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His winnowing fork is in his hand to clear his threshing floor... 
In the name... 

Don’t let anyone ever tell you there’s no humor in the Bible. 
In today’s Gospel, we witness peak John the Baptist. There are no punches pulled here; no holds barred. 

His sermon to those who come out to the desert is 100% pure, cold-press, extra-virgin Old Testament 
prophetic rebuke. He is Jeremiah and Ezekiel and Amos and Daniel all distilled and bottled in bond. To 
those who come seeking him, he roars, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to 
come?” The ax, he tells them, is already lying at the root of the trees. And the one who is to come after 
him? Yes, he is coming — but know this: he comes with a winnowing fork in his hand to clear the 
threshing floor, gathering in the grain and burning the chaff with unquenchable fire. 

And the only comment our narrator Luke has on the whole episode is the dry, deadpan punchline that 
John “proclaimed the good news to the people.” That’s what the English might describe as irony. That 
Luke resorts to irony at this moment probably signals that we aren’t the first Christians in history made 
uneasy by the notion of judgement; set on edge by fire and axes. And while it probably isn’t our brand of 
humor, it shares a vital thread with the best comedy the world over: like Lenny Bruce or Richard Pryor or 
Dave Chapelle, the point of the joke isn’t just to get a laugh. It is also meant to invite the audience into a 
deeper examination what lies behind the laugh and thereby to understand the world in a different — and 
with any luck better — light. And so it is with Luke. 

How, exactly, is the judgement that comes by way of axes and winnowing forks and unquenchable 
flames good news? Israel of old had spent a long time thinking and praying on this very question. The 
prophet Zephaniah — from whose writings today’s Old Testament lesson comes — prophesied during the 
reign over Judah of King Josiah. Josiah was a good and righteous king who reigned over less than good 
and not exactly righteous people. His reign, though long, was tenuous at best; his father and grandfather 
had maneuvered Judah into a relationship of economic and military dependence on the faltering Assyrian 
Empire. Josiah was left as the last of David’s line, scrambling to hold together an already fractured 
Kingdom entangled in an increasingly unstable political landscape. He was also the last gasp of 
righteousness in Jerusalem. His death, in fact, would set into motion the events that led to Jerusalem’s 
destruction and the Babylonian Exile. Zephaniah’s prophetic writings, then, begin with a solemn verdict 
pronounced over the wayward people of God’s impending judgment: 

“I will utterly sweep away everything from the face of the earth, says the Lord.... The 
great day of the Lord is near, a day of wrath, a day of distress and anguish.... Neither their 
silver nor their gold will be able to save them on the day of the Lord’s wrath...1” 

God’s judgement, in other words, will be total. It will fall on Judah and their enemies alike. Yet 
through the fires of this great judgement, God will preserve and purify a remnant of Judah who shall 
dwell in Jerusalem as a people humble and lowly, who shall do no wrong and utter no lies.2 The chaff 
will be burned away through judgement, leaving only the pure grain. And in that day, there will be 
rejoicing in the City of David — the poetical rejoicing foretold in today’s lesson. 

This is the tradition out of which John prophesied. Judgement was the necessary preamble to rejoicing. 
God’s judgement happened when every effort — every strategy and design — at self- preservation ran out. 
Judgement happened when the bootstraps by which Israel had been trying to pull themselves up broke. On 
that day, the judgement of the Lord would fall, to sweep away all the pretense and lay bear the elaborate 
ruse meant to prop up a faltering kingdom. Then and only then would Israel turn to the Lord and seek his 
salvation. Being rescued by God, in other words, first required the admission from Israel that they were 
drowning and could no long tread water. 

                                                
1 Selections from Zephaniah 
2 Zephaniah 3:12-13 
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Ironically enough, this is the good news of John’s proclamation in today’s Gospel. The People of God 
had been running on fumes for quite awhile. The Romans who ruled them in the time of John weren’t as 
harsh as the Babylonians or the Egyptians before them, but they were far from benevolent. As in the time 
of Josiah, Israel was again caught in a web of fragile and fraying schemes designed to carve some 
semblance of an identity — some desperate plan at least to make a show of dignity and self-rule in 
Jerusalem under Rome. Their king was a powerless vassal under strict Roman orders and control. Their 
priests accommodated the Emperor in a thousand small ways, having long since given up God alone as 
their King. Those who could worked as tax collectors or police for Rome, despised collaborators with the 
oppressors. And yet, sensing that this was all just another house of cards ready to fall again, even these tax 
collectors and police came out to receive John’s baptism. They were ahead of the curve, knowing the 
judgement would be severe but knowing also that it presaged God’s salvation. 

When we hear John’s verdict that the one coming after him will have a winnowing fork in his hand to 
separate the wheat from the chaff, I suspect many of us squirm. This is how we prepare for Christmas? I 
imagine many worry that there are some who are entirely grain and others who are entirely chaff. That 
judgement, in other words, is between those who are righteous and those who are unrighteous. But that 
isn’t how wheat grows, is it? The grain is encased in the chaff; it is through winnowing that the chaff is 
separated to be burned so the grain can be preserved. We — none of us — are only grain, but neither are 
we only chaff. The judgment of God falls on all of us. We are each a microcosm of Israel: when all of our 
strategies and careful preparations begin to falter; when our practiced efforts at posturing as our best 
selves crumble. When the techniques we have long relied on to keep our demons at bay no longer do the 
trick, then we meet God’s judgement face to face. In his Letters to Malcolm, C. S. Lewis, writing on the 
need for judgment reflects: 

Would it not break the heart if God said to us, 'It is true, my son, that your breath 
smells and your rags drip with mud and slime, but we are charitable here and no one 
will upbraid you with these things, nor draw away from you. Enter into the joy'? 

Should we not reply, 'With submission, sir, and if there is no objection, I'd rather be 
cleaned first.' 'It may hurt, you know' - 'Even so, sir.'3 

It does hurt. And yet, it is the necessary precondition for salvation: for being brought to our knees and 
turning to God for rescue. It is how the grain is separated from the chaff. When and only when we admit 
finally that we cannot save ourselves but must seek our salvation from outside ourselves, then we can 
begin to be made clean by God. Then we can take Zephaniah’s words of rejoicing on our lips: 

“The Lord, your God... will rejoice over you with gladness, he will renew you in his 
love [the Lord] will remove disaster from you, so that you will not bear reproach 
for it [He] will change [your] shame into praise.” 

This, the third Sunday in Advent, is historically known as Gaudete Sunday, for the first word of the 
introit traditionally associated with this Sunday: Rejoice in Latin. The candle we lighted this morning in 
the Advent wreath is rose colored — the penitential violet of Advent diluted with the white of Christmas. 
It is a reminder that our salvation is very near at hand; the joyous birth of Our Lord is only days away. But 
John stands as a reminder for us this morning: there is no path toward salvation, no road leading to joy, 
that does not travel through judgement first. Yet even this is good news, because though it may hurt, we 
can say “Even so, sir” without the least sense of irony, knowing that we come through it clean, as pure 
grain prepared to rejoice. 

I have said... 

                                                
3 C. S. Lewis. Letters to Malcolm: Chiefly on Prayer, chapter 20 p. 108. 


