
 
 

Looking the Part 
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THE GRINCH 

 

We are continuing our series, The Heart That Grew Three Sizes, which is inspired by the story of How the 

Grinch Stole Christmas. What can the story of the Grinch teach us about our faith? How can we live it out with 

authenticity, or in “real life”? Last week, we talked about unmet expectations. We talked about how the 

Christmas season is built up to be "The Most Wonderful Time of the Year." What if it's not? What if everything 

isn't perfect? Do we become bitter, or do we find a way to make it better? 

  

This week we'll be considering the things that look and feel like Christmas to us on the outside but really are not 

… as compared with things that don't look like Christmas but actually are. 

  

Our Scripture passage for today certainly qualifies. We are with the grown up John the Baptist at the Jordan 

River. We are in Matthew chapter 3. Jesus is about to begin his public ministry as an adult, but it hasn't 

happened yet. Beginning at verse 1 and going through verse 12. Hear the word of the Lord. 

  

3 In those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the wilderness of Judea 2 and saying, “Repent, for 

the kingdom of heaven has come near.” 3 This is he who was spoken of through the prophet Isaiah: 

  

“A voice of one calling in the wilderness, 

‘Prepare the way for the Lord, 

    make straight paths for him.’” 

  

4 John’s clothes were made of camel’s hair, and he had a leather belt around his waist. His food was 

locusts and wild honey. 5 People went out to him from Jerusalem and all Judea and the whole region of 

the Jordan. 6 Confessing their sins, they were baptized by him in the Jordan River. 

  

7 But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to where he was baptizing, he said to 

them: “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath? 8 Produce fruit in keeping 

with repentance. 9 And do not think you can say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ I tell 

you that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham. 10 The ax is already at the root of 

the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire. 

  

11 “I baptize you with water for repentance. But after me comes one who is more powerful than I, 

whose sandals I am not worthy to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. 12 His 

winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor, gathering his wheat into the barn 

and burning up the chaff with unquenchable fire.” 

  

The word of life. 

Thanks be to God! 



  

The Advent/Christmas Season as Poetry 

  

Does it seem odd to have a passage like this as we are making our way toward Christmas? We have a version of 

it every year, but it can still seem odd. John the Baptist isn't talking about the newborn Jesus at all. By this time 

Jesus is all grown up. Yet, it is very appropriate for the Advent season. Advent means "arrival" or "beginning." 

Here John is pointing to the One that is still off stage. He is preparing us for the arrival of Jesus. In a way, John 

is also telling us why it is important that Jesus was born. 

  

Recently, I was introduced to a new way to think of how we approach the season of Advent, and make sense of 

these readings that seem to jump around in time, as we wait to celebrate the birth of the Christ Child, Baby 

Jesus. I was reading the book that our Adult Sunday School class is studying, the companion book to this series. 

In it, Matt Rawle compares the Advent season with poetry. If we consider it that way, it doesn't seem so unusual 

to have things out of chronological order. Last week we were with the prophet Amos in the Old Testament. 

Today, we're with adult John the Baptist, and next week Mary's told that she's going to have a baby. What they 

all do is point to our need for and the arrival of Jesus in some form. If your brain is very linear, like mine, 

recognizing the poetic format, it gives me a kind of permission to let go the systematic process. Instead, we can 

relax knowing that we are taking the scenic route to get to the same destination of the first arrival of Jesus as a 

baby, to Christmas.* 

  

And yet, it can seem odd as we are putting up our wintery decorations that we are in the desert with John the 

Baptist calling the religious leaders a "brood of vipers." (Mt 3:7) It doesn't really seem to be in the "Christmas 

Spirit" with our "Merry Christmas" or "Happy Holidays" greetings, but it is. 

  

John the Baptist can seem about as grouchy as the Grinch. They both seem to be experiencing a "get off my 

lawn" kind of attitude. 

  

John seemed to be mad about some of the people who showed up at this party. He says to the Pharisees and 

Sadducees, "Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?" (3:7) Why would they bother him. We hear a lot 

about the Pharisees and their opposition to Jesus, but what was so bad about them that John had a problem with 

them? The Pharisees were trying to worship God and live their lives by meticulously following the Mosaic law, 

given to them by God through Moses. They also made more rules and laws to make sure that they didn't fail in 

the essentials.  

 

Because of all the care they took, they might not think that they had anything to repent about. They thought they 

had everything figured out and were doing it perfectly, but they weren't. One problem is that they gave greater 

weight to following their own rules than they did to the law. In general, they dismissed the people that they 

considered eternally lost. They had no confidence that these people could be redeemed. These were the very 

people that John was calling to him.  

  

The Sadducees believed something different. They didn't add to the law. In fact, they only accepted the first five 

books of the Bible, which they interpreted literally. No allowance for poetry there. They usually were part of the 

priestly class and held a lot of power and money through the Temple. They were also more accommodating to 

Greek influence in Jewish culture and Rome rule. So, their power was concentrated in Jerusalem. And they 

weren’t interested in rocking the boat. 



  

These two powerful groups are sending people to see John the Baptist? They wanted to repent in anticipation of 

the arrival of the Messiah? John was suspicious to say the least. 

