2nd Week of Advent – December 7, 2025
Matthew 3:1-12
This gospel text is such an Advent text! You brood of vipers! Clergy jokingly use that insult frequently amongst ourselves. It packs such a great punch for an insult. Like, John the Baptist was not holding back in any way, shape, or form. He was putting it all out there. Calling out what needed called out. We use the phrase jokingly now, but when John was speaking to the Pharisees and Sadducees and all who turned out, he was dead serious.
The more I preach on this story during advent, the more I come to appreciate what John is doing here...
So, some basic history of John... We don’t get this in Matthew, but we know from the book of Luke that John is the son of Zechariah and Elizabeth. We hear in Luke’s telling of the Christmas story how John leapt in Elizabeth’s womb when they met with Elizabeth's cousin Mary who was carrying baby Jesus. And so, John is a cousin of Jesus. Zechariah, his father, is a priest, and history attributes him as a pharisee.
This is important to note.
John was raised in this tradition. John was a pharisee. This is just like a Lutheran saying I was born into the church. We nickname them “Cradle Lutherans” Well, John was a “Cradle Pharisee” If anyone knew anything about who the pharisees were and what they were up to, it was going to be John, the son of a priest active in the pharisee movement.
So, knowing his history, that makes him going out into the woods and proclaiming this message of the “one who is to come” and a message of repentance pretty bold. It’s almost like he lived into the stereotype of a pastor's kid and was having his moment of rebellion.
Except this was gaining some attention. The people of Jerusalem and ALL of Judea and ALL the region along the Jordan were coming out to hear him. To hear what he had to say and to be baptized in their repentance. So along came the Pharisees and Sadducees.  They just had to check out what was happening. To know what was being preached – was it heretical? Was it going to threaten their power? Or the status quo? And they were in for a surprise because as soon as they showed up, John had some words for them in particular.
You brood of vipers. You show up to hear the words of repentance, yet you already know these teachings. Supposed teachers and religious leaders, you already know who told you to flee from the wrath to come. And yet your behavior continues to go against what scripture teaches. They leaned on status and Abraham's lineage rather than true repentance. Repentance from their false righteousness and hypocrisy.
It’s an ancient myth that vipers young eat their way out of their mothers womb. And while that’s not actually true, that’s exactly what John was doing here. He was breaking away as a viper’s baby was thought to have by destroying the foundation of the Pharisees and Sadducees. Brood of vipers was some good word play here. John was calling for repentance.  And those who were firm in their beliefs and privilege were coming to be baptized in their repentance, but John knew they weren’t repenting. They were just using this as one more way to show how pious and righteous they were. Meanwhile, they would go back to the comforts of their corruption as soon as they left the wilderness.
I couldn’t help but think of the church today when reflecting on what the Pharisees and Sadducees were doing. And how it must have felt to have been called out from one of their own. They knew him. They trusted him. And here John was saying that he knew them too. And what they were doing was unjust and they needed to actually repent. To change their ways and return actually focused toward God. The church today needs called out from inside the house. Just as the Pharisees and Sadducees did. To have churches with multimillion dollar campuses. And pastors with private jets. To churches locking their doors during natural disasters. And casting away anyone who differs from the “norm” in the slightest.
Meanwhile, food pantries are experiencing record numbers of people. Shelters continue to be full and having to turn away folks seeking shelter. Schools are trying to find creative ways to make sure the kids are being fed. And so many churches are turning a blind eye to the people who are hurting.
John would call the modern day church broods of vipers. No, not all of us. But the gods that are worshiped in our culture are not who John is telling us to prepare the way for.  To repent and prepare for the coming of Jesus does not mean returning to our old habits. Repentance calls for a change of heart and actions. A focus toward this all-inclusive love and grace that Jesus came to bring. And not this exclusion that the church is so good at.
In my preparation for this weeks sermon, I ended up rereading Martin Luther King’s Letter from Birmingham Jail. There were so many times where the church has failed to live up to the justice that Jesus calls for, but during the civil rights era, King called out what he coined the “white moderate” church for standing back and not speaking out against injustices. And there were a few lines that stood out that are still so applicable to today.
He wrote, “So often the contemporary church is a weak, ineffectual voice with an uncertain sound. So often it is an archdefender of the status quo. Far from being disturbed by the presence of the church, the power structure of the average community is consoled by the church's silent--and often even vocal--sanction of things as they are. But the judgment of God is upon the church as never before. If today's church does not recapture the sacrificial spirit of the early church, it will lose its authenticity, forfeit the loyalty of millions, and be dismissed as an irrelevant social club with no meaning for the twentieth century.”
Those words could have come out of the mouth of John the Baptist as well and said to the Pharisees and Sadducees. But instead, it was written to the contemporary church of the 1960’s. And I think we are seeing King’s words come to fruition today. The church as a whole has stayed silent and allowed for the status quo to continue in an effort to maintain comfort and peace. John didn’t call for peace. Jesus didn’t call for peace. The call is for repentance. And our lack of repentance for the harm the church has done, and the silence and inaction that still takes place in so many churches has proven King’s words. The church has become an irrelevant social club. It has lost the loyalty of millions. That is why we are seeing so many “none and dones” in our society today.
But the call is coming from within the house. We have a call to make a change. To turn from complacency. The same call John had for the Pharisees and Sadduccees, Jesus is still calling for us today. May we turn from being an irrelevant social club. And continue to strive towards the actions of Jesus.
