A sermon by Canon Maggie Guite     +
13th December 2015             Advent 3

Philippians 4.4-7                 Luke 3.7-18

(Preached at 8 am at Linton)
True Gentleness

Two texts, one from each of today’s readings:

“‘Rejoice in the Lord always, again I will say, Rejoice!.’ Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near…”  (Philippians 4.4 and 5).

“John said to the crowds that came out to be baptised by him, ‘You brood fo vipers! Who warned you t flee from the wrath to come?’ “ (Luke 3.7)

Rather different reactions to the nearness of the Lord, wouldn’t you say? An exhortation from Paul to be gentle – or forbearing, or moderate: – ‘self-restraint’ might be a way of summing up all the meanings packed into that word which our translation gave as ‘gentleness’ – on the one hand.And, on the other, John the Baptist’s blazing and outspoken fury about hypocrisy, his strong language , (‘you brood of vipers!’) – surely not much restraint ofr gentleness there, you might say.
As Christians, we’re told to live in the light of the coming of the Lord – his coming years ago, of course, but also the sense of his nearness, his imminence, his pressing-in upon us now.Should  this make gentle Christians of us, or prophetic, raging  John the Baptists?

Let’s dig into these two texts a little. Let’s do that by asking what their contexts  are – what’s the context of John’s message? 

The crowds were asking him, ‘What should we do?’; they recognised the  corruption of his age which he condemned so harshly; but he also was sketching out a new and better way to live. In the midst of  all his raging, the way he sketched out was, in fact, a way of self-restraint – even of practical gentleness, you might say -even if his way of commending  it was fierce and stern.
Paul was writing to people who rejoiced his heart: if you were in church last week, you’ll remember: he was confident in them – or rather, in God’s work in them. ‘I am confident of this, that the one who began a good work among you will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ.’ (Phil.1.6).They had turned round in their lives; they were on their way; Paul could see the evidence of it in their lives. That’s why Philippians, by and large is a joyful letter. And today’s reading started with a paean of praise:’ Rejoice in the Lord always: again I will say, Rejoice’.  (Phil 4.4).And then it goes on with our text : ‘Let your gentleness   [your moderation or self-restraint ] be known to everyone. The Lord is near.’ Paul wasn’t writing to people who needed too much guidance as to what was the right way. They were already facing in it.
But John, on the other hand, had a mission to speak to the ‘haves’ of this world, and show them how they should live gently with the have-nots. ‘Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has none; and whoever has food must do likewise.’ (Luke 3.11). He spoke, too, to people who had employment and power in a world where many were insecure and powerless, telling the lucky ones not to throw their weight around. To the tax collectors, ‘collect no more than the amount prescribed for you’, (Luke 3.13), and to the soldiers of the occupying army, ‘do not extort money by threats and false accusation, and be content with your wages’ (3.14).
We may not face exactly the same temptations as the tax-collectors and soldiery of the first century (though, Heaven knows, there are plenty of corrupt armies around in the world, and ‘bad apples’ in even the professional armed forces we’re so proud of).But, whatever our calling, it will have its own snare – its own temptation. Every position of power or authority or influence, however slight,  whether in the workplace, the community, or the home, can be used either for the common good or for personal satisfaction that may make other people miserable. So, the raging prophecy of John the Baptist may have something to say even in a society and community like ours.

Perhaps we need to bring our readings together, and let them ‘speak’ to each other; Paul’s words about gentleness need to be read in the light of John’s insistence that life presents real and sharp choices , especially in the realms of money and power, and even decent-seeming people can go seriously wrong. We need to be challenged forcefully  by John if the word ‘gentleness’ is to have its full weight of meaning – self-restraint for the sake of others – and not slip back to the old ideas of superficial gentility and civility. 

But, on the other hand, John’s passages of prophetic anger need also to be read in the light of Paul’s exhortations to rejoicing and peace, because of the nearness of the Lord. Too often Christian ethical teaching has got stuck in a mode of angry disapproval, as though God didn’t love us. It’s precisely because he does that he chides us through his prophets. It’s the good news of his love that we’re called to  live  and grow by. So, rejoicing is in order.

John was described by Jesus as the greatest of the prophets of the old order; Paul is recognised as one of the greatest Apostles of the new, Christian era. Let us attend to each of them, as they proclaim, in their different ways, the coming of the Lord, and the way of life it should entail for us.
