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Three groups of people came to John in today’s Gospel, seeking advice—the crowd, the tax collectors, and the soldiers. “What should we do?” they wanted to know. But why were they asking John? Who was he, the Dr. Phil of Judea? What did John know that they didn’t? Remember, he wasn’t telling them stuff they wanted to hear. In fact, one of the people he criticized ended up causing his death by beheading. He was either scaring people with his words about repentance or ticking them off. I think they wanted John’s advice because they sensed that he was telling them the truth. 

To the crowd, John said, “Share your food and clothing with those who have none.” Now, the people he was talking to were poor, what we would call “below poverty level.” They were fortunate to have one coat, let alone two! And then give the extra one away? Why, they could save it for the future or even sell it to help make ends meet!

Those tax collectors—what slimy group they were in those days. Hired by the occupying Roman government to collect taxes for a foreign country, they were despised by their own people. They cheated and skimmed, oblivious to anything but their own greed. What did John tell them? And the soldiers—rough and violent men from the world’s largest empire. These occupying soldiers were used to intimidating the Jews, bullying them, and extorting money from small businessmen. They asked for John’s advice.

Did he tell them to quit their jobs? That’s the first thing I would have told them to do—find a new job and quit being jerks. John doesn’t take that route. He says, “Stop being greedy. Stop lying. Stop taking what isn’t yours. Be satisfied with your wages.”

My friend does the accounting for a couple of non-denominational churches. One of the ministers wanted to build a new church, and he was surprised with a new parishioner’s check for $65,000 to buy the property. That was several months ago, and I asked my friend last week how the construction was going. “They haven’t built anything yet,” she told me, “but the pastor took $5,000 of that money and bought his wife a huge diamond ring.” I couldn’t recover enough to even say “Wow!” She asked me, “What was I supposed to put in the books? I just wrote exactly what it was—gift to pastor, $5,000. But, my, my, my, it’s a beautiful ring.”

Wonder what John the Baptist would have told that pastor? Now, stop judging (and I will, too!), and think about what John would tell  YOU! 


