In the name of the Father; and of the Son; and of the Holy Spirit, Amen.

With it being the end of the year my work has been going through it's annual round of performance reviews. Comparing my own to that of those in other departments I've been struck by the different styles of mangers. In my department there were no surprises. We all got very good ratings, and it was a pleasant smooth experience. Others did not have it so easy. They were subjected to scrutiny that they did not expect and there were more than a few long faces around the office these last few weeks.

Our New Testament and Gospel are another example of two contrasting styles. The New Testament has St Paul giving soft easy words... "Rejoice in the Lord always". "the peace of God", "think about such things" It has the tone of advice been given by an older, more experienced person. Like a wise sage giving tips to the young. "Try this," or "avoid that" The Gospel on the other hand has a harsher tone. "You brood of vipers!" "share with him who has none " "he will burn up the chaff " "John exhorted the people..." Not to be confused with extorted. John the Baptist here, and indeed in most of his words, is laying down the law. He's pulling no punches, but telling the people what they need to do. “Do this”, or “Don't do that.”

Why? Why the contrast?

Well, there are a few reasons. 

Firstly, and most obviously is that they are speaking to different people in different situations. Paul founded the Philippian church and he "enjoyed a closer friendship with it than with any other church." (SFLB, Php 1:1) They were constant in their support for him. In Chapter 4 verse 15 and 16 he lists their willingness to learn and their support. It has also been described as "the most beautiful of Paul’s letters, full of tenderness, warmth, and affection.
" (SFLB, Php 1:1) While it was most probably written while Paul was in prison, it is a letter of joy, where "the words “sin” and “sins” are not found, but “joy” and “rejoicing” are used eighteen times." (KJV BC)

The people that John the Baptist is addressing are quite different. Amongst the crowd were tax collectors and soldiers, not two of the most popular groups in those times. Although they were all looking for something, otherwise they would not have been listening to him, they could not have been fully aware of what he was preaching. Yes he was know to preach a baptism of repentance, in verse three, but the larger significance of what he was doing, as expressed in verses four to six, would only be, could only be seen in hindsight. Looking back at the events allows the author of Luke's gospel to make the link that John was preparing the way for Jesus.

Next reason is their purpose. John's was, as I've mentioned, to prepare the way for Jesus, which is what this season of Advent is all about. He is baptizing people and calling them to repentance. Getting them to examine their hearts and minds; confronting their sins; and challenging them. You could describe it as the 'stick' method, driving people forward.

Paul rather is leading people. He draws them in the right direction. He presents a rational simple solution to their worries and presents himself as an example for their whole life. Rather than a once off of baptism, or single steps to follow, he is presenting a complete solution, with the reassurance that if followed, all will be well 'the God of peace will be with you.' You could describe it as the 'carrot' method.

Another reason for their difference is for the service today. So that we can contemplate the issue that both of them raise, and also so that there is a greater chance of every person here hearing the message in a way that they can understand. While it is true that managers manage with different styles, weather it be the carrot or the stick, it is also true that we react differently to the different styles. Some respond better to carrots, others to sticks, or even a bit of both in different situations. I know that for myself, I need deadlines for completing a task. If you tell me I can do something whenever. I will. The problem is that whenever never comes. But tell me you need something by next week, then you'll get it by then. I might do it at the last minuet, but it will be done on time. I do however resent being told how I must feel, or think. The Telkom ads bug me. They present themselves as if we have a choice, whereas we all know that the only network that can make our business work is Telkom, because that's the law. There is no choice. Another example is music: some people prefer older traditional hymns; others enjoy more modern choruses. I’m not a believer in co-incidence, but rather in a God that plans ahead. A God that works through all things to the good of those that love Him. So I believe that both styles are given today so that each person here can hear the message in the style that works for them.  

So what is the message?

Well, it fits in with the season. Advent is a time of preparation. A time to look at what we are doing and see how it fits in with God's plan. John is quite clear on this; he offers specific examples, 'share your clothes', or 'share your food'. Paul talks about being joyful, gentle and not worrying about things. His advice on what to think about also struck a chord within me. I've recently received an email warning of the 'dangers' of using cell phones at petrol stations, for fear of them causing the petrol to ignite and the whole place to blow up. Now let me reassure you, that this is not the case. And there a few reasons why this is a complete hoax. I even have some web addresses that explain more. Firstly the charge, or ‘spark’ that is in cell phones is so tiny, that the fumes of petrol would have to be inside the phone, saturating it. The only way this can happen is if you were to place your cell phone in a completely controlled environment, with no humidity and at temperatures of above 35 degrees at least. At petrol stations, temperatures very rarely get that high, there’s usually some humidity, or at lease a breeze, even a very faint one, and your phone is nowhere near the petrol tank, unless you’re wanting to talk to someone with your head stuck right at the fuel nozzle. So fear not, this won’t happen unless there are some pretty unique circumstances. You have more change of being hit by a falling piano, as I like to say. 

What bugs me more however is how emails or stories that focus on the negative, or try to 'warn' people, when actually they are just scaring them, are so easily spread. Its as if we need a warning for everything. Perhaps we should receive one at birth, 'Caution, living will result in death.' People find it so easy to focus on the negative. You just have to listen in on a few conversations and you are sure to hear about the high crime, or the weak rand, or the strong rand, or how the weather is too hot or too cold. As Christians, Paul is reminding us today that we should be thinking about 'whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable, or if anything is excellent or praiseworthy’, /that/ is what we should be thinking about. Then its natural if you are thinking about something, to talk about it. This passage had a link to another in Proverbs that I've had printed on the pew leaflets, as homework. If you'd like pull it out. On the back, Prov. 16:24: “Pleasant words are like a honeycomb, sweetness to the soul and health to the bones.” I'd like us to try to keep that in mind this week even to remember the reference, Proverbs 16:24. Could we even say it together, say it so that we can remember it, and so that we can practice together what I'm preaching, “Pleasant words are like a honeycomb, sweetness to the soul and health to the bones.”

These things can be easy to do at Christmas. Who hasn't felt a tug on their heartstrings at this time of year, when it's drummed into us that we should be giving. Or rather buying something to give to someone. We had some people come round to our house, a group of children with some adults, and they were singing: 'We wish you a merry Christmas, We wish you a merry Christmas… ' Now normally I'm reluctant to give anyone who comes round to our house anything, Michelle is more 'Christian' in that regard, but it felt right to listen to them sing, while holding back the dog from bolting out the door, and to give them a few things. Or who doesn't get a warm and fuzzy feeling inside thinking of 'peace on earth' and 'good will to all mankind'. But why should we only be like this at this time of year? It's harder to act or think like this throughout the year, but that's what we are called to do as Christians. We aren’t always given the easier path.

It is also true that we need different seasons to help us remember the same old truths. Summer is always hot, but in the middle of winter we can't quite remember how hot. Or when spring comes around again, I am still amazed at how green everything looks. So let us use this season of preparation to be reminded of the message that Jesus came to teach us, the message in our readings today. To think and act as Christians and to look forward to the celebration of the birth of the one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit and with fire, the one whose sandals we are not worthy to tie, and yet He died for us.

Amen

 






