Matthew 3:1-12
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In those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the Desert of Judea 
and saying, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near.” 
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.’”



John’s clothes were made of camel’s hair, and he had a lea​ther belt around his waist. His food was locusts and wild honey. 
Peo​ple went out to him from Jerusalem and all Judea and the whole region of the Jordan. 
Confessing their sins, they were baptized by him in the Jordan River.



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? 
Produce fruit in keeping with repentance. 
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. 
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.



“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. 
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.”


If you can’t think of a present to buy someone, you can always give them a gift card for Christmas. As they say, “The best gift is the one they pick out for themselves”?  Many in America are so very blessed, so very well provided for, that it really is hard to find something they really need or want to get them for a Christmas present.  Instead, they often get what they don’t need. That also happens when people approach Christmas without repentance.


For many people things are the full meaning of Christmas. Recently, people flying on WestJet into Calgary were asked at the airport they departed from what they wanted for Christmas. While the plane was in the air, the airline bought and wrapped what they had asked for, and had it ready for them when they landed. How excited they were to get all those precious things!


If Christmas is only about things, then it is just another Black Friday, just another shopping day with especially good deals.  After all, if you can get what you want without paying for it, for free, as they say, then what could possibly be a better deal?  It fits in with what so many have adopted as their hobby in life: shopping.  To come home burdened with packages is just so satisfying for them.  For many, that’s all that Christmas is.


However, if Christmas is all about Jesus, then repentance is essential for Christmas, and that is the message of John the Baptist.  That is objectionable to those who take offense at a manger scene anywhere, because it detracts from their fascination with things and presents and sales and bargains.  However, if Christmas really is all about Jesus, then it is not at all about things and presents and sales and bargains.  It is about repentance, the only proper preparation for Christmas.


Christmas does not have to be all about Jesus.  After all, it’s just another day on the calendar.  After all, no one knows on what day of the year Jesus was born.  There is much to be said for celebrating Christmas in July, or at Thanksgiving.  It is not the day of the year that is so important, but what we remember happening in the history of our world in the past.  We remember the eternal God sending His Son as our Savior.  That actually did happen, just the way the Bible says it happened.  That really was some​thing the world then needed, what the world now needs.  That really was something ignored by most of the world then, and still ignored by most of the world now.


However, if we are equipped with repentance, then we know that we need Christmas, that is, we need the Savior God has sent for us, and so we are prepared to celebrate Christmas throughout the year, every day, and with full meaning.  John the Baptist was the preacher of repentance who prepared the way for Jesus, and he can serve well the need we have to be filled with repentance in proper preparation for Christmas.


“In those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the Desert of Judea and saying, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near.’”  He might as well have said, “Repent, for the season of Christmas is near.”  But, then, since we need the gift of Christmas throughout the year, he could just as well have said, “Repent, for it is another day. Repent, for you are still breathing. Repent, for Jesus will soon return.”


What does it mean to repent?  It means to regret what we have done, but to regret it more thoroughly than we usually regret anything.  Pushing back from the Thanksgiving table, we regret that we ate so much—but we will eat again the next day.  To repent means to recognize that what we have done—and the kind of people we are to do such things—is totally wrong, the absolute opposite of what we should have done, totally unacceptable to God, full reason for His eternal condemnation.


One of the Lutheran confessions, the Augsburg Confession, says this about repentance:

Repentance consists properly of these two parts: One is contrition, that is, terrors smiting the conscience through the knowledge of sin; the other is faith, which is born of the Gospel, or of absolution, and believes that, for Christ’s sake, sins are forgiven, comforts the conscience, and delivers it from terrors. Then good works are bound to follow, which are the fruits of repentance. AC XII:3-6, Triglotta, p. 49.
_Å_The first part of repentance, the part that is mostly absent today, is contri​tion, or, as the Confession says, “terrors smiting the conscience through the knowledge of sin.”  The conscience is the voice inside us that tells us we have done wrong and that we are going to get caught.  The conscience talks to us especially when we know we have sinned, when we know that we have done wrong.  It produces terror in us when we realize that the conscience is speaking to us with the authority of God’s judgment on what we have done.


People today have attacked the voice of the conscience at every step along the way.  They make attempts to ignore the voice of their conscience by trying to feel good in various ways.  Perhaps it really is possible to be so active, so busy, that the conscience has no time to speak.  The age-old solution to the voice of the conscience is the excuse, which plays right into the hands of the conscience, since the conscience is especially good at making up ex​cuses.  The apostle Paul is the one who pointed that out, stating that the conscience is especially good at “accusing and excusing.” Ro2v15.

Since the conscience accuses us of having done wrong, of having sinned, one prime way of silencing the voice of the conscience is to deny that anything is really wrong, to deny that there is any sin.  We now have a new church in town which calls itself non-judgmental, that is, it does not fault anything.  Many have succeeded in convincing themselves—most of the time anyway—that there are no such sins any more, that everything is fine and good and healthy, no matter how much God forbids it. But God’s Law does still fault a good many things that fill people’s lives today.


In our society today, this denial of sin comes out especially in what our society faults as the very worst of sins, such as stealing car parts from an accident scene, or harrassing celebrities, or ending government handouts, or not taking your child to see Santa.  It is just what was done during the Mid​dle Ages when God’s laws were set aside and human laws about pilgri​mages and relics replaced them, or at Jesus’ time when the Pharisees re​placed God’s laws with laws about fasting, or in more recent times when God’s laws were replaced with laws against card playing and dancing.


John cuts to the heart of the issue when he says, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath?”  He calls the people who came to hear him snakes, descendants of those who listened to the snake in the Garden of Eden.  John was not going too far, for Jesus says just the same thing, “You snakes! You brood of vipers! How will you escape being condemned to hell?” Mt23v33.  The conscience condemns us for breaking God’s laws, which carry the death penalty eternally.  There is no escaping that.  Terrors must strike the conscience when we realize what we have done.  God will accept no excuses.  Judgment will be final and eternal.  We have no hope.


God sent a Savior for those who experience terror smiting their con​science.  We celebrate His birth at Christmas.  He makes all the difference in the world.  He is what Christmas is all about.  As the Confession says, “The other is faith, which is born of the Gospel, or of absolution, and believes that, for Christ’s sake, sins are forgiven, comforts the con​science, and delivers it from terrors.”  After contrition—terrors smiting the conscience—comes faith in Jesus, the Savior, who brings us full for​give​ness for everything the conscience accuses us of.  That comforts us eter​nally, and makes us ready for the eternal Christmas which is heaven.


The Confession says one more thing, “Then good works are bound to follow, which are the fruits of repentance.”  Once Jesus has removed the terrors smiting our consciences through the forgiveness of our sins, then we are set free to serve Him the rest of our lives by serving those He has put around us with our love and our time.  John the Baptist says, “Produce fruit in keeping with repentance,” fruit that flows from repentance, good works that show that we know what Christmas is really all about.  Amen.
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