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If you were to receive a phone call and the voice on the other end of the line said, “I have good news for you,” how you felt about that phone call might be determined by who was speaking on the other end of the line.  If it were a family member at this time of year it might be, “I have good news; we’re going to be able to come for Christmas!” You would be happy about that.  If it were a colleague from work, it might be good news about something that was happening at work.  If you did not know the person on the other end of the line and they said “I have good news for you,” you would probably immediately think to yourself, “What are you selling, buddy?”  You might even hang up on that person.  
John had good news, and as any good speaker who knows the value of a pause, John spoke to the people and said, “I have good news for you.” Then he paused. Then he said, “You brood of vipers!  Who do you think you are?  God is coming and God is going to have an axe in his hand. He is not only going to chop down the trees that don’t bear fruits, he’ll chop off your head! Then he’ll throw it in a fire.”  
Is that good news?  It says so right there in the scripture.  In the 18th verse, “with many other exhortations, he preached good news to the people.” Is that good news?
We’re not quite sure about John are we? It’s understandable that he was in a bad mood. If you had lived in the wilderness, eaten locusts, and wore camel hair underwear you might be in a bad mood, too.  John doesn’t seem to fit in during Advent does he?  
You know what? Next year I’m not going to preach on John during Advent.  It’s a part of the Lectionary every year, John the Baptist right in the middle of Advent.  I’m going to wait and preach on John the Baptist during Lent. It seems more appropriate for Lent, doesn’t it? Lent is a season of repentance.  That world fit with John’s message of repentance.  
Don’t give up on John. There is some good news in what John shares with us. He might seem out of place, but we know this about John; John knew who he was.  Some people wanted to make John the Messiah, “No,” John said. “I’m not the Messiah; there is one coming after me who is more powerful. I am not worthy to bend over and untie the thong of his sandals.”  John knew who he was. How often have people in the church gotten in trouble because some minister had a “Messiah complex?” He forgot who he was. John knew who he was. 
We can say this about ol’ “Give ‘em hell, John.” Remember it was “give ‘em hell, John,” who quoted Isaiah who said, “All flesh shall see the salvation of God.” There is good news in what John shares with us. 
For those who might say, “Jesus would never talk the way John did,” remember the 23rd chapter of Mathew? Jesus is talking to the scribes and the Pharisees, and what does he call them? “You brood of vipers,” Jesus said, “you tithe.”  Bob Rorschach, any stewardship chairman would be happy with them, wouldn’t he?  But Jesus said to the scribes and the Pharisees, “You have neglected the weightier matters of the law: justice, mercy, and faith.”  Don’t be too critical of John.  
John knew about the honesty of our faith. We admire that about John, don’t we?  I can imagine John having the courage to go into a Ku Klux Klan meeting and saying, “What do you guys think you’re doing? You’re just a bunch of racist rednecks. This has no place in our society.”  Or he might go an Al Qaeda cell group meeting and say, “You’re distorting the message of Muhammad. Muhammad’s message was not about Jihad Holy War. He brought a message of peace and you are distorting his message.”  Or John might go up to that church in Topeka, you know the one that goes around and pickets military funerals? John might go to that church and say, “You’re distorting Christ’s message of love and tolerance into a message of hate.” We admire John’s honesty, don’t we?  I wonder what John would say if he came to our church? Would we want his honesty then? 
There is good news in John’s message if you look closely and if you listen closely. It is sound advice.  The people who came to be baptized by John asked for advice. “What should we do?”  John says “Share. You need to share what you have.  If you have two coats and someone doesn’t have one, you need to share with them.”  
At the Bible Study this past Wednesday evening, I shared with that group that in our home, just inside the front door, we have a closet and in that closet we keep coats. I have coats in there that I will never wear this winter. Is that right when even one of God’s children is cold?  Good advice; if you have a coat, if you have food, share it. 
Be honest.  John said to the tax collectors, “Don’t extort people.”  To the soldiers John said, “Don’t be a bully.”  “Be fair with people and be satisfied with your wages.” How many of us are satisfied with our lot in life? We always want a little more, don’t we? There’s good news in John’s message. Be satisfied with your life. 

John calls us to a way of life that is not easy. It is a challenge, in fact, to be better and do better. His honesty about our faith is this: there is nothing easy about following Christ.  C. S. Lewis said, “I haven’t always been a Christian. I didn’t do religion to make me happy. I always knew a bottle of wine would do that. If you want a religion to make you feel really comfortable, I certainly don’t recommend Christianity.”  
Our faith allows us to look in the mirror and see honestly who we are and what we do. Our faith also enables us to do better and be better.  As much as any man, I suppose, in the Twentieth Century, Karl Barth might have shaked the faith and theology of the church. Karl Barth said this about our faith. 
“To begin again with God means seeing that we cannot go on as we are.  To build again with God means we cannot go running or creeping in the old groove, in the old bad, accustomed routine.  It means looking to see if God’s light and power are not visible, and they are often closer than we think.  It means waiting…not in the void, but for God’s redemption, for the bars of our prison to burst open suddenly.  Jesus has summoned God’s kingdom in to real life as the surest and most real of all things.”  Of all things.  
Is John’s message good news?  There is no doubt that there is good news in John’s message, but John was wrong about one thing.  John’s message about the judgment of God was this, and I’m surprised. John knew the story of Abraham and Isaac. He remembered how Abraham was about to sacrifice Isaac, how he had the knife in his hand and then he heard a noise off to the side. There was a Ram caught in the thicket. God had provided a sacrifice. John knew that story, but evidently he forgot, because John’s message of judgment was about God carrying an axe in his hand.  
Jesus’ message of God’s judgment was God carrying a little baby in his arms.  The most remarkable thing about the message is this, the most important truth that the world has ever known is that there is salvation for all people, that God does love the world.  God entrusted this message to a little baby. Think about that. Maybe even more remarkable is this. Today God entrusts that message to the church, which is another way of saying God entrusts that message to us.  God entrusts that message to us to share in our own homes. Are you good news to members of your own family?  In our work, in our play, in all that we do, God shares that message of good news not only through us, but with us.  God says “You are the good news and you…and you…you are the good news.”  You call that gospel? Yes I do.  Yes I do.  Amen

