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“You brood of vipers!” says John the Baptist (as well call him) to the 

Pharisees and Sadducees.  What little we know of him is that he was never subtle.  

He comes off, in some ways, as angry, judgmental, even mean.  His dressing in 

camel’s hair and eating locusts and wild honey doesn’t exactly make him one for 

the church portrait wall.  Instead, we prefer our version of Jesus holding lambs 

and patting children on the head.  While our vision of John and our vision of Jesus 

are lacking in many ways, our notions of the two men mean that John often gets 

ignored or tamed.  I’ve always had this thing for John and his ability to speak the 

truth as he knew it in no uncertain terms.  I think it’s because sometimes I water 

down, or tame, my own thoughts about things and I admire someone who can be 

more forthright.  John spoke the truth, albeit directly, from love.  Not all who 

speak boldly come from a place of love, but I want to assert to you this morning 

that love language can be direct, can sometimes hurt, and isn’t always sweet. 



It’s that time of year, full of saccharine and Hallmark movies.  Everyone is 

expected to be happy all the time, plant a smile on your face, and be full of good 

cheer.  Families are to gather for the holidays without incident, and everyone gets 

what they want for Christmas, especially those looking for romance that just get 

swept off their feet!  There surely is a place for all the sap, and the tear-filled 

holiday movies.  Love does speak in words of romance, grand gestures, love 

making, and reunited families.  Love is found in candlelight and soft tones of Silent 

Night and O Little Town of Bethlehem.  Love can be soothing, caring, 

compassionate and well, loving. 

John reminds us, though, that love does not always work that way.  Love 

can be “in your face”.  We all get caught up in the word “repent” that John often 

uses.  First, repent simply means to “turn around”.  Stop, take a breath, think 

about our actions, our faithfulness, our care for the world and those in it.  Repent 

means to consider whether we are faithful to the call of God in the treatment of 

ourselves and of our neighbor.  Many Christians have made repentance a much 

more “save yourself from hell” kind of ultimate judgment from God.  More 

accurately, to repent means to return to the God-given nature that we all possess 

as those created in God’s image.  Where have we strayed into places and 



activities that are not faithful and that have created hell not in the afterlife but in 

the present life? 

John, like the prophets before him and Jesus to follow, simply puts before 

us what it means to be “children of Abraham”, or another way to say it, people of 

faith.  He challenges our smugness and our thinking that we are loving, when 

indeed our actions, while seeming sweet, are not so loving. 

I said to you before that I admire those who are direct, even though 

sometimes it can hurt.  And yes, sometimes even those folks can go too far.  

However, how many times have I, or someone like me, tried to tell someone a 

truth they needed to hear, but I said it so sweetly they missed it completely?  

Even in this message, I may not be clear enough in what I mean about speaking 

the truth in love.   

It can be speaking the truth to power, and we have many examples 

throughout our history of those who literally put their life and their livelihood on 

the line.  People who called for (and are calling for) justice for those on the 

margins, or who have been downright ostracized from society.  People of color, 

women, LGBTQIA+ folks, poor people, factory workers, … those who challenge or 

have challenged a system that is almost always rigged against them.  I want to be 



more like them.  Able to speak clearly and directly on behalf of those whom I feel 

are overlooked, or downright abused by our systems. 

I’m sure I’m not the personality type who, like John, could call anyone a 

brood of vipers, or the modern-day equivalent.  However, I do think that many of 

us who are softer spoken need to be reminded that truth is love in action.  We 

have a lot of misinformation and misdirection in our society right now.  We need 

truth-tellers: those who love the world and the people in it enough to call out 

falsehood.  We need people who directly say, “enough!” when the system needs 

to be called out.  Yes, it’s speaking the truth in love, but often people don’t hear 

unless there is passion and drive behind what is said.  People don’t understand 

unless they have it directly said, “this needs to change, and here is why”.  

I think part of the reason I hesitate is that I don’t want to shut down the 

dialogue between opposing parties.  At the same time, how much dialogue is shut 

down when we speak so sweetly that what we say is disregarded because of the 

tone in which it was delivered?  “I think it’s important that we...” versus “It’s time 

to get …. done! It’s the right thing to do.”  Which one gets more conversation?  I 

wish it was always being nice...and often we should...we can’t always be “John 



like”, but sometimes it is necessary.  The world needs direct challenge from time 

to time.   

John’s primary message was “prepare the way” of the Lord.  He knew that 

he was pointing to something larger than himself.  That, too, is our call.  Loving 

the world, the way God has called us to love it by pointing to something larger 

than ourselves is the way forward.  Directly naming who it is that is left out, 

looked over, and left behind.  Standing firm in calling for change both within the 

church and in the wider world.  An advocate is someone who speaks the truth in 

love. 

I don’t know if you’ll love John any more than you did coming in this 

morning.  Maybe he still makes you uncomfortable with his direct nature, his 

choice of clothing, and whatever else.  However, I think it is critical that we all 

take a page from John’s playbook, speaking directly to those who need to be 

spoken to about issues great and small.  We don’t have to be mean, or cruel, but 

we do need to be forthright, honest, and clear.  With knees shaking and hearts 

beating wildly, we need to claim the truth that is ours to claim.  It’s the loving 

thing to do. 



I know most of us grew up with, “if you can’t say anything nice, don’t say 

anything at all.”  It sounds so loving, but does it?  Sometimes we need to be less 

nice and be truly more loving by naming reality as we see it.  Sometimes people 

need to hear, “this is wrong. We need change.” and then to work alongside one 

another to make that change. 

John is challenging us all.  I hope you’ll accept his challenge.  Once in a 

while.  Take a risk.  Love them enough to say what needs to be said.  Then listen.  

It’s hard, but so necessary.  “Love one another,” Jesus said.  I think he would have 

added the words “authentically and honestly”, even when discomfort ensues. 

In the many blessed names of God.  Amen. 


