
Matthew 3:1-12 Prepare the Way for the Lord! 

 It’s happening, isn’t it?  It’s in full swing.  Department stores aisles are packed and digital shopping carts are 
filling up.  Presents are being purchased.  Family updates are being composed and greeting cards are being sent.  
Cookies are being baked and trees are being decorated.  Lights are going up.  I hung our Christmas lights outside last 
Sunday afternoon and all you Christmas Vacation movie lovers out there will be glad to hear that my lights went up 
without one Clark Griswold-type moment. It’s a good year. 

 People are making preparations to celebrate Christmas.  Have you started making your Christmas preparations?  
I pray those preparations you make create joy and expectation for you.  As good and nice as those Christmas 
preparations might be, the Word of God before us this morning reminds us that there are more important preparations 
which need to be made right now.  In fact, that’s what this season of Advent is all about. 

 Advent is meant to remind us that we always need to be preparing to meet Jesus.  Because he’s coming.  In fact, 
that’s what Advent means.  Advent means coming.  Of course, during Advent we are preparing for Christmas, when we 
celebrate the first time Jesus came to our world to redeem us from our sins.  But today’s Advent Gospel reminds us that 
we’re preparing to meet Jesus on another occasion when he comes to this world at his second coming.  In fact, that’s 
the event of which John the Baptist was speaking in this very last verses of this lesson.  He said, “(Jesus’) 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.” 

When Jesus comes on Judgment Day, he’s going to act in the same way that a first century farmer worked 
during harvest time.  He’s going to separate the good wheat from the worthless chaff.  That’s just a picturesque way of 
saying that on Judgment Day Jesus is going to judge the living and the dead.  We all will face the all-knowing and 
eternally just Judge on that Last Day.  And the Lord makes clear that there are only two possible outcomes when we 
meet him.  On that day people will either be like the good grain gathered into the barn; we’ll be judged as righteous in 
God’s sight and we’ll experience eternal peace and joy in heaven with him.  Or people will be like the worthless chaff; 
they’ll be judged as wicked and be thrown into the unquenchable eternal fire in hell.  We want to be ready for that day.  
We want to make sure we are prepared for that encounter with Jesus.  That’s what our life, our time of grace, is all 
about: preparing to meet Jesus, our King and our Judge. 

The very good news is that we have a gracious God who wants us to be ready for that day.  He wants us to be 
prepared to meet Jesus our Judge.  In fact, we have a gracious God who has done exactly what we need to prepare us 
for that day when we meet Jesus.  And that’s why God sent prophets and preachers like John the Baptist.  We can rightly 
call John the Baptist the greatest of God’s prophets.   Because John the Baptist was the forerunner of Christ.  The Lord 
had long planned to send John to prepare the people of the first century to meet Jesus during Jesus’ first coming, when 
Jesus worked to fulfill God’s plan to save us from our sins.  However, for us twenty-first Christians, listening to John’s 
message prepare us to meet Jesus, either when we die or at his second coming on Judgment Day, whichever comes first. 

And so John came preaching this message, “Repent!  For the kingdom of heaven has come near!”  “Prepare the 
way for the Lord, make straight paths for him.” How do we prepare to meet Jesus?  John makes it clear: repentance is 
what is takes to be ready to meet Jesus our eternal Judge.  But what does that mean?  Repentance is a term that 
Christians throw around a lot.  But what exactly does repentance mean?  And how does it happen in our lives? 

Well, to get to answers to those questions, let’s start by talking about those people who approach John who 
were clearly not repentant: the Pharisees and the Sadducees.  Now, much could be said to compare and contrast the 
Pharisees and Sadducees of Jesus’ day.  Let’s keep it brief and summarize it like this: both the Pharisees and Sadducees 
were involved in the spiritual leadership of the people of Palestine in those days.  But what this story makes clear and 
what all of the New Testament makes clear is that the Pharisees and Sadducees are not good spiritual leaders.  John 
really didn’t mince words in making that known to them, did he?  When John sees them approaching him as he’s 
preaching in the Judean wilderness, John addresses them as a “brood of vipers.”  Yikes.  How would you like to be 
addressed like that the next time you come to church?  The pastor comes out at the beginning of the service and says, 



“Greetings, You Dirty, Poisonous Snakes.  A special welcome to all our first-time dirty viper visitors.  Welcome to the St. 
Paul’s brood.”  Yeah, maybe we’ll stick with good morning and welcome.  There’s good reason why you’re not going to 
hear us address you that way.  It’s because you come and approach God’s presence with a very different attitude than 
the Pharisees and Sadducees did.  See, God had revealed to John what was in the Pharisees’ and Sadducees’ hearts.  
What was in their hearts was impenitent unbelief.  Their impenitence had everything to do with how they thought they 
came too a good relationship with God.  Listen to John’s stern law-preaching to them.  He said, “You brood of vipers! 
Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath? 8Produce fruit in keeping with repentance. 9And 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. 10The 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.”   

