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Sunday, January 23, 2011
Matthew 3:1-12

“Repentance Means a New Lifestyle”

Pastor Mike Clark

1In those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the Desert of Judea 2and saying, "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near." 3This is he who was spoken of through the prophet Isaiah: "A voice of one calling in the desert, 'Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for Him.'"

4John's clothes were made of camel's hair, and he had a leather belt around his waist. His food was locusts and wild honey. 5People went out to him from Jerusalem and all Judea and the whole region of the Jordan. 6Confessing their sins, they were baptized by him in the Jordan River. 

7But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to where he was baptizing, he said to them: "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. 

11"I baptize you with water for repentance. But after me will come One who is more powerful than I, whose sandals I am not fit to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. 12His 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."

How would you like to live like John the Baptist?  You could dress in camel hair.  That sounds very itchy, but actually it could be woven into the very soft, comfortable fabric.  You wouldn't have to worry about what you would wear each day.  You could wear the same camel hair tunic each day with maybe a few more dyed to a couple of other colors.  Would you like to eat like John the Baptist?  Does a diet of locusts and honey sound appealing?  That diet may not be as bad as it sounds.  Some people do eat the insect locusts, but that's unusual and not very sustaining.  The locusts John ate probably were seeds from a locust tree.  Locust trees are abundant in the Middle East.  We can also find them here in Southern California.  The pods of the Locust tree contain a carob seed with a chocolate taste.  It might be that John the Baptist had a sweet tooth, eating mostly chocolate and honey.  Would you like to live where John lived?  He lived along the Jordan River Valley, which was an oasis in the desert.  It was the Palm Springs of Israel, nice and warm in the winter and very hot in the summer.  And if we live like John the Baptist, we would be pretty popular.  John the Baptist was the most popular celebrity of his day.  People came in great crowds to come to listen to him.  John did not worry about political correctness.  He spoke the truth bluntly and honestly.  People were attracted to that truth.  You have to admit that calling the leaders of the day a "brood of vipers" must have been fun.  How many times have you felt like calling political leaders a brood of vipers?  So it may be good to live like John the Baptist.
John the Baptist stood out as a unique character who fulfilled a distinctive role in the Bible.  Old Testament prophecies predicted one last prophet would come before the Messiah.  John the Baptist fulfilled those predictions.  Matthew here in verse 3 explains that John the Baptist fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah 40:3.  He proclaimed God's truth calling people to repent so they would be ready to receive the Savior.  John uniquely prepared people to listen to and get to know Jesus.  John stands on one side of an era, the Old Testament era.  As the last prophet he pointed the way to the first Person of the New Testament era.  John closed out Old Testament time just as Jesus opened New Testament time.

