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Grace to you, and peace, from God our Father, and 
from our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. At the 
beginning of Jesus’ earthly ministry, John the Baptist 
came preaching a message of repentance, calling sin-
ners to be Baptized for the forgiveness of their sins. 
Did John’s message work? Well, many did come 
confessing their sins. And soon afterward a goodly 
numbers of them were standing in the Jordan River 
waiting to be Baptized. But repentance, you see, isn’t 
about your movement toward God, but rather God’s 
movement toward you. It isn’t about you putting on a 
show for God. It’s not you saying: “Oh, I’m so bad. 
I’m so sorry. I promise I’ll try to do better! Just give 
me one more chance.” Rather, from beginning to end, 
it’s God’s show. It’s where He comes to you and tells 
you that what He wants is your sin – where you get 
out of the way and let God do His washing and sav-
ing – where you get all wrapped up, not in what 
you’re doing, but in what God is doing. That’s re-
pentance. And that is what we learn from today’s 
Gospel. 

Notice how this text doesn’t talk about how people 
were coming to John bragging about  their own 
strengths and abilities. In fact, just the opposite was 
true. Those who came confessing that they didn’t 
love God or one another – at least not as much as the 
Law demanded – were the ones John invited to be 
Baptized. And there in the Jordan, Scripture tells us, 
their sins were washed away. No wonder Isaiah wrote 
so long ago concerning this “voice calling out in the 
desert,” that he would bring comfort to God’s people, 
cry out to them that their warfare had ended, their 
iniquity had been pardoned, and that – through the 
work of Christ on the cross – they had already re-
ceived double punishment from the Lord for all their 
sin. 

John’s message was that God and sinners were 
now at peace – and that God had punished their sin 
with double forgiveness – twice what anyone would 
ever need. That’s why John was in the Jordan. He 
was delivering God’s salvation, pouring out His for-
giveness, and making sinners shiny and new in the 
eyes of God. The tragedy is that there were some 
coming whom John had told to stay away. These he 
called a brood of vipers and wondered out loud who 
had warned them to flee from the coming wrath. 

These were the those who considered themselves al-
ready “holy” and devoted to God. They claimed to 
love the Scriptures, the Church and the Command-
ments. They prayed, tithed, fasted and memorized 
large sections of Scripture. Humanly speaking, they 
were “way ahead in the game.” Indeed, if God loved 
anyone, it should have been them. Yet, John calls 
them a “brood of vipers! Curious, they had gone out 
to the Jordan see what all the fuss was about – but 
that was all. They didn’t want John to get them all 
wet with his Baptism! But that’s precisely why John 
had nothing good to say about them. He had come to 
call everyone to repentance, and they apparently 
wanted no part of it. The only thing they wanted to 
do was to confess their curiosity over John’s popular-
ity – after all, what sin could they have committed 
that would make them come to John for forgiveness? 

But before you go pointing fingers at these per-
sons, remember, John’s words are intended for your 
ears as well as theirs. Like those people, you and I, 
we also have a great need to confess the seriousness 
of our own sin. The problem is we don’t like to con-
fess our sin either – at least not those real sins, like 
unbelief, doubt, negligence of both God and neighbor 
– or maybe our even hatred of them. After all, who 
does God think He is, interfering in our lives? Like 
the Pharisees, you and I are much happier when our 
exterior has everyone fooled – when people say of us: 
“Oh, there’s a good person. Look at him. He really 
knows what it means to be a Christian!” It’s true, we 
may admit to having a few “minor” flaws and short-
comings, but that’s about it. “Don’t call me a sinner!” 
we say, “I’m not like all the rest of ‘those people.’ I 
go to Church pretty regularly. I read my Bible now 
and then. I pray. I place an offering in the plate 
whenever I can. I know who Jesus is. I might need a 
little forgiveness here and there – after all, nobody’s 
perfect – but I like things that are religious.” Now 
who does that sound like? 

“Bring forth fruit,” says John, “in keeping with re-
pentance . . . the ax is laid at the foot of the tree, 
therefore every tree which does not bear good fruit is 
cut down and thrown into the fire.” What harsh, bit-
ing words John speaks! Yet that’s the way the Law 
has to speak to us sinners. By his words, John says 
both to us and them that neither of us has fruit worthy 
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of giving to God, nor do we have any sorrow over the 
fact that there isn’t much of it. As difficult as such 
words are for you to hear, you still need to hear them. 
You still need the Law’s verdict thrown in your face. 
You still need to be reminded that you have not re-
pented as you ought, believed as you should, or loved 
as God has called each and every one of us to love. 
And every time you hear such judgments, God is 
calling you once again to repentance! 

