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Repent!  The kingdom of heaven is near!
 
In those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the Desert of Judea  2 and saying, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near.”  3 This is he who was spoken of through the prophet Isaiah: “A voice of one calling in the desert, ‘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 will come one who is more powerful than I, whose sandals I am not fit to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with 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.” 
 
There is the story of a woman who lived in a small town.  When she walked through the streets to the marketplace the other women shook their heads at her.  When a man walked past her she would be pelted with derogatory comments.  She had a bad reputation in that town, just like a few other women, because of her occupation.  One day a man approached her and treated her differently.  He did not proposition her or treat her with disrespect, but spoke calmly to her and appeared to show sincere concern for her.  His words so convicted her heart that she left her filthy profession.  Then one day she heard that this man was going to be a guest at a residence in her town.  She walked to that house that day, stood in the doorway, looked in and saw that man at the dinner table, conversing with the other guests at the party.  She walked right into the dinning room and knelt down at his feet and began to weep.  Her tears fell from her face down to his dusty feet.  She then opened an expensive jar of perfume and poured it on his feet.  She then began to wash his feet with her long hair.  The other guests muttered, “If this man knew who it is that is touching him and what kind of woman she is – that she is a sinner.”  The man looked up at the other guests.  He told them a story about an outstanding debt that a man had canceled.  After the men at the dinner table were silenced, the man turned to the woman, and looked at her tear streaked face and said, “You are forgiven.”  (Luke 7:36-50)
 
This is a story about true repentance.  Today’s lesson is from the gospel of St. Matthew.  We read about John the Baptist.  The Lord called John the Baptist to go into the desert by the Jordan River near the Dead Sea.  There John preached a message of repentance and baptized people for the forgiveness of their sins.  To stir up true repentance, just as Jesus had done with the sinful woman, John pointed out the sins of the people.  Now, you will hear people say, “The Bible says, ‘Judge not lest ye be judged.’  How did John have the right to judge these people?”  However, the Bible does tell us to judge, just not hypocritically.  We are commanded by Christ to condemn the sinful attitudes, actions and words of others in order to lead them to repentance, not to show that we are better than they.  Because if sin is not pointed out, how can that person repent?  The goal of pointing out sin is to save the sinner’s soul.  
 
And so, here in Matthew’s gospel, we read about the specific sins that John the Baptist exposed; the sins of the Pharisees and Sadducees.  The Pharisees were religious leaders of the Jews.  They felt no need for repentance.  They felt that they done enough to please God with their deeds.  They even went above and beyond God’s commands by following the traditions of the elders; man-made laws.  They were self-righteous.  The Sadducees were politicians.  They were very worldly and materialistic.  They had no belief in the afterlife and did not even believe in angels.  And so when they came out to the desert to spy on this new prophet, John immediately condemned them, pointed out their specifics sins and even called them offspring of Satan.  How do you think that made them feel?   
 
The same way you and I feel when our sins are pointed out.  It makes us feel uneasy.  It makes us squirm in our seats.  No one wants to be exposed and shown where they have erred.  For example, no one wants to hear that God condemns the sin of materialism, especially during the Christmas season, when we are so consumed with gift-giving and receiving.  Has your sin been exposed?  What other sins of yours and mine does God point out to us through his Word?  We need only to go through the list of the commandments and God exposes our sins.  In his holy law God demands that children and teenagers honor their mothers and fathers, that is, listen to them and obey them and not talk back.  Children and teenagers, have you sassed back to your mom and dad?  Has your sin been pointed out?  In his Law God demands that we not be so quick to become angry, but be patient.  God in his Word tells us that he has set aside the gift of sex and reserved it for man and woman in marriage.  God in his Word commands that we not misuse alcohol, to abuse our bodies with drugs or infect our minds with pornography.  God in his law demands that we not gossip.  God demands that we not be jealous of others and to be happy with our pay, our home and our possessions.  God in his law demands that we always tell the truth and be honest.  Are you squirming in your seat yet?  Has your sin been exposed?  God’s law does more than finger point and accuse.  It tells you what you and I deserve.   
 
John the Baptist warned, “The kingdom of heaven is near!”   If it is true that Christ is coming soon, and it is, and if it is true that we are sinners, and we know it, and if it is true that we are unrepentant, then what will happen when Christ comes again?  If we do not repent of our sins, that is, if we are not truly sorry for what we have done wrong, and do not change our sinful lifestyles and behaviors and Christ comes and finds us unrepentant, then what?  John tells us what is in store for us, “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.” (vs10)  We are like trees.  If we do not produce good fruit, that is, repent and change our sinful behaviors, Christ will cut us down and throw us into the eternal fires.  John uses another picture: Jesus as a farmer at harvest time using his winnowing fork.  A winnowing fork was a large fork-like shovel that was used to throw grain into the air that had been cut from the field. The wind would separate the chaff from the grain kernel.  Chaff was the useless husk around the grain head.  Chaff was gathered and burned in the fire.  At the last harvest, Jesus will come and separate the chaff from the grain, the unrepentant from the penitent.  The chaff will be thrown into the fire.  John describes it as the unquenchable and inextinguishable; a state of such great suffering and pain that one wishes for death but is not able to have it.  God’s law says, “Repent of your sinful ways or you will die.”  
 
