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Sermon:  2nd Sunday in Advent: year A 2013 at St. Peters 
 

Several years ago, at the Diocesan Convention, the clergy were all lined 
up, ready to process in.  We were all wearing our splendid ceremonial 
vestments for the occasion.  Suddenly the priest ahead of me started 
laughing, and he said, “You know, from looking at all of us one might 
think that Episcopalians believe in salvation by haberdashery!”   
 
Well, certainly no one could have accused John the Baptist of dressing 
in finery when he appeared out in the wilderness, calling people to 
repent.  He arrived wearing a garment made out of the skin of a camel 
that he had tied around his waist with a piece of rope.  But John also 
came with a message of great importance. 
 
If John the Baptist walked into St. Peter’s this morning, I don’t think that 
he would just quietly slip in into the back row.  I suspect that he would 
come straight down the center aisle shouting out the same message that 
he cried out in the wilderness: “REPENT, for the Kingdom of God is at 
hand.” And many of us might grow a bit nervous, and we’d wonder how 
Fr. Sid was going to deal with this “intruder”. 
 
But oddly enough when John the Baptizer appeared in the desert, 
telling people that they needed to repent, the people came flocking out 
of the cities and from all the countryside in order to see and hear him.  
Part of John’s drawing power was the fact that he was speaking and 
behaving like a prophet, and prophets were people who in the past had 
spoken messages that had been given to them directly from God.  But, by 
the time John the Baptist appeared, no one had seen or heard a prophet 
for over 450 years.  This was reason enough for John to draw huge 
crowds even way out in the wilderness.  But John did more than just tell 
people that they needed to repent.  John came proclaiming that God’s 
long awaited Messiah was finally at hand, and that meant that the 
people jolly well better repent of their sins if they were going to be 
ready.   
 
But John also told the people that they needed to have their sins 
washed away, by going into the Jordon River and being baptized, and 
this was something brand new. You see for centuries the Jewish 
people had had an annual Day of Atonement when the people’s sins 
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were atoned for.  But atonement was very different from being 
forgiven.  Atoning simply meant that their sins would be “covered over” 
for one more year.  But their sins were never forgotten or forgiven.  
John also told the people that they needed to repent, meaning that they 
were not to just feel sorry about things they had done or said. they also 
needed to change their behavior, and to live according to God’s 
commandments.  And John told the people that they better do this NOW 
because God’s Messiah was about to show up.   
 
Well, if you have been shopping in the malls recently you have probably 
heard the secularized version of all this, which comes in song form:  
“You better not shout, you better not cry, you better not pout I’m telling 
you why:  Santa Claus is coming to town.  But John the Baptist wasn’t 
talking about Santa Claus.  And His only concern was that the people 
would be ready for God’s Savior when he came.   
 
Today, it’s been over 2000 years since John the Baptist warned people 
to be ready. And it has been almost that long since Jesus promised his 
followers that he would come back again, and that people who 
believed in HIM would also need to be ready for His return.  
 
Even though most Christians still believe that Jesus will someday return 
just as he promised, it’s not easy to live in the alert readiness that either 
John the Baptist or Jesus called for … except, possibly, in the season of 
Advent, because the lessons we hear in church each Sunday in Advent 
sound an awful lot like John the Baptist, because they warn us that we 
need to be ready, ready for Jesus’ second coming. 
   
     But, let’s go back to what was happening down at the Jordon River. As 
John was baptizing people, he noticed that there were also many 
Pharisees and Sadducees in this crowd. And when John saw them, he 
knew that something was very wrong, because the Pharisees were real 
sticklers about keeping to the letter of the Jewish Law, and there was 
definitely nothing in the law about Jewish people needing to repent of 
their sins and then to be baptized by someone who had no official 
standing. 
 
Also the Pharisees and Sadducees would have been appalled at the idea 
that God’s Messiah would come without their knowing about it first, 



 3 

after all, they were the Jewish leadership, for crying out loud. They 
could not imagine that God would first tell a scruffy desert nobody 
that the Messiah was about to appear.  
 
John the Baptist was no slouch when it came to recognizing the threat 
that was at hand when the Pharisees showed up. So when he spotted 
them, he shouted at them:  “You brood of vipers!  Who warned you to 
flee from the wrath that is coming?  Start bearing fruit that shows 
that YOU are repentant. And do not presume to say, that you “have 
Abraham as your ancestor.”  Because “even now the ax is lying at 
the root of the trees; and every tree that does not bear good fruit 
will be cut down and thrown into the fire.“  SO THERE!”  (Well, John 
didn’t say “so there”, but, but that was definitely the thrust of his 
message.) 
 
Today when we hear John’s words about trees being felled by axes 
and thrown into the fire, we’re apt to scratch our heads and 
wonder what on earth John was talking about.  But the Pharisees 
and Sadducees would not have been puzzled at all, because John 
was quoting very familiar Old Testament prophecy about what 
would happen just before the Messiah returns at the end of the age. 
And the warning was that all of God’s faithful people would need to 
repent of their sins, in order to be ready.  
And John knew that neither the Pharisees, nor the Sadducees saw 
any need at all for them to be repentant. 
 
John also knew that repentance involves changing the ways in 
which we have been self-centered, and unloving, and to open our 
eyes and notice God’s many blessings every single day.  
So this is our Advent work and challenge:  To take time in the days 
before Christmas to really take stock of our own behavior  ...  to see 
how we’ve been “naughty or nice” to the people we live with or 
work with, or see at school or in our neighborhood, as well as with 
the strangers we encounter every day.  
 
 Advent also calls for each of us to become more aware of God’s 
closeness, and this always requires slowing down, making room 
for God’s presence.   
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So, if as you’re brushing your teeth each night, and you are ready to 
jump into bed, stop and take stock of the way you treated people 
this day. Confess and determine to make amends.  STOP, and grow 
really still, and recall the psalmist’s words:  “Be still, and know that 
I am God.”  
 
You see the real work of Advent is simply to stop and remember 
that God IS with us, and to repent of the ways we have failed to be 
His loving, forgiving and expectant people, and then to try again. 
 
Amen.                                                                                                                                                                                                   
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