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“PREPARE” 
Matthew 3:1-12 

Second Sunday after Trinity (Series A) 
December 4, 2016 

Trinity Free Lutheran Church, Grand Forks, ND 

The gospel for the Second Sunday in Advent comes from The Gospel According to Matthew, 
chapter 3, verses 1 through 12. It is on page 682 of the pew Bible. In this gospel lesson, John the 
Baptist prepares the way for the Christ to appear. He prepares the way by calling all people 
everywhere to repent. Please stand as you are able for the gospel. From Matthew 3, we begin 
reading at verse 1. 

3:1 In those days John the Baptist came preaching in the wilderness of Judea, 
2 “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” 3 For this is he who was spoken of by 
the prophet Isaiah when he said, 

 “The voice of one crying in the wilderness:  
‘Prepare the way of the Lord;  
make his paths straight.’ ” 

4 Now John wore a garment of camel’s hair and a leather belt around his waist, and 
his food was locusts and wild honey. 5 Then Jerusalem and all Judea and all the region 
about the Jordan were going out to him, 6 and they were baptized by him in the river 
Jordan, confessing their sins. 

7 But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to his baptism, he 
said to them, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? 
8 Bear fruit in keeping with repentance. 9 And do not presume to say to yourselves, ‘We 
have Abraham as our father,’ for I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up 
children for Abraham. 10 Even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees. Every tree 
therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. 

11 “I baptize you with water for repentance, but he who is coming after me is 
mightier than I, whose sandals I am not worthy to carry. He will baptize you with the 
Holy Spirit and fire. 12 His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing 
floor and gather his wheat into the barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable 
fire.” 

Father, these are your words. Sanctify us in the truth. Your Word is truth. Amen. 
You may be seated. 

 
Good morning again. And since I wasn’t here last Sunday to wish you a happy New Year, I’ll 

do it now. Happy New Year. 
It might seem strange to hear “Happy New Year” before Christmas. But this is how the 

Church, for thousands of years, has marked time. The Church’s calendar does not begin on 
January 1. Instead, it begins with the season of Advent—four Sundays before Christmas. So the 
New Year began last week. To the world, it might seem like the Church is getting ahead of 
herself. But we’re not. We have good reasons for doing what we do. I’ll try to explain it. 



“PREPARE” (Matthew 3:1-12) 

2 

The church year is all about Jesus. So when should it start? Perhaps Christmas would be a 
good time. Perhaps we should begin when the Son of God came to us in human flesh. This isn’t 
such a bad idea. It makes sense to put Christmas at the beginning, but perhaps we should take 
one step back. God coming to earth is a big deal. But what does it mean for us? What will 
happen when the eternal, almighty, and holy God takes up residence with sinful people? Is 
God’s presence with us going to be safe? 

Maybe we should think about that before we rush into Christmas. Perhaps we should have 
a time of preparation and self-examination and repentance before Christmas. And that is what 
Advent is. 

 
The word advent means “coming.” Part of Advent is looking forward to the Son of God 

coming to earth in the form of a baby human. And even though this already happened 2,000 
years ago, we still kind of, sort of pretend like we are going through it for the first time. We get 
ready for Christmas. But there is more to Advent than that. Advent is not just pre-Christmas. 
Jesus comes to us in more than one way, and at more than one time. 

Last week the gospel lesson taught us to watch for Jesus’ Second Coming. That is part of 
Advent. We consider that Jesus is coming again, and we think about what that means for how 
we believe and live now. 

So we think about his coming 2,000 years ago, and we think about his Second Coming 
sometime in the future. But we also consider the fact that Jesus comes to us now. We reflect on 
the truth that he comes to us today in his Word and in his Sacraments. How do we prepare to 
hear his Word? And how do we prepare to eat his body and drink his blood? We ask, 

 “O how shall I receive Thee,  
How greet Thee Lord, aright?” 

When we consider that Jesus is truly present, with his body and blood, as the words of 
Scripture declare, we ought to be filled with fear and awe. Who am I to handle and taste the 
body and blood of God? 

We prepare by examining ourselves and repenting of our sins. The idea that the holy, 
eternal, and almighty God would come to us should always cause us to examine ourselves and 
repent of our sins. Even if that holy, eternal, and almighty God looks a lot like a harmless baby, 
we prepare with self-examination and repentance. 

 
So the Church and the world prepare for Christmas in two very different ways. 
The world’s Christmas begins the day after Thanksgiving—Black Friday. This reveals that the 

world’s Christmas is all about stuff. It’s ironic that Thanksgiving—a day set aside to give 
thanks—is immediately followed by Black Friday—the epitome of materialistic discontent. We 
give thanks one day, and the next we say, “Gimme more!” This is the start of the world’s 
Christmas, and it reveals that for the world, Christmas is all about stuff. 

