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Pastor Madelynne Lindsey 
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Repent – Matthew 3:1-12 

Let us pray:  Lord, we ask you that these words from my mouth may speak 
to us today. Open our ears, open our minds, and open our hearts so we may 
hear your will for our lives, and that your name may be praised. In the name 
of Jesus Christ our Lord and Savior.  Amen. 

 “Repent for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” That’s what John 
the Baptist declared. So, what if I preached like John the Baptist? What if I 
spoke the truth in a way John did? He may say, “What brought you slithering 
in here today? You sons of … snakes. Why are you here? To get out of the 
cold? To see your friends?  

 To make yourself feel better about how faithful and good you are? Are 
you here to give God that wish list you call prayer? I don’t want to hear 
about who you are or how long your family has been in this parish. I don’t 
care what you’ve done for this place or how much money you’ve given.  

 I want to know what you are doing with your life. Where are you 
headed? Don’t give me some polite trite answer. This is not dress up or 
pretend time. This is serious and there are consequences to the way we live 
and the choices we make.  

 So, if you are here to change your ways, to live a different life, to open 
yourself to God, then show it. Live it. Let that be seen by the choices you 
make, the priorities you establish, the actions you take, and the words you 
speak. If that’s not why you are here then get out. Go on. 

 That’s how John the Baptist would preach. What would you think about 
that? How would you respond? What would you feel? I suspect there would 
be several different responses. Some would sit quietly, smile, nod 
appropriately, and let it all go in one ear and out the other.  

 There would probably be a few parking lot meetings to discuss, “What 
got into her and what are we going to do about it?” I’m sure e-mails would 
be flying and phones ringing. There might even be a few pledges withheld.  

 That kind of preaching, those words, are not what we expect when we 
come to church. We don’t come expecting to be criticized, judged, made to 
feel uncomfortable. Sometimes it’s even too much to be challenged or held 
responsible and accountable for ourselves. Maybe “What if I preached like 
John the Baptist?” is the wrong question.  

 The better question is why don’t I preach like that? Why don’t you 
demand and expect that of me or any other preacher? We’ve become 
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comfortable and we don’t want anyone messing with our life, our plans, our 
system. We go along to get along. I think that’s often true for many of us 
whether preacher or parishioner. 

 So, we show up hoping, wanting, and expecting to receive some 
affirmation and approval, to be told how much God loves us. We want to be 
told that we’re fine just as we are, and we shouldn’t change a thing. Well, 
relax, I am not here to give you bad news or to make you feel bad.  

 Rather, I have good news.  The word "gospel" means "good news." It's 
used for the first four books of the NT, which includes the book of John. The 
notion that these books constitute good news implies that there's a potential 
for bad news as well, doesn't it?  

 Often, we get good news when something has the potential of being 
bad. Like the doctor who took his patient into a room and said, "I have some 
good news and some bad news." The patient said, "Give me the good news 
first." "Well," the doctor said, "They're about to name a brand new incurable 
disease after you." 

 Or, the story of Sally, who phoned her husband at work for a chat. 
"I'm sorry dear," he said, "but I'm up to my eyeballs with work today. I 
don't have time to chat." Sally replied, "But I've got some good news and 
some bad news for you."  

 "OK," he said, "but could you just give me the good news right now?" 
"Okay," agreed Sally. "Well, you'll be happy to know that the air bags in our 
new car work perfectly, but the car was totaled!" 

 The gospels bring us good news because we need it. Jesus once said 
that he came so we might have a full and meaningful life - a life filled with 
purpose. Why is good news needed? It's because on our own we fall into sin, 
and sin separates us from God.  

 The Bible says we are all like sheep gone astray. The good news is 
Jesus bridges the gap between us and God. And he had someone who 
preceded Him - he set the table for Jesus' ministry. The Bible tells us this 
man named John the Baptist came to prepare the way. 

 "Repent, because the kingdom of heaven has come near!" 3For he is 
the one spoken of through the prophet Isaiah, who said: A voice of one 
crying out in the wilderness: "Prepare the way for the Lord; make His paths 
straight!"  

 This preparatory ministry of John the Baptist is mentioned in all four 
gospels and it was predicted long before he was even born. His forerunning 
was integral to what Jesus had come to do. John got the people thinking 
about their lives - about their relationship with God. 
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 If you're going to bake a cake, you've got to prepare - you've got to 
grease the pan first, so the cake doesn't stick. If you're going to paint a wall, 
it's usually a good idea to prepare the wall by priming it first.  

 Proper preparation is so important - even for a pastor. I heard about a 
priest who ran out of time to prepare for a sudden funeral. He went to his 
computer, found the last funeral service he had preached, and did a quick 
"find and replace," putting the name of the newly deceased woman, 
"Bertha," as a replacement for the woman in the previous funeral, "Mary."  

 Everything went fine until he came to the end of the message where 
he was reading the Apostles' Creed. He declared that Jesus was conceived 
by the Holy Spirit and was born of the Virgin Bertha. 

 The gospels bring us good news because we need it. Jesus once said 
that he came so we might have a full and meaningful life – a life filled with 
purpose. Why is good needed?  It’s because on our own we fall into sin, and 
sin separates us from God.  

 The Bible tells us this man named John the Baptist came to prepare 
the way. Why would people come from all over the place to see this man? 
Because people respected him.  

