honest with yourself, to 

admit all the ways that you sin. Then repent. Change your life, your thoughts, your choices, your 

actions, and you will discover joy. The Holy Spirit will help you. The Holy Spirit will ignite a 

fire to burn away all of your sin. The Holy Spirit will change you from the inside out. Your shift 

from selfishness to love will fill you with joy.  

John cared enough about himself and those who came to him to be brutally honest with 

them. I care deeply for you. I want you to be joyful that is why I am challenging you to confess 

your sin, to change your life. I know I missed issues. Perhaps some of the issues I got wrong, that 

doesn’t matter. Please don’t avoid examining your sinfulness by debating an issue. This is 

personal. It is between you and God. Ask God to help you see how sinful you really are so you 

can be forgiven, enjoy grace, change, serve, love and prepare yourself, open yourself for the 

glory of Christmas.  

John Wesley understood the Bible to say that the way to be happy is to be holy. When 

our lives fit the way God wants us to be, we are happy in three senses: we live a good life, we are 

satisfied, and we reflect God. Joseph Butler sees happiness as a feeling that comes from doing 

what pleases God. 

Mother Teresa said. “People are unreasonable, illogical and self-centered; LOVE THEM 

ANYWAY. If you do good, people will accuse you of selfish ulterior motives; DO GOOD 

ANYWAY. If you are successful you win false friends and true enemies; SUCCEED 

ANYWAY. The good you do will be forgotten tomorrow; DO GOOD ANYWAY. What you 

spent years building may be destroyed overnight; BUILD ANYWAY. People really need help 

but attack you if you help them; HELP PEOPLE ANYWAY. Give the world the best you have 

and you'll get kicked in the teeth. GIVE THE WORLD THE BEST YOU'VE GOT ANYWAY.”  

I realize I am unreasonable, illogical, and self-centered. I am a sinner. Yet, with God’s 

help I am trying to change, to serve, to love, to let Christmas transform my life. 

The prophet Zephaniah proclaims, Zephaniah 3:14-20 NRSV “Sing aloud, O daughter 

Zion; shout, O Israel! Rejoice and exult with all your heart, O daughter Jerusalem! The 

LORD has taken away the judgments against you, God has turned away your enemies. The 



king of Israel, the LORD, is in your midst; you shall fear disaster no more. On that day it 

shall be said to Jerusalem: Do not fear, O Zion; do not let your hands grow weak. The 

LORD, your God, is in your midst, a warrior who gives victory; God will rejoice over you 

with gladness, God will renew you in God’s love; God will exult over you with loud singing 

as on a day of festival. I will remove disaster from you, so that you will not bear reproach 

for it. I will deal with all your oppressors at that time. And I will save the lame and gather 

the outcast, and I will change their shame into praise and renown in all the earth. At that 

time I will bring you home, at the time when I gather you; for I will make you renowned 

and praised among all the peoples of the earth, when I restore your fortunes before your 

eyes, says the LORD. 

The prophet Isaiah exclaimed, Isaiah 12:2-6 NRSV “Surely God is my salvation; I will 

trust, and will not be afraid, for the LORD GOD is my strength and my might; God has 

become my salvation. With joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation. And you 

will say in that day: Give thanks to the LORD, call on God’s name; make known God’s 

deeds among the nations; proclaim that God’s name is exalted. Sing praises to the LORD, 

for God has done gloriously; let this be known in all the earth. Shout aloud and sing for 

joy, O royal Zion, for great in your midst is the Holy One of Israel. 

The Apostle Paul wrote, Philippians 4:4-7 NRSV “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. 

Did you hear the sentence in that scripture that enables us to rejoice? Let your gentleness 

be known to everyone. Gentleness is also translated moderation, forbearance, and reasonable. 

The Message translates it: “Make it as clear as you can to all you meet that you are on their side, 

working with them and not against them.” Our baptism, confession of sin, and repentance opens 

us to be transformed by the Holy Spirit, to modify our behavior, to give us a new perspective, to 

enable us to live a fruitful life, to be gentle, moderate, forbearing, reasonable, and working with 

every person, being for every person, which enables us to rejoice.  

F. D. Maurice wrote, “Jesus was the one who could look into the heart of their society, 

into the heart of each person, and burn up their evils. One who could kindle a new and divine fire 

within them. Would anything less than this divine fire, than this divine Spirit, have sufficed for 

their renovation? My friends, will anything less than this divine fire, this divine Spirit, suffice for 

our renovation?” 

Joan Chittister said, “Sundays arrive like moments out of time, bringing in their invisible 

mist, the sight of another way to be human. We must do more than simply go through the Advent 

calendar; we must develop in us an Advent heart.”    

I am sorry if I offended you in this sermon. My hope is that it will convict me to repent, 

so I can enjoy abundant life today and convict you to repent so you can enjoy abundant life 

today. Amen. 