And it only takes a tiny bit of self-examination to realize that we are part of that world. So 
maybe we need to take a break. Maybe we need to take a step back. Maybe we need to stop 
and take some time to reflect on more important things. As we prepare for Christmas, what we 
really need is a time for self-reflection and repentance. And that is what Advent is. 
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The world is trying to distract us from repentance. It says, “You don’t need to examine 
yourself. You can fill that longing in your heart with more stuff. Here’s a sale.” And we are easily 
distracted. 

But we need some time before Christmas—a time for repentance before the celebration. 
The world goes straight from Thanksgiving, with its pumpkin spice lattes, to Christmas, with its 
peppermint gingerbread cappuccinos. But we need something else in between—something 
more “adventy,” like a locust and wild honey macchiato. 

So in comes John the Baptist. He’s our locust and wild honey macchiato. There’s some 
sweetness here, but it’s not entirely enjoyable. He teaches us to prepare for Jesus to come. He 
calls us to repentance. 

 
When God took on human flesh as the man Jesus Christ, he did it quietly. He didn’t 

immediately appear to the masses, saying, “I’m here! Worship me!” Instead, he came as a 
humble infant. He grew up quietly and submissively in a very average family. And even when he 
became an adult, Jesus waited in the shadows as God sent his messenger—John the Baptist—to 
prepare the way. John taught the people to prepare for Jesus, and then, when the time was 
right for Jesus to be revealed, John introduced him, saying, “Behold, the Lamb of God” (John 
1:29). 

The world was not ready for Jesus to appear all at once. It needed a season of preparation. 
And we do too. 

 
So today we consider the message of John the Baptist. 
John appears to us as something of a wild man. He was a preacher, but he didn’t go where 

the people were. Instead, he went out to the wilderness. This isn’t the most strategic way to 
reach the masses. 

He wore a garment of camel’s hair, and for food he ate locusts—those are like 
grasshoppers—and wild honey. If this seems strange to us, that’s because it is. The Israelites 
didn’t dress or eat like that either. John was, most certainly, different. 

But the people went out to him—people from the city of Jerusalem, the region of Judea, 
and the entire region of the Jordan River. So John has something of a mega-church thing going 
on in the wilderness. 

 
So why is he out in the wilderness? And why is he baptizing them in the Jordan River? Why 

not go somewhere more convenient? And why not find a cleaner water source? 
John does what he does because he is calling the people to repentance. He is calling the 

people to be converted from sin and unbelief to faith in the One True God and his Messiah—
Jesus the Christ. 

He calls the people out of their Promised Land so they might enter into God’s eternal 
promises in the kingdom of heaven. Let me explain. 

To understand this, we need to hop in our Bible history time machine and go back to about 
1400 BC. For Israel, the wilderness was the place their ancestors wandered for forty years after 
they left Egypt and before God brought them into the Promised Land. And the Jordan River—
that was their entrance into the Promised Land. After their wanderings in the wilderness, God 



“PREPARE” (Matthew 3:1-12) 

4 

parted the waters of the Jordan River—just as he had parted the Red Sea—and the people of 
Israel walked into the land God had promised them (Josh. 3). So in 1400 BC the Jordan River was 
the entrance from the wilderness into the fulfillment of God’s promises. 

But now, when John the Baptist appears on the scene, God is doing something new, and he 
is bringing the people into better promises. 1400 years after their ancestors crossed the Jordan 
River, John draws the people back out to the wilderness, so they can be baptized in the Jordan 
and enter into God’s eternal promises. This time the Jordan River is not the entrance into a 
piece of land. It is the entrance into the kingdom of heaven (3:2), which was about to appear in 
the person of Jesus Christ. 

So John’s baptism is called a “baptism of repentance” (3:11; Luke 3:3). And Israelites were 
being converted. But it wasn’t a conversion from one god to another. It was the same God. But 
it was a conversion from his old promises, to his new promises—the ones that were about to be 
fulfilled in Jesus Christ. So all these Israelites were repenting and coming to faith in the Messiah 
John was about to reveal. John prepared them for Jesus’ appearing by calling them to 
repentance. 

 
So what does it mean to repent? We should probably talk about this. 
Repentance is a big deal. It results in salvation. But what is repentance? We should probably 

define it, because I’m not sure our modern use of the word is really consistent with the Bible’s 
definition. If a fire and brimstone preacher like John the Baptist comes along and says, “You 
dirty sinners, repent!” we would probably think of that word repent to mean something like, 
“Stop sinning so much! C’mon; try harder!” We tend to think of repentance in terms of our 
behavior. We think of repentance as turning from bad behavior to good behavior. But that is a 
very unchristian way to think of repentance. That would be a kind of repentance with no Jesus, 
and we definitely need Jesus in our repentance. 