 John the Baptist (or the Baptizer) was Jesus' cousin (he was 6 months 
older than Jesus). Jesus once said of John, "I assure you: Among those born 
of women no one greater than John the Baptist has appeared, but the least 
in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he" (Matthew 11:11). 

 Jesus also referred to him as a prophet. That's significant, and quite a 
compliment, because a prophet was someone who boldly spoke for God - 
one who wasn't afraid to say what God was really thinking. Prophets were 
politically incorrect - often issuing warning of impending judgment.  

 When John showed up, there hadn't been a prophet in Israel for 400 
years. Then out of the blue walked this fellow, out into the desert near the 
Dead Sea, wearing a rough, dark camel hair coat (the garb of the poor), 
offering this one provocative message: "Repent of your sins and turn to God, 
for the kingdom of heaven has come near!" (Matthew 3:2). This is a 
message of challenge and hope. 

 One reason John got people's attention was that he lived in the desert, 
a tough area where nobody wanted to live. It made sense however for John 
to call the desert home, though. Hundreds of years earlier, the prophet 
Isaiah had said that he would be: "A voice of one crying out:  
 
 Prepare the way of the Lord in the wilderness; make a straight 
highway for our God in the desert" (Isaiah 40:3). Another reason John got 
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the people's attention was that he lived simply. Most of the poor in Jesus' 
day ate fish, figs, and barley loaves. But John was so poor that he ate 
locusts as his source of protein, perhaps drying them and adding some wild 
field honey to sweeten them enough to get them down.  

 John's appearance and lifestyle spoke volumes: He did not sell out to 
the culture. He was nobody's pawn. The man didn't own him. He said, “I can 
tell you the truth, straight up." When you have nothing, you have nothing to 
lose.” 

 Finally, John got the people's attention because he dressed exactly like 
the ancient prophet Elijah. Every Jew knew that before the Messiah came, a 
prophet like Elijah would show up who dressed like him and talked like him.  

 But unlike Elijah who was hiding out in a cave because the evil queen 
had the whole army after him. God showed up, listened to Elijah complain 
about the miserable working conditions and God told Elijah to get out of the 
cave and back to work. But, John was ready and prepared, nobody scared 
him. 

 Once John had their attention, what did he say? He told the people two 
things they could do to live a life that pleased God. The first, as we've was to 
repent and second to prepare to repent. You don't hear a lot of messages 
about repentance today.  

 We hear that God loves us, which is true. But we also need to hear 
that God expects us to follow Him - to live a life that pleases Him. And, if 
we're heading down the wrong path, to turn around! 

 That whole message of repentance seems so old school - so hellfire 
and brimstone, doesn't it? One day two old country pastors held up signs at 
the edge of the road. One said: "The end is near!" and the other said, "Turn 
yourself around before it's too late!"  

 As a car sped past them, the driver leaned out his window and yelled, 
"Leave us alone, you religious nuts!" A moment later you could hear 
screeching tires and a big splash. One pastor looked to the other and asked, 
"Do ya think the signs should just say 'Bridge is Out'?" 

 'Repent" is rarely the message we want to hear because it means 
we're heading in the wrong direction. But if you're heading in the wrong 
direction, isn't that exactly the message you need to hear? Has anyone in 
here ever been going in the wrong direction and needed to repent - to turn 
over a new leaf, or to radically change your ways?  

 I have the hard job of telling you a hard truth: God is a God who sorts 
- only he does it with human lives. God is looking for whatever he can keep, 
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build on, use, and bless. He has gone to great lengths to keep people, clean 
them up, and use them.  

 But there are some people whose lives he cannot work with. When 
God is looking to pour out his Holy Spirit on people, these lives are not 
included. They're discarded. Spiritually speaking, they have hearts of stone. 

 Maybe this understanding of God upsets you. It may seem barbaric. 
Maybe it's upsetting because you believe it, and you aren't sure which way 
your life would be sorted by God. Or, maybe you're concerned about people 
you love. As unsettling as this is; it's clearly taught in Scripture.  

 Consider the words of John the Baptist in Matthew 3:10: "Even now 
the ax of God's judgment is poised, ready to sever the roots of the trees. 
Yes, every tree that does not produce good fruit will be chopped down and 
thrown into the fire" (NLT). 

 Some fruit trees are extremely productive, so you fertilize, water, and 
tend to them. There are other trees that aren't. They just take up space and 
resources, so your only option is to cut them down. Now look at verses 11 
and 12: "I baptize you with water for repentance, but the One who is coming 
after me is more powerful than I.  

 I am not worthy to take off His sandals. He Himself will baptize you 
with the Holy Spirit and fire. 12His winnowing shovel is in His hand, and He 
will clear His threshing floor and gather His wheat into the barn. But the 
chaff He will burn up with fire that never goes out." 

 The question we must ask and answer, then, is this: "Is my life 
pleasing to God?" The kind of life that pleases God starts with repenting of 
sins. Amen. 

 Let us pray: Almighty God, by whose providence thy servant John the 
Baptist was wonderfully born, and sent to prepare the way of they Son our 
Savior by preaching repentance. Let us constantly speak the truth, boldly 
rebuke vice, and patiently suffer for the truth like our Lord and Savior Jesus 
Christ who lives and reigns with thee and the Holy Spirit, one God, forever 
and ever. Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 