You see, God shows no partiality in His call for 
sinners to repent. He loves all of us the same. Be-
cause Jesus came to save sinners, John must call 
those sinners to repent and receive the forgiveness 
and life Jesus came to earn for us all. That’s why here 
in this text the blessed Apostle Matthew records just 
what you need to hear – namely that with Jesus’ com-
ing, with John standing in the Jordan, and with God’s 
forgiveness and salvation right there for the taking, 
everything between God and man has been settled 
once and for all. All your silly warfare with God is 
over. In God’s eyes – now that His Son has arrived 
on the scene – you no longer have any sin worthy of 
sending you to hell. In Christ God has made you pure 
and holy – beloved, clean, wonderful, radiant and 
glorious. And John is standing there in the Jordan 
ready to hand all that to you in Baptism. 

The temptation, however, is that when we hear 
John say that every tree which doesn’t produce fruit 
will be cut down and thrown into the fire, and the 
chaff burned with a fire that never ends – we all want 
to run back to the religion of the Law – we want to 
look to ourselves – we want to find salvation in the 
things we do and say – we want to see what good we 
can come up with in ourselves – all of which, as 
God’s Word clearly teaches everywhere, is an entire-
ly wrong-headed way to look at things. But that’s ex-
actly what John rescues you from when he calls us a 
“brood of vipers.” John takes away any confidence 
you might have in your own works and merit as he 
points you instead to the One who is coming after 
Him – the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of 
the world. His washing is what cleanses you and 
makes everything about you clean in the eyes of God. 
And that, dear Christian, that is where sinners such 
as we are must find our salvation! 

Many years ago, when an Egyptian Pharaoh was 
mummified, his internal organs were removed and 
preserved in urns in the burial chamber – his lungs, 
intestines, liver, and kidneys – everything but his 
heart. That they left in his body, because they be-
lieved he’d need his heart in the “afterlife.” The story 
of a Pharaoh’s journey in the afterlife is told in the 
paintings on the walls of the tombs. In his journey a 

Pharaoh would come to 12 gates, each gate guarded 
by a snake – and if he knew the name of each gate, he 
could pass through it. After going through the 12 
gates, he then would meet “the gods” and be con-
fronted with the balance scale. His heart would be 
placed on one side of the scale and the “feather of 
justice” on the other. The Pharaoh’s heart would be 
judged light or heavy by the good or evil he may 
have done in this life. If his heart was lighter than the 
“feather of justice,” he would be able to enter into 
eternity with “the gods.” If not, he would then find 
himself eternally lost! 

That’s the religion of the Pharisees, the Saddu-
cees, and – truth be known – of our own hearts, as 
well. That’s the religion we were all born with. We 
all have in our own mind this same “feather of jus-
tice.” That’s why we’re always asking: “Have I done 
enough good? Have I shown God how much I de-
serve heaven and eternal life? What if I’m too sinful? 
What then? How can I know God whether or not I’ll 
be thrown into the lake of fire!” To all this, John says 
to you today: “Repent. For the Kingdom of heaven is 
at hand! Stop all your thinking and figuring and cal-
culating. Give up that awful religion where you are at 
the center – and where salvation is yours by what you 
do – or by trying to be something you aren’t. Turn 
from you fears and doubts. Turn from yourself to Je-
sus Christ – and live!” 

“Repent,” says John, “for heaven is only given in 
this way: freely. You don’t earn it – you can’t earn 
it. That’s why Jesus had to earn it for you.” Truth be 
known, no one – no matter what they may have done 
or not done – can beat the “feather of justice” and tip 
the balance scale of judgment in their favor – for that 
scale has already been tipped once and for all in our 
favor on the day Jesus died on the cross for the sin if 
the world – yes, for your sin, too. You cannot climb 
into heaven by making yourself good, clean, or any-
thing else for God. Who do you think you’re kidding 
with all your bluster? Heaven has to be brought to 
you. And it is brought to you when your sins are 
washed away in Holy Baptism – when you’re clothed 
with Christ – when God freely covers you with His 
goodness, righteousness and holiness. It’s brought to 
you and made yours, when God says over you in the 
waters of Baptism: “You are mine. Now you belong 
to Me!” That’s why you are to repent – not because 
your time is at hand, but because your Jesus is at 
hand, your forgiveness is at hand, and your salvation 
is at hand. You are His. You belong to Him, and the 
kingdom of heaven has been handed to you in the 
water of Holy Baptism. May it always be so for Je-
sus’ name sake. Amen. 