Now, Christians are certainly in favor of good behavior, but repentance has a lot more to do 
with what we believe than what we do. So when we define the word repentance according to 
how the Bible uses it, we see repentance as consisting of two things. 

First, it consists of contrition for our sins. Or we could call it terrors of conscience. When we 
examine ourselves, we find ourselves to be sinful and unclean and unable to free ourselves 
from that sin. 

So the second part of repentance is not, “try harder.” Because we have all tried that and it 
doesn’t work. No, the second part of repentance is something completely different. The second 
part of repentance is faith. And, specifically, faith in the Gospel truth that “for Christ’s sake, 
[our] sins are forgiven” (Augsburg Confession, XII:6). Any good works we do are simply the fruit 
of repentance, not repentance itself. Good works follow repentance. 

So a more biblical definition of repentance consists of these two things: contrition and faith. 
And we see this in the ministry of John the Baptist. When John called people to repent, he was 
not calling them to turn from bad behavior to good. He was exposing their sin and unbelief, and 
introducing them to Jesus. Repentance is not a matter of doing more good deeds. 

 
We see this when many of the Pharisees and Sadducees come out for John’s baptism. This is 

kind of surprising, that not only the common people, but also the religious leaders would come 
to John. But what’s even more surprising, is how John reacts to them. He completely rejects 
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them. He calls them a “brood of vipers.” This is kind of harsh. The way John speaks to the 
Pharisees and Sadducees is where he gets his reputation for being a fire and brimstone 
preacher. But why would he be so harsh to them? These were the religious leaders. Many of 
the Sadducees were priests. And the Pharisees—well, being a Pharisee was all about 
understanding and applying the Law of Moses. If anybody was a model of good works, it was 
the Pharisees. But John insinuates that they do not bear good fruit (3:8, 10), even though they 
are known for their good works. 

Their problem was not a lack of good works. Their problem was a lack of repentance. They 
had no contrition for their sin, and they had no faith in the coming Messiah. They presumed to 
think they were okay with God. And John saw right through it. So he says, “Do not presume to 
say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father,’ for I tell you, God is able from these stones 
to raise up children for Abraham” (3:9). They thought they were okay with God simply because 
they were physical descendants of Abraham, and they hadn’t done anything too terrible. In 
fact, they were relatively moral, upstanding folks. When they looked at themselves, they 
thought they had a lot going for them. And they did! But it wasn’t enough. It’s never enough. 
Because righteousness is not about comparing ourselves to other people and coming out 
ahead. It doesn’t matter if one rotten apple is better than another rotten apple, because the 
apple is still rotten. The problem is in our nature. 

 
So if we are rotten apples, or fruitless trees, or chaff instead of wheat, what is going to 

happen when God comes to us? The axe is laid at the root of the fruitless tree, and the chaff is 
burned. You don’t want this. 

So before we celebrate God coming as a humble infant at Christmas, and before he comes 
to us in the forms of bread and wine, the message of John the Baptist comes. “Repent, for the 
kingdom of heaven is at hand” (3:2). That is, confess your sinfulness. Take a moment to reflect. 
Examine yourselves, and confess your sinfulness. But don’t stop there. Don’t ever stop there. 
Look to Jesus. “Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29). 

To some, John the Baptist looks like a fire and brimstone preacher. But to the humble 
sinner, he is a preacher of grace and mercy. Because John does not come to scare us. He comes 
to tell us about the one who is coming after him. He comes to tell us of Jesus. And that is what 
Advent is really all about. Jesus comes. 

And what Jesus comes to do is the key. He does not come to give us more laws which we 
cannot keep. He comes to fulfill the Law for us. He comes to be obedient for us. And most 
importantly, he comes to die for us. He comes in humility. He comes to serve. He comes to 
sacrifice himself. If the axe is going to be laid at the root of a tree, Jesus wants to be that tree. If 
anything needs to be burned, Jesus lets it be himself. 

 
The kingdom of heaven is at hand. And this is what it looks like: A humble king who 

sacrifices himself for the life of the world. So as you take a step back this Advent, consider your 
sinful condition, but even more so, consider your king and the way he comes to you. 

Your crucified and risen King Jesus comes to you. So be at peace. Amen. 
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Now may the peace of God, which passes all understanding, guard your hearts and minds in 
Christ Jesus (Phil. 4:7). Amen. 