The sinful woman had her sin pointed out.  The law terrified her conscience with its threats.  As a result she repented of her sin, that is, she was sincerely sorry for what she had done against God.  In faith she turned to the Lord for forgiveness.  He soothed her conscience with his gospel promises.  The Lord does the same for you and me when we repent, when we have sincere sorrow over what we have done wrong, and then look to the Lord for forgiveness, he comforts us with his gospel promises through his Holy Word.    
 
Through the Word you are sitting at that dinner table and you hear Jesus’ words to that woman, “Your sins are forgiven.  Your faith has healed you.  Go in peace.”  Those words are spoken to you, when you approach the throne of God in repentance, with tear streaked face, sorry for your sins.  Jesus says to you, “Your sins are forgiven.”  Yes, your sins are forgiven because of Jesus’ perfect life of obedience.  Your conscience is comforted knowing that the Father looks at his Son’s life instead of yours.  Through his Holy Scriptures, the Lord allows us to stand with the people at the Jordan River and hear the words of John the Baptist clear and loud, “Look!  The Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!”  We turn our heads and look as he points directly at the offspring of the woman promised to Adam and Eve who crushed the serpent’s head.  Those words are to comfort you.  Through the Word you walk with disciples and stand at foot of cross and watch the Lamb as he is sacrificed on altar of Calvary, for the world, and for you.  The threat of the law said that you must die.  The gospel brings you to the cross and shows you that the Lamb died for you.  Today in his Holy Supper he offers assurance and great comfort that this flesh and lifeblood was offered in your place.  Then you walk with the women to the tomb on Sunday morning and peer into the cave and see that Jesus is not the dead Lamb of God, but the living Lamb, who rose from death for you, to comfort you that you will not die but live.  You will not be the chaff that is carried away by the wind and burned.  You will not be the tree that is cut down and thrown into fire.  You are the tree that will live forever in God’s heavenly garden.  You are the grain that is gathered into the barn, when Jesus comes to bring you into his kingdom.      
 
Christ is coming soon.  This is why we heed John’s call to repent.  Our sins are pointed out.  The law terrifies our conscience with its threats.  By faith and belief in Christ we turn to him for forgiveness.  He offers and grants us this pardon and comforts us by the gospel, the good news of what he has done for you.  Now, John the Baptist explains the last step of true repentance, “Produce fruit in keeping with repentance.” (vs8)  After the people of Israel had repented of their sins and were baptized for the forgiveness of their sins, they asked John, “Now what shall we do?”  John told people exactly what to do.  Live as a penitent sinner.  If someone has two coats and saw someone who had none, share.  If you have food and see someone who doesn’t, give to them.  He told soldiers to be content with their pay.  He told tax collectors to not collect any more than they were supposed to.  The sinful woman who had anointed Jesus’ feet with her tears and perfume was sorry for her sinful lifestyle.  She then abandoned it.  
 
In the same way, if we are truly repentant, then, according to God’s Word, we also will turn away from our sinful behaviors and actions.  We will take ourselves out of situations that will lead to sins against our body through premarital sex or substance abuse.  We will make an effort not to hurt others with our lies and gossip.  Instead we will tell the truth and build one another up.  We will make an effort to show respect toward our mothers and fathers.  We will not be jealous and consumed with materialism but show an attitude of contentment.  
Repentance is not a one time action.  In his 95 thesis Martin Luther declared that the entire life of a Christian is to be characterized by repentance.  He suggested that to make a sincere effort to turn away from sinful living we remember our baptisms.  Luther explained baptism this way, “Baptism means that the sinful nature in us should be drowned by daily sorrow and repentance and that a new man should daily arise to live before God in righteousness and purity.”  Everyday repent of all sins, even those which we are not aware.  Then, (this is the most important part), take comfort in your baptism, the gospel promise from the Holy Spirit that your sins were washed away by the water and Word.  Then, live as a baptized child of God, live according to that new life which was created in you at your baptism.  Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near!  
 
John the Baptist prepared the people of Israel for Christ’s first advent.  He calls us to repent so that we are prepared for his second coming.  May we hear and heed the call of John the Baptist, to repent, for his kingdom is coming soon.  Amen. 
 

