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Repentance on the Way to the Manger
Matthew 3:1‑12

Here’s a simple life lesson that each of us has learned in our own way: If you want to enjoy one thing, you have to endure another.  Certain events mean certain things.

If you want to spend time with your out-of-town family over the holidays, you have to put up with the traffic on I-81.  If you want to go on a first date, you have to endure meeting the parents.  Or, if your family is like mine was when I was a child, and you want to enjoy a trip to see your grandparents, you know that you’re going to have to put up with that great aunt who can’t stop kissing and pinching your cute little cheeks.

Yes, we learn early and often in life: If you want to enjoy one thing, you have to endure another.

This time of year, what we want to enjoy is Christmas.  We just want to get to Jesus.  We are all like children, counting down the shopping days (or work days) until Christmas finally arrives.

One of the first things I heard being played at the Harrisonburg Christmas Parade the other night was the song that proclaims, “Oh, we need a little Christmas, right this very minute.” That seems to be the motto for our culture.  Every year the music and decorations hit the malls a little bit earlier, it seems.  And, while I’m more than willing to admit that a big part of that early beginning is driven by pure economic motivation, I can’t help but wonder if there’s something more to it.  Could it be that we start preparing for Christmas earlier every year because something in us just wants Christmas to come?
And so we decorate to prepare our homes.  We bake to prepare our tables.  And we sing to prepare our hearts for the joy of Christmas day.  All of this hustle and bustle, all the frenetic activity, all done because of what Christmas means.

And Christmas does mean something to us, doesn’t it?  I guess it’s true that some lose the meaning of Christmas in all the activity, but I’m convinced the vast majority of us get it.  We know deep down that Christmas connects us once more to a hope that is easily lost in our world.  Christmas Day affords us a day to believe—a day to hope against hope—a day to trust that Isaiah’s visions of God’s promised peace are not only possible, but that God still breaks into our world in totally unexpected ways and places, inviting us to live in the kingdom of heaven now, even as we wait for its fullness.

Christmas means hope; it means peace; it means the kingdom drawing near.  To celebrate the birth of Jesus is to celebrate the rebirth of our hope.  That’s why we are ready to enjoy Christmas; we need hope.  We just want to get to Jesus.

That’s truer than ever this year.  After all that our nation has been called to suffer lately, our longing for the day of joy and peace has only intensified.  We are ready to linger around the manger, to stare into the face of the one in whom we have placed our hope.  We are ready to hear again the good news of a great joy for all the people, that a savior has been born.  We are eager to run with the shepherds, rejoicing in the news that we have been called to speak: God is with us, full of grace and truth, and to announce that the darkness shall never overcome the light of God which shines even now.

Yes, this year more than ever, we’re ready to get to Jesus, to greet the day when our hopes are rekindled and our spirits reborn.  “Rejoice!  Rejoice!  Emmanuel shall come to thee, O Israel!”  We just want to get to Jesus.

But, standing between us and the manger is John the Baptist, the one once called the Doberman pinscher of the gospel.
  This year, like every other year, John hollers in the wilderness, and he won’t let us get to Jesus until we first listen again to his sermon: “Repent; for the kingdom of heaven has come near.”  If you want to enjoy Jesus, you’ve got to endure John.

Only two of the gospels tell of the birth of Jesus, but all four of the gospels introduce us to Jesus’ ministry by way of John the Baptist.  God seems to suggest that if we want to get to Jesus, there’s no going around John.  He is in the story to bear witness to the one who is coming, and we dare not miss his importance.

John the Baptist stands as the perfect hinge between the old world and the new.  He’s dressed in vintage prophetic clothing, and, with one foot in the old world, he points to the new: “The kingdom of heaven is drawing near.”
The kingdom is drawing near.  That message signals that everything is about to change.  The old is passing away and the new presses in.  One commentator describes it like this: “The long, lost night of hopelessness is coming to an end, and John the Baptist is the rooster who awakens the sleeping world with dawn’s excited cry.”


Theologically, John’s place in the gospel is huge.  He serves as the hinge between the old and the new, pointing the world to Jesus, in whom the kingdom draws near.  As the symbolic presence of Elijah, John the Baptist becomes more than a countryside preacher; he is the heart and soul of the Old Testament prophetic faith charging the atmosphere with the electricity of revival and change.

So John the Baptist preaches, and his words nip at our heels: “Repent; for the kingdom of heaven is drawing near.”  Repent.

If you want to get to Jesus, that’s the word you need to hear, because standing between us and the manger, is John, dressed in a prophet’s clothes, speaking from the past, while pointing to the future: “Repent; for the kingdom of heaven is drawing near.”
But, is it really necessary that we listen again to John’s worn out sermon on repentance?  Who wants to feel guilty during the holidays?  We have guilt enough from eating too much and spending too much without hearing John’s voice crying out in the wilderness.  John may be good for us, but it’s hard to listen to him, especially during these festive days.  ‘Tis the season to feel jolly, after all; not guilty.  We need another lecture to repent like we need another fruit cake.  Do we really need to listen to John?

Wayne Saffen, a Lutheran pastor, wrote a poem which captures this beautifully.  The poem ends with these lines:

“Relent, Advent.

We’ll not repent.

Let Christmas come.

We’re ready for it.

Mistletoe and holly scents,

Bourbon, scotch, and X-mas presents

Are not the flowers of repentance.

We’re all spent, Advent.

Try again, in Lent.”


(From The First Season)

So the question remains:  Do we really need to listen to John again?  

Before you answer, let me suggest that we’ve totally misunderstood what repentance means in the church.  We tend to think of repentance as feeling guilty about what we’ve done.  We think the focus of repentance is how bad we are or have been.  We too often think of repentance as an activity of donning the sackcloth and ashes, never dreaming that what we may need to repent of is our understanding of repentance itself.  Could there be more to it than guilt?

Clearly, John the Baptist thinks so.  If you listen closely to his sermon, you’ll hear that he connects repentance with the nearness of God’s kingdom in Jesus Christ.  In Jesus, what will finally be true in the future for the whole creation is a present reality.  Jesus embodied and expressed the peace, love, and mercy that God wills for all people.  Christian faith is the confident trust that what we have seen and heard and experienced in Jesus Christ is to be relied upon more than all else we see and hear and experience.

Because the kingdom of heaven has drawn near, John the Baptist urges his congregation to “repent.”  Repentance does not mean simply feeling sorry about the things one has done wrong or guilty about one’s past.  Repentance is a basic reorientation of one’s life.  In repentance, we turn from one framework of meaning to another, from one way of thinking about self, others, and God, and life to another competing and compelling vision.

So, repentance is not simply feeling guilty.  It’s coming to the awareness that sometimes we build our life on a flawed understanding of what has value and worth.  We live our life based on a lie about what is real and true.  Repentance offers us a chance not simply to recognize that, but to enter the new life of the kingdom of heaven.

And, here’s John’s point:  If you’re convinced that the kingdom has come near, you live in that kingdom now.

If you want to enjoy Christmas this year, you’ve got to get past John the Baptist.  You do that by repenting, by living in the new world that Advent light reveals, not by wallowing in guilt, but by basking in the newness of life ushered in by the one of whom John bears witness.  So, then, let us repent, that we would walk in the light of the Lord today, and all days.
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