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WHAT IF GOD INTERRUPTED? 

Zephaniah 3: 14-20; Luke 3: 7-18 

Third Sunday of Advent • December 12, 2021 

by Pat Berger 

 

So we heard Doris read:  Zephaniah said for God, "Sing aloud, O daughter Zion; 

shout, O Israel!  Rejoice and exult with all your heart, O daughter Jerusalem!"  

Another of today's readings, that we won't be using, is from Isaiah.  In those verses, 

Isaiah says for God, "Shout aloud and sing for joy, O royal Zion, I will say, rejoice."  

Those three readings, wrote Lauren Winner, "don't just describe joy; they produce 

it."  And then we turn to Luke's recording of John the Baptist as he said, "You brood 

of vipers!" 

 

We have been hearing readings for the past two weeks that focus on judgment 

and end times.  We should be alert; we should pray that we would have strength 

to escape all that is coming; who can endure?  This is not Christmas-is-coming joy; 

this is end-times dread.  Zephaniah is quite aware of the corruption and injustice 

that the leaders of Judah have laid upon their people.  Spiritual and political 

oppression have been the order of the day, and Zephaniah's word from God is 

that these leaders will be punished; they will be destroyed.  The humble will be 

exalted.  We need to be sure to notice, writes one commentator, that God isn't 

simply honoring the humble because of their humility here.  Rather, they are the 

ones not abusing power.  God has interrupted, and is making right systems of 

injustice, and healing shame.  The weak and the outcast will realize God's 

protective promises, so sing aloud!  Rejoice!  Exult! 

 

In Isaiah, the people are moving out of captivity in Egypt.  These verses were likely 

written after the Hebrews had been in exile in Babylon, and placed here by a 

later editor; in this way, they celebrate two releases, two interruptions for God's 

Chosen Ones.  There will be a glorious homecoming day; the people can expect 

salvation promised by their God.  It is time to give thanks and to celebrate.  It is 

time to shout!  Sing for joy! 

 

There is a reading from Paul that goes with today's readings, too.  He is talking with 

people who are suffering.  These people are clearly very dear to Paul.  The joy he 

commends to them is what will be real for them as they are together in their faith.  

This joy, which he also calls peace, may be beyond their ability to understand, yet 

-- with God's help -- is not beyond their ability to grasp.  So rejoice in the Lord 

always, again I say rejoice! 

 

Which brings us back to the brood of vipers.  God is about to interrupt their lives, 

too.  John says: one is coming whose sandals he is not fit to undo, and it doesn't 

seem to John that the people are ready for this.  Notice that John is not just 

addressing the temple officials here or just any one group; John is talking to every 
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one who is there.  They seemed to have listened to him.  Each group then asked, 

what should we do?  And the answers that John gave them were answers that 

each of us might have heard first when we were in a kindergarten Sunday School 

class.  One might not think it would be this easy, and yet: what is easy about 

sharing ("whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has none; . . 

.whoever has food must do the same"), being honest ("collect no more than the 

amount prescribed for you"), and working hard ("do not extort money. . ., and be 

satisfied with your wages")?  When Jesus comes, John told his listeners, things will 

be different; this is how you will live.  Big, showy actions will only be a part of what 

happens.  Simple things also will be a part of growing the Kingdom.  And, John 

told them, they have the opportunity to be the wheat, the good in this new 

drama, or they can be the chaff -- those who have no part.  It is the same for 

each of us.  We do our best most days, and we do well to remember a quote 

attributed to Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn about human nature: "If only it were all so 

simple!  If only there were evil people somewhere insidiously committing evil 

deeds, and it were necessary only to separate them from the rest of us and 

destroy them.  But the line dividing good and evil cuts through the heart of every 

human being." 

 

It is not our task to bring the Kingdom.  God brings the Kingdom, and I'm quite sure 

that will feel like an interruption.  As we wait, we can act in ways that show that 

we might be, as David Lose wrote, "the saints that John calls us to be."  We can 

demonstrate to those around us and all that we encounter that the Kingdom 

matters, and that it is coming.  We can go out from here to share and to be honest 

and to work hard.  And we do that.  We can do more, all of us can, but we have 

a good start.  One of the things that I have noticed at Plymouth is that when it 

occurs to someone that something needs to be done, whether it is something in 

the building or outside or maybe someone needs a phone call, quickly someone 

takes care of it.  Either the person who discovered the need takes care of it, or he 

or she knows who does that kind of thing, lets them know, and before anyone else 

even knows there is an issue: it's been taken care of!  I'm learning that the same is 

true with community needs.  Habitat is going to build another home; they let 

someone here know that, and even before they are ready to go, Plymouth is in!  

We make a difference! 

 

Christmas approaches, one of God's interruptions.  Imagine what we can cause 

to happen when we redouble our efforts at sharing and working hard and helping 

those around us who struggle, witnessing to our confidence that another of God's 

interruptions, the life and death and resurrection of Jesus', make a difference.  We 

know that God draws near, and we know how we can be prepared.  Be that 

person; do those things; then all that will be left to do is: rejoice!  And exult! 

 

Let us pray.   
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