  

John said it's time to prepare the way for the Lord. It's time to take everything that is crooked and has turned out 

wrong and straighten them back up. (Mt 3:3) He said that they needed to stop doing business as usual, the way 

they've always done it. Hit the reset button, so to speak. Start fresh, getting back to basics with the Lord because 

there was too much going on that had nothing to do with actually following the Lord, even when it was done in 

the name of the Lord. 

  

What Seems Like Christmas but Isn't 

  

As we know, the Grinch was a little grouchy about the state of things in his world too. He's aggravated by the 

season of Christmas and everything that he associates with it, including the Whos, who seemed to love it so 

much. You know, so many of the things that he lists off, the decorations, the toys, the food, and everything to 

almost obscene excess actually don't have anything do with Christmas, really. We can look at them and make a 

connection, but really they are "reverse-engineered." We take them and see how they can fit into Christmas 

rather than drawing them from Christmas itself.  

  

I think of Christmas cards. The cards themselves are a fairly new thing, not getting popular in this country until 

the beginning of the 20th Century. Hallmark Card company was only established in 1913 to sell Christmas 

cards. With email and social media, they're not as popular as they used to be, but millions are still sent every 

year. 

  

I used to love the funny ones with Santa and reindeer or even ones with a beautiful winter scene, maybe a little 

glitter added to simulate the sparkle of sunlight on snow. Then, when I “got religion,” I said, "Hey! There's no 

snow in the Middle East. Why am I sending these cards with these winter scenes on them? That doesn't have 

anything to do with Christmas." Neither do the cards at all, really, but they are nice to send anyway (regardless 

of whether you use the U.S. Post office or some other method). It embodies loving your neighbor to share a 

kind word with maybe some artwork. It makes people feel good, in the sending and receiving. So, I'm not 

saying don't send cards, but you can see how something totally unrelated to Christmas becomes part of the way 

we celebrate it. 

  

This is true with a lot of other things we associate with Christmas. Much of our decorations, celebrations, and 

parties come out of Western European pre-Christian culture. They have more to do with winter than they have 

to do with Christmas. Songs like "Sleigh Ride" and "Frosty the Snowman." With "I'm Dreaming of a White 

Christmas" or "The Christmas Song," we have so many of these winter traditions listed. “Tree tops are 

glistening with children listening to sleigh bells in the snow.” “Chestnuts are roasting on an open fire.” That 

reminds me of the foods and the smells that I associate with Christmas, things like gingerbread and the roast 

beast (of whatever variety). There is a richness in it that puts me in what I think of as a Christmasy frame of 

mind. 

  

This extends even to the southern hemisphere where it's summer during Christmas time. I have friends in 

Australia and New Zealand, whose culture comes from Britain, and they still want the symbols of pine 

Christmas trees, snow and Nordic Christmas sweaters and blankets as part of their celebration. As I look around 



the Sanctuary, I see some of our decorations influenced by that too, but I also see the things that do directly 

relate to the birth of Jesus. That's encouraging. 

  

But still, what could we strip away and have Christmas still feel like Christmas? The Grinch seems to think that 

Christmas is about presents, a tree, certain foods and celebrations, that looking the part by dressing up in a red 

hat and coat makes him the outward personification of Christmas. What does Christmas look like for you and 

your family? Maybe there’s something you’ve been doing that is quite meaningful during the holiday season. 

Maybe there’s something you’ve been doing that really has more to do with Santa than Jesus, and you might 

consider rethinking that. After all, Christmas is fundamentally about who God is, as revealed in Jesus. 

Sometimes we think the Grinch is the bad guy in the story, but he may have a point with the excesses of the 

Whos’ celebration. Maybe the Whos have gone too far in their celebration. Could it be that we have also gone 

too far? What is crooked, gone awry, gone too far that should be straightened out, reset, simplified? 

  

What Doesn't Look Like Christmas but Is 

  

Some things feel like Christmas but really aren’t. Other things don’t feel like Christmas, but really are a part of 

the narrative of the arrival of Jesus. John the Baptist is one of these. When we're concentrating on our favorite 

holiday foods, getting out our sparkly decorations, and preparing for loved ones … I haven't even talked about 

the shopping … John is encouraging us to keep the main thing, the main thing … and that main thing is Jesus, 

"the Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world!" (John 1:29) As quoted by John the Evangelist.  

  

As much as we like the scene of the Baby Jesus in a “clean” stable with his family and some gentle animals, the 

reality is more complicated. The magi arrive some time later after stopping in to see King Harod and alerting 

him that there is some new threat to his rule. Some get uncomfortable with the baby Jesus and his family as 

refugees fleeing to Egypt to avoid being murdered by the powerful. 

  

It doesn't fit with the warm gentle story that we want, where all is calm and all is bright. But it's good to look at 

the larger picture, even if it isn't what we might choose for a Christmas card because the Christmas story is not 

about something long ago and far away. The Christmas story is really our story. We can dress it up in a red hat 

and coat with a reindeer and a sleigh, but there is so much more to the story than we might realize. The real 

story tells us about the One who came to save us. It's remembering that we live in a world where the crooked 

needs straightening out. We live in a world that needs saving, and that includes us. 

  

Amen! 

_________________________ 

* Matt Rawle. The Heart That Grew Three Sizes (p. 65). Abingdon Press. Kindle Edition.  

 


