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For a day that is supposed to be about joy, there doesn’t seem to be much 
of it in our Gospel this morning. Unless you get joy out of snakes, which I’m 
guessing most of us don’t. Despite their value to the ecosystem keeping rodent 
populations in balance, snakes don’t get much love in the Bible. Probably because 
the Bible isn’t really a collection of that kind of books. The people who wrote the 
Bible were much more focused on God and the relationship between God and 
people. 

  A relationship that goes back to the beginning, to the Book Genesis where 
it was a snake that initiated one of the longest conversations in the entire Bible 
and used its knowledge to twist truths in order to convince humans to do what 
they weren’t supposed to do. This ended up causing damage in the relationships 
between people and God, and people and the earth. In Genesis, what most of us 
hear when God told the people their work will now be seen as toil and people will 
fear snakes was God cursing the earth, people and the snake. However, it can also 
be seen as God naming the consequences of the disobedience.  These 
consequences represent hurt in broken relationships, hurt that is felt by the 
people and God, hurt that is tied to snakes because of the snake’s role in the 
story, and might be why snakes have gotten no love in the Bible ever sense. 

 We see that same distaste for snakes in our Gospel this morning when John 
the Baptist called the crowds that came out to be baptized by him a generation or 
a brood of vipers. 

 The term viper in the Gospel did not necessarily refer to a specific species 
of snake, the term can apply to any venomous or poisonous snake in the region 
the Gospels came from. While such creatures do help the environment by keeping 
rodent populations down, for most people during the time of the Gospels their 
encounters with vipers weren’t seen as helpful. Instead, vipers, being venomous 
snakes, were associated with causing harm, sometimes even death. They were 
not life givers, they were threats to health and life. People also observed that 
snakes were one of the first animals to leave an area that was threatened by 
disasters like fire or flood, giving them the reputation as cowards. And then 



there’s the story from Genesis that contributed to the idea that when we call 
someone a snake it means the person is a liar who is twisting the truth to cause 
harm or get what they want.  Calling someone a viper, a venomous snake, then 
can mean calling them treacherous cowards.  

 So John’s greeting to the crowd we just heard could be seen as insulting: he 
was basically calling them cowards and traders whose lives were causing more 
harm than good. 

 It might be to their credit that the people in the crowd did not leave in a 
huff, they did not post on Facebook about how offended they were, and they did 
not criticize John. They did not get defensive and say John had them all wrong.  

 Maybe the people came to John because they were feeling some kind of 
hurt caused by the damaged relationships between people and God and wanted 
to change. Maybe they were hungry for something life the way they were living it 
wasn’t providing them. Perhaps they wanted to leave systems that were toxic, 
unjust, harmful. Maybe they wanted to break unjust or hurtful cycles they knew. 
So instead of defending themselves, instead of telling John he was wrong about 
them, they asked him a question. 

 A great question. A helpful question. They asked, “What should we do?” 
They didn’t tell John what he should do. They didn’t ask what the systems should 
do. They didn’t ask what leaders should do. They asked John what they should do. 

 John was in the business of redemptive change, he is the Advent character 
whose job it is to call us out, to help us take an honest look at ourselves and ask 
ourselves if we are causing harm or life. John’s job is to remind us that we are all 
active participants who are responsible for our lives; for our relationships, our 
choices, our values and how we reflect what we say or believe.  

 That might not sound like very good news at first, and it certainly might 
make us wonder about how John’s tough message got put on the Sunday in 
Advent designated as day of joy. But there is a connection, and it comes with 
John’s response to the excellent question the people asked. 

 John didn’t advise overthrowing corrupt systems. He didn’t tell them to 
lead rebellions. He told them to share. He told them to live lives of integrity, to 
operate justly even if they were in unjust systems.  

 



 In a world where it is so much easier and far more fashionable to point the 
finger at leaders, systems, institutions, and governments, John’s words aren’t just 
for the crowd back then, they are for us right here and now. His answer shows us 
that we all have far more power than we might believe we have to bring life and 
the love of God to people. And that is where we find joy. 

 In the movie Becket, we see the story of King Henry V and his good buddy 
Thomas Becket, who hung out together and lived a pretty wild life of partying and 
womanizing, and didn’t really care what harm they caused, nor of the criticism 
from the church. When the time came to replace the Archbishop, the king 
decided to appoint his good buddy Becket, because that was one way he thought 
he could get the church off his back. Only his plan backfired. Being ordained 
changed Becket, he took to heart his ordination vows and requirements, one of 
which was to give away his wealth. In a particularly moving scene, poor people 
came to the cathedral to receive Becket’s belongings. As he gave away what he 
had, his face brightened. Then he turned to a statue of Jesus and said, “Only you 
know how easy this is.” Becket discovered that when you live for something larger 
than yourself, live the values of Christ, and share what you have you discover joy. 

 Joy that just isn’t for ordained people, it’s for everyone. For those of us who 
are satisfied in our place in life, for those of us who are grieving, for those of us 
who are frustrated or anxious about the future, for those who worry, even for 
those of us who are tired and feel worn out, joy is something we all can 
experience. That is what John the Baptist was saying in Luke’s Gospel, and it is 
what author David Brooks says in his book The Road to Character.  In his book, 
Brooks calls readers to consider how we are living our lives, and by showing us 
examples of people who worked through their struggles and weaknesses by living 
for something larger than themselves and sharing what they have, they found joy 
and purpose in living. 

 He discovered Joy isn’t something separate from people, it was a product of 
how they lived their lives.  Brooks described it this way: “Joy is not produced 
because others praise you. Joy emanates unbidden and unforced. Joy comes as a 
gift when you least expect it. At those fleeting moments you know why you were 
put here and what truth you serve. You may not feel giddy at those moments, you 
may not hear the orchestra’s delirious swell or see flashes of crimson or gold, but 
you will feel a satisfaction, a silence, a peace – a hush. Those moments are the 
blessings and signs of a beautiful life.”  



 Brooks’ description of joy pretty much sums up the joy of Advent we are 
reminded is available for us all, for you just as much as it is for me. Joy that starts 
with recognizing the parts in us we might want to change because they are the 
parts that cause harm to us and to others and keep us from being close to God.  
The good news is that we can do something, we can share. Our coats. Our time. 
Our food. Our ideas. Our energy. Our resources.  And we can live with integrity, in 
ways where we express the equality, compassion, and justice we wish we saw in 
our systems, institutions or governments, where we reach out to support our 
Muslim neighbors, where we welcome new residents, where we find ways to 
support those working or living in toxic situations, we visit the lonely, provide a 
dish of food, any way we live the love we might wish we could see more of.   

 This is the Advent path John the Baptist challenges us to follow, the path 
that will bring us to something larger than ourselves, and will give new meaning 
and understanding the next time we sing the hymns about tidings of comfort and 
joy. 

  


