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God calls us to come home to the kingdom of heaven.!!
“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matthew 3:2).!!
Lord, prepare us to live in Your kingdom.  Amen.!!
John the Baptist!
! Calling out to the people, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matt 
3:2), John the Baptist attracted a crowd.  Dressed like the prophet, Elijah, John 
depended on the sparse offerings of the desert to live.  Wild honey and locusts provided 
the physical nourishment he needed, but obeying the word of God sustained his life. !
! John preached in the wilderness, not the city.  People had to go out of their way 
to hear him.  But the crowds came out, repenting, confessing, and being baptized.  If 
what he offered were a commodity to profit from, merchants would go to great lengths to 
cash in on it.  Of course, no one has ever thought of that.!
! John’s message may disturb our family feasts and disrupt our shopping.  John 
called for a change of mind, a different heart, a new direction!  John spoke truth to 
power.  John announced the source of true hope for the world.!
! John preached, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Luke 3:2).  In 
Greek, the word for repentance means to change your mind or ways of thinking.  In 
Hebrew, the word means to turn around or to turn back, to return!  If you only think of 
repentance as something a rebellious sinner must do to “get right” with God, both of 
these roots will help us hear this word anew.  !!
Isaiah’s Voice!
! Crucially, the allusion to Isaiah sets the context.  John the Baptist fulfilled a role 
described by Isaiah the prophet.  Isaiah spoke of “The voice of one crying in the 
wilderness, make ready the way of the Lord, make His paths straight!” (Matt 3:3).  Fill in 
the valleys, cut passes in the mountains, straighten the roadway, make a super-highway 
in the desert.!
! To understand what highway construction project the prophet refers to, we must 
understand where Israel was when the prophecy was made.  Israel was exiled in 
Babylon because, at the very least, as a nation she had pursued commerce instead of 
justice, pride instead of righteousness, and power instead of mercy.  And making 
allegiances with foreign nations, she had failed to trust in God for her deliverance.!
! Finally, after years in exile, a word of hope came from the Lord.  The Isaiah 
passage begins, “‘Comfort, O comfort My people,’ says your God.  ‘Speak kindly to 
Jerusalem; and call out to her, that her warfare has ended, that her iniquity has been 
removed, that she has received of the Lord’s hand double for all her sins’” (Is 40:2).  
“Pack your bags, friends and neighbors; now you may return home,” God declared.  !



! The Babylonians, whom God used to judge Israel, were also evil, and now their 
evil was catching up with them as the Persian armies were breaking in from the east.  
With this new tilt in the powers of the world, the judgment upon the Israelites was 
ending.  Soon they would return home and rebuilt their temple where they would 
worship God.!!
Highway of Repentance and Return!
! The voice calling for a straight highway in the desert was preparing the way for 
the exiles to return home.  Over this new highway all the people dispersed by sin would 
return to the peace of home.  And “Then the glory of the Lord will be revealed and all 
flesh will see it together” (Is 40:5).  !
! Their highway was God’s thoroughfare.  God led the way for their return.  God 
would be revealed in their return.  The promise was being fulfilled.  “A highway will be 
there, a roadway, and it will be called the Highway of Holiness . . . and the ransomed of 
the Lord will return and come with joyful shouting to Zion, with everlasting joy upon their 
heads.  They will find gladness and joy, and sorrow and sighing will flee away” (Is 35:8, 
10).!
! Thus Isaiah clarifies for us the meaning of the Old Testament sense of the word, 
repent.  Return home from your exile!  You see, John’s call for repentance is much 
richer than a moralistic scolding against our lustful, selfish ways.  John called for a new 
way of thinking that replaced the despair of exile with the joy of coming home to God.  !
! We repent toward a joy-filled comfort, the comfort of the people of God returning 
home.  Repent of the hopeless, self-defeating conviction that God cannot make a way, a 
surprising new way, for us to come home.  Whatever powers trap us, or abuses or 
addictions bind us, God has has made a way for our return in Jesus.  Change your mind 
about that!!!
Leaders of the Old Ways!
! Leaders who think like the world will try to highjack our highway of return.  Often, 
appearing religious themselves, they will try to make it into a toll road!  Seeming to 
come along side of us, the self-righteous and the powerful want in on the deep new 
comfort we found in returning to the Lord.!
! John saw through the actions of the Pharisees and the Sadducees.  As these 
leaders came to John for baptism, John challenged them.  “You brood of vipers, who 
warned you to flee from the wrath to come?  Therefore bear fruit in keeping with 
repentance” (Matt 3:7-8).!
! Bear fruit!  “Do justice, love kindness, walk humbly with God” (Micah 6:8, 
paraphrased).  Lift up God not yourselves.  All the pride, power, and money of the 
Pharisees and Sadducees, whether from that century or from our own, is secondary.  
Again, Isaiah helps us.  “All flesh is grass, and all its loveliness is like the flower of the 
field.  The grass withers, the flower fades, . . .  but the word of our God stands 
forever” (Is 40:7, 8).!
! But pride has a way of capturing our thinking.  We think our pedigree is sufficient 
warrant for our acceptance.  “We’re Baptists!  We’re Christians!  We’re Americans!  We 
are sons of Abraham!”  John said, even sons of Abraham stand under the judgment of 
God.  All earthly powers are secondary.  God can raise up children from the rocks.!



!
Jesus!
! As certainly as Babylon fell to the Persians, and the Persians to the Greeks, and 
the Greeks to the Romans, and so on, “The axe is already laid at the root of the trees; 
therefore every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the 
fire” (Matt 3:10).  Thus, the work of Jesus Christ continues moving the world towards life 
in the kingdom of heaven.!
! Baptizing with the Holy Spirit and fire, Jesus moves forward from the ministry of 
John to “Gather His wheat into the barn” (3:12).  We may falter at this point, drawing 
more attention in one direction or the other.  Matthew describes judgment, but he also 
describes redemption.  As certainly as the chaff is cleared away, Christ gathers the 
wheat to safety.  !
! Keep that two-fold message in balance.  Because we freely choose one path or 
the other, both paths must be addressed.  But the path of comfort and hope and peace 
lies in returning from the despair of exile to the One who baptizes with the Holy Spirit 
and fire.!
! Rebellious and self-sufficient and powerful people who are seeking God first 
must realize that they are trapped by their own pride in just as much an exile as the 
poor and needy.  Only by bearing fruit in keeping with repentance will the rebel and the 
powerful demonstrate their understanding of God’s liberating grace.  To stay the course 
of pride results in wrath stoking the fires of judgment.!
! Those in helpless bondage to the abusive structures of the world or their own 
lust-fueled despair, return!  Repent!  Pave the highway to the kingdom of heaven with 
confession.  Despair no longer in the exile of whatever is holding you down.  God has 
made a way out of exile for you!!
! Confess that God continues breaking into the world with his kingdom rule.  
Confess that God rules in your heart, returning you to His kingdom.  Amen. !!
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