Jesus talked about the greatness of John the Baptist, yet stated a new kind of lifestyle was necessary to enter the kingdom of God.  Luke 7:28, “I tell you, among those born of women there is no one greater than John; yet the one who is least in the kingdom of God is greater than he.”  In Old Testament times, people knew God's rules to live a healthy life, but were unable to live that way.  Human power could not accomplish what God commanded.  Only power from above, power from the Holy Spirit can accomplish God's purpose for life.  John the Baptist understood this lack of human ability to live for God.  John freely proclaimed that his message could only point people in the right direction but not bring them saving power.  John knew that more than his water baptism was necessary.  His water baptism merely symbolized a ritual of cleansing.  A greater baptism was required that effectively empowered people to be transformed into God's people for eternity.  (We will talk more about baptism in a couple of weeks.)  John knew this real kind of powerful baptism came only through Jesus.  Jesus would baptize people not just with water but with the Holy Spirit.  So John the Baptist prepared the people to receive Jesus.
Let us talk about repentance because it is a wonderful way to discover the greater power of living with Jesus.  Repentance is a great word.  You might think it negative because many associate it with being a holy roller or someone who puts everyone else down.  Those people don't understand the power found through repentance.  Repentance is not about others; it's about ourselves.  Repentance doesn't put others down; it lifts us up to God.  Repentance means coming back to Jesus.  To repent means to turn completely around in a new direction – to turn to face God wherever we have turned away from Him.  Repentance means to find God's healthy way of life again.  Repentance is a spiritual word, but it really is a common sense action for whenever we take a wrong turn.  When we drive to a particular destination and take a wrong turn, we have to turn around to get back to where we can take a right turn.  If we get lost when hiking by getting off the path, the best course of action is to go back the way we came until we find the path again.  Did you know that is the number one reason why most people stay lost?  When they get off the path, they don't turn around and go back.  They keep trying to go forward and find another way, but that keeps them lost.  If they would turn around and gone back the moment they realized they were off course, they usually would not have remained lost.  The same error happens all the time in life.  We get off-track going in the wrong direction, but in our pride and foolishness we think we can just keep going forward until everything rights itself again.  That does not work.  We can't get back to right by continuing toward wrong.  Amen?!  We have to go back.  We have to seek God.  We have to turn around and face back in the right direction.  That's why repentance is a good thing.
Repentance is about us not others.  We like to tell everyone else how wrong they are, but we need to look at our own lives first.  It's easy to tell others to repent.  It is easy to tell others where they have gone wrong.  It's hard, but necessary, to repent ourselves.  Jesus told us to take the log out of our own eye before we take the splinter out of someone else's eye.  John the Baptist called out the Pharisees and the Sadducees.  The Pharisees and the Sadducees were the bad guys of the New Testament.  They didn't think themselves the bad guys.  They thought they were good guys.  The Sadducees were the priestly ruling class.  The Pharisees were the serious church people of the day.  Both of them thought they were holy and right.  One of their biggest troubles was they condemned others without looking at our own wrongs.  They judged others but never judged themselves.  This was particularly true of the Pharisees who were great hypocrites for criticizing others for not following the law down to the smallest detail, but not following it that way themselves.  The Pharisees’ pride blinded them to the truth of their own need for God.  Probably the greatest failing of the Sadducees was they were too complacent, too comfortable to want to change.  It's easy to call others hypocrites, but are we being hypocritical?  It's easy to tell others to change, but are we too comfortable where we need to change?  We have to look inside first.  We need to personally repent of our hypocritical Pharisee or our complacent and comfortable Sadducee within to find greater life in Jesus.
In many ways the greatest threat to the Church is the church.  Whenever we get too complacent and comfortable, we stop caring about those who are not so comfortable around us.  Whenever we get too proud and critical of others, we become hypocrites that turn away others from finding Christ.  In that way the church becomes the frozen chosen.  That's not a flattering term.  That means we are not very warm, not very caring, not very concerned about others around us who need Jesus just as much as we do.  I know I joke with you a lot about having your favorite seat in worship.  I do this because I want us to consider carefully where we have put our own comfort over our ministry to warmly welcome others among us.  Wherever we put up roadblocks to helping others discover Jesus, we become the greatest threat to becoming the true Church.  John the Baptist told us to produce fruit in keeping with repentance.  Which fruit do we see coming from our lives and are we happy with that fruit?  Is our fruit sour or sweet?  If not sweet, then it is time for repentance.  It's time for change to get back to living with Jesus.  Before John the Baptist, baptism was only for non-Jews who wanted to become Jewish.  Now he proclaims Jews need it too, even the priests and rulers.  That was a radical message then.  It is a radical message for us today too.  Repentance begins inside the church before the church can reach outside in healthy ways to point others to Jesus.
Repentance has to be from the inside out to be effective.  We can't just say the words or sing the songs.  We have to mean them from our hearts and live them with our actions.  There is no such thing as cheap repentance or cheap grace.  Both of them are costly to be effective.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote, "Costly grace is the gospel which must be sought again and again, the gift which must be asked for, the door at which a man must knock.  Such grace is costly because it calls us to follow, and it is grace because it calls us to follow Jesus Christ.  It is costly because it costs a man his life, and it is grace because it gives a man, the only true life.  It is costly because it condemns sin, and grace because it justifies the sinner.  Above all, it is costly because it cost God the life of his son.  And what has cost God much cannot be cheap."  Such costly grace from God can only be effectively applied through repentance from the heart revealed in the fruit of change – the fruit of the Holy Spirit.
Repentance comes through the heart as it opens us to the amazing work of the Holy Spirit in those receptive to Him.  This is how repentance becomes so positive.  Repentance leads us back to a wonderful God and all His blessings.  Repentance leads us deeper into loving relationships.  Repentance leads us back to a healthy life.  Jesus told us He is the Way, the Truth, and the Life.  By repenting of trying to live without Jesus, we turn back to Jesus and find the Way, Truth, and Life.  I enjoy hiking and appreciate a path well-marked, well-established and well-cared for to lead me to beautiful places.  Recently Sue and I hiked a path up a mountainside in Joshua Tree National Park.  Some group spent a long time and great care to create that trail.  They laid many flat stones for steps to make the climb a lot easier.  They chose a route for the trail that got through the obstacles, past the cliffs, and safely up through the ravines.  We ended up on top of a mountain with magnificent views all around us for 360°.  Now we could have tried to blaze our own trail, but I'm not sure we would've ever made it to the top.  We would have been stopped by cliffs and rocks, confused by false summits, and exhausted from treacherous footing.  We were grateful for that wonderful path.  Since Jesus is the Way to truth and life with God, we don't have to invent our own path.  We don't have to struggle to find our own way.  We don't have to get lost.  We can follow the beautiful path Jesus made for us.  If I get off that path, I need to turn back around to find it again.  Then I'm safely and joyfully on my way to discovering more of what God wants for me.  The same is true for you.  Repentance leads us back to the joyful, easier, healthy way of life with God.

Repentance understands that we cannot do what even we want to do without the Holy Spirit power of the Lord.  Repentance also understands that we don't need to live without Holy Spirit power.  We can confess freely that we need Jesus’ help.  We can discover that help to better our lives.  Repentance is our faith relying on the faithfulness of the Lord to change our lives.
So where do you need help to change your life?  How would you need to repent?  What is one thing you would really like to change in your life with the help of the Holy Spirit in 2011?  This year as a staff we are talking about how we can improve our lives by making changes for the better.  There are seven areas where we can make changes in our lives; where we can repent and turn back to God to find greater purpose, health, love and joy.  Let me list these seven areas in the form of seven questions:
1. How do you need to repent spiritually with God because you have been walking without Him?

2. How do you need to repent in family relationships so you can love more deeply?

3. How do you need to repent at work so you can find greater success there in Christ?

4. How do you need to repent financially so you can wisely use your money?

5. How do you need to repent intellectually to change your thoughts to find greater truth for your life?

6. How do you need to repent physically so you can find greater health and balance in your body?

7. How do you need to repent socially, so you can have deeper friendships?

Repentance is healthy for us, bringing us back to the blessings of Christ.  Whenever you find yourself off track, turn around and get back on the good way.  Repent for the kingdom of heaven is near and you don’t want to miss that greater life.

Let us pray; gracious Lord Jesus, help us to examine our lives.  Help us to see where we need to improve.  Help us to understand that we can do it without You.  Help us also to see that with You, we can see great change in our life.  By the power of your Holy Spirit, we can get back on track with You; with our family, with our money, with our minds, with our bodies, and with each other.  As we come back to You in repentance Lord, we look forward to what we will discover of the abundance of life. Amen
