12-9-07 Sermon
2nd Sunday of Advent

Matthew 3:1-12

To call oneself a prophet or to claim prophetic powers in this post modern world in which we live is a sure fire way to engender a healthy dose of skepticism.
We are inherently suspicious of prophets;

the person standing on the street corner of a busy intersection in a large city proclaiming the coming judgment to all who hurry by. People quickly walk by - throwing cautious or skeptical or even angry glances as they look up not wanting to make eye contact with the self proclaimed prophet. We think to ourselves; this person has a problem.

We are inherently suspicious of prophets – those who claim to predict the future – on what basis do they make this claim.

Those who in the name of prophecy would claim power over other people – think David Koresh and the Branch Davidians.
If we think and believe that prophecy is not about predicting the future then we are correct in being skeptical and cautious.
Biblical prophecy points to something else; specifically someone else.
In those days John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness of Judea, proclaiming, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” 
John brings to mind the picture of a street corner prophet but let’s look closer at the story Matthew tells.

He quotes Isaiah when he said,
    “The voice of one crying out in the wilderness:
    ‘Prepare the way of the Lord,
     make his paths straight.’”
It has a street corner ring to it doesn’t it.
John looks the part of a prophet;

He wore clothing of camel’s hair with a leather belt around his waist, and his food was locusts and wild honey. 
But this is where the stereotype ends – John appears in the wilderness. 
John appears off the beaten track. 

And the people of Jerusalem and all Judea were going out to him, and all the region along the Jordan, and they were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins.
The people go out to John – they leave the safety of their cities and they go out into the wilderness to be baptized and to confess their sins – repent for the Kingdom is at hand. 
They seek something different for their lives – they have a sense of urgency – they seek change. Why else would they go?
And we would do well today to notice that two groups go out to John – the people and the Pharisees and the Sadducees. 
Two groups. The crowds – the people – the masses – a mix of all kinds of folk with one thing in common – an awareness of their sin and a desire to confess their sins and be baptized by John.

And the second group is the religious crowd – the religious leaders.

John calls them vipers – who warned you to flee from the wrath to come – bear fruit that is worthy of repentance. Even now the axe is lying at the root of the trees.
2 groups and the only difference between them is that the people know their condition and they seek the gift of repentance 
The religious leaders know their condition and they are simply curious about John.

What would you say – how would you react if I were to tell you, as a matter of prophecy – that you will be cut down; like a tree.

That John’s word as it is recorded in Matthew is spoken to you and to me - even now the axe is lying at the root of the tree?

And what if we were to receive that prophetic word not in fear but as a matter of transformation – not as something to avoid but as a gift from God.
What if we were to receive that prophetic word in a manner that leads to repentance and a new way of living – a promise that all which is dead in our lives is subject to an axe?
Fred Craddock tells a story about a classmate, Glenn Adsett, who was a missionary in China years ago. He was under house arrest when the soldiers came one day and said, “you can return to America.”

They were celebrating, and the soldiers said, “You can take 200 pounds with you.”
Well, they’d been there for years. 200 hundred pounds.
They got the scales and started the family argument – 2 children, wife, husband. Must have this vase. Well, this is a new typewriter. What about my books? What about this? 
And they weighed everything and took it off and weighed this and took it off and weighed this, and finally, right on the dot - 200 hundred pounds.

The soldiers asked, “Ready to go?” 
“Yes.”

“Did you weigh everything?”

“Yes.”

“Did you weigh the kids?”

“No we didn’t.”

“Weigh the kids.”

And in a moment, the typewriter and vase and all became trash.

Trash. It happens.

When the axe is laid at the root of the tree it is a sign that the Kingdom is near. 
Even now Johns says – this is where it is – even now.
Do you see it?

Do you notice it is there?
Oswald Chambers says “that the entrance into the Kingdom is through the panging pains of repentance crashing into a person’s respectable goodness; then the Holy Spirit, who produces these agonies, begins the formation of the Son of God in the life. 

The bedrock of Christianity is repentance. Strictly speaking a person cannot repent when he/she chooses; repentance is a gift of God. The old puritans used to pray for the ‘gift of tears’. If ever you cease to know the virtue of repentance, you are in darkness.”
And perhaps that is why the people went out to hear John; perhaps this is what we seek as we try and prepare – to get ready.
There is a hard part to getting ready for Christmas and it has little in common with our ‘to do’ lists. John comes today to prepare the way. He is a prophet and his word is an invitation to seek the gift of tears as the old puritans described it.
To pray for the gift of repentance and not be afraid when we see the axe at the root of the tree. 
For out of the root and the root alone comes fruit that is truly worthy of repentance – the fruit of a people prepared.
Thanks be to God.

Amen