 These Pharisees and Sadducees thought that they were on good terms with God because of their heritage and 
ancestry.  They were Israelites, children of Abraham.  That was an automatic ticket into good standing with God in their 
minds.  Furthermore, they imagined that, as long as they avoided the big ticket sins like murder and adultery and 
idolatry and as long as they did good things like observe the Sabbath and show up at synagogue and pay their tithe, then 
they were living in a such a way that they would earn God’s favor.  In sum, you could say that thought they were good 
with God because of who they were and what they had done for God.  And to that John says they were like dead trees, 
which are good only to be chopped down and thrown into fire.  These Pharisees and Sadducees were not repentant, and 
for that they deserved God’s righteous wrath. 

 That’s a message we need let sink in.  Because the attitude of the Pharisees and Sadducees can creep into our 
hearts.  If we think we’re good with God because we’ve been a member of this church or that church for our entire lives, 
because we’re third generation members of St. Paul’s, because we’re card carrying members of the Wisconsin Synod 
Lutherans…..if we begin to think that we’re on good terms with God because of the service we’ve offered to God, 
because of the things we’ve done to please God in our lives, if I begin to think that I’m good with God because I serve as 
a pastor, then we need to hear John say that God can raise up children of Abraham and WELS Lutherans and WELS 
pastors out of the stones on the ground.  It’s just a stark reminder that my relationship with God and your relationship 
with God is never based on I. I. I. Me. Me. Me. This is who I am.  This is where I come from.  This is what I’ve done.  That 
can never be because the truth is that who we are is imperfect sinners who have violated God’s holiness and fallen far 
short of this glory.  And that realization should bring us trembling to our knees. 

 And that’s actually exactly where we need to be.  Because that’s really where repentance starts.  Repentance 
starts with admitting that there’s ugliness and brokenness in here.  There’s pride and there’s hate.  And it’s recognizing 
there’s nothing we can do to fix our broken relationship with God.  Recognizing that is the first part of repentance.  
That’s called contrition.  It’s having a heart broken over your sin. 

 But there’s a second part of repentance.  It’s the bigger part of repentance.  Because it’s the part of the 
repentance that looks away from I. I. I. Me. Me. Me. and rather looks in faith on the One who came to fix the broken 
mess of sin in us.  John preached about one coming after him whose way he had come to prepare- One who was far 
greater than John.  John was talking about Jesus.  John’s entire ministry and message was about pointing people to Jesus 
and what Jesus would do for us. 

 John preached, “Repent!  For the kingdom of heaven has come near.”  When John says that, he wasn’t talking 
about some literal kingdom or country here on earth that God was coming down to establish.  John wasn’t talking about 
a place at all.  When John talks about the kingdom of heaven coming near, he was pointing people to the work that God 
was about to do to save this world from its sin.  That’s what Jesus is all about. 

 If you are feeling like your relationship with God is broken right now and you’re are looking for a way to repair it, 
then I’m glad to tell you today that you are looking in the wrong place.  Being close to God and knowing that you are his 
child is never about I. I. I. Me. Me. Me.   It’s always about Christ and what Christ has done for you.  Because Jesus is the 
one who came from heaven above down to this earth and there was never pride and there was never hate in his heart.  
His was a perfect heart of righteousness, and he came to gift his righteousness to you so that on Judgement Day you can 



stand righteous in God’s sight.  And Jesus is the one who is the Lamb of God.  That’s what John the Baptist called him.  
Jesus bled on the cross and died to wash away all our sins of pride and hate and materialism and greed.  Whatever the 
sin is that you have committed, that’s a sin for which Jesus had paid.  And that means that all is good between you and 
God in your life.  And when you know that and confess that, that’s repentance.  And that’s something that God, by his 
grace, has worked in you.  And that means that, because of God’s grace, you are prepared to stand before your 
righteous Judge on Judgment Day.  Amen. 

  

 

 


