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“The Joy of Repentance”

“Repent for the kingdom of heaven has come near.”

One of the many options that I can take when I drive home to New Jersey is Route 20-A in western New
York State, which goes through some beautiful rural landscapes and quaint small towns.  It’s not the
route to take if you are in a hurry, but it’s a nice diversion from hours of monotonous highway driving. 
It’s also not the route to take if you’re driving a truck or large vehicle, because it includes some steep
hills and hairpins turns that can be very dangerous.  One spot that is especially perilous is the approach
to the village of Warsaw, where the highway goes down and steep hill and then takes a sharp turn under
a railroad bridge into the town center.  It’s so dangerous that there are warning signs posted several
miles before this hill warning drivers of oversize vehicles to turn around and take another route.  There
are even turnoffs for such vehicles who heed this warning to go back and take another way to get into
Warsaw.
  
While most truck drivers heed this warning and turn around, on occasion someone fails to believe that
the signs apply to them and pays the price.  On one trip back from New Jersey, police had to divert traffic
onto another road because a heedless driver’s vehicle became jammed under the railroad bridge, and
evidently it took several hours to free the vehicle that suffered extensive damage.  It served as a
reminder to everyone traveling Route 20-A that when the signs warned you to turn around, you need to
pay attention!

The warning to “turn around” is at the heart of today’s Gospel lesson, in which we meet the character of
John the Baptist who “appeared in the wilderness of Judea, proclaiming, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of
heaven has come near.’” (Matthew 3:1-2).  John the Baptist appears in all four Gospels and was a
significant figure in his own right, a Jewish prophet with his own message and disciples, who ran afoul of
Herod Antipas and was imprisoned and executed by him.  Luke’s Gospel identifies John as being a cousin
of Jesus, the son of Zechariah and Elizabeth whose birth mirrors that of Isaac who was born to elderly
parents who had previously been unable to bear a child; at his circumcision, his father sings his praises
as the one who “will be called the prophet of the Most High; for you will go before the Lord to prepare his
ways, to give knowledge of salvation to his people by the forgiveness of their sins.” (Luke 1:76-77).  John
baptizes Jesus in Matthew, Mark and Luke and identifies Jesus in John’s Gospel as “the Lamb of God who
takes away the sin of the world … and I myself have seen and have testified that this is the Son of God.”
(John 1:29, 34).  The movement founded by John the Baptist continued not only after the baptism of
Jesus but also after his resurrection and the beginning of the Christian community:

· “When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing, he sent word by his disciples and said
to him, ‘Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?’” – Matthew 11:2-3.

· “While Apollos was in Corinth, Paul passed through the inland regions and came to Ephesus,
where he found some disciples … Then he said, ‘Into what then were you baptized?’  They
answered, ‘Into John’s baptism.’  Paul said, ‘John baptized with the baptism of repentance,
telling the people to believe in the one who was to come after him, that is, in Jesus.’  On hearing
this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus.” – Acts 19:1, 4-5.

John’s message that “the kingdom of heaven has come near” unites him with the story of Jesus’ birth in
the first two chapters of Matthew’s Gospel, which have dealt with the incursion of God’s kingdom into



this world in a most unexpected manner, including the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy that “the virgin
shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel, which means, ‘God is with us.’”
(Matthew 1:23).  John himself is the fulfillment of the prophecy of Isaiah to the Babylonian exiles of “the
voice of one crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.’” (3:3;
Isaiah 40:3), transferring Isaiah’s prophecy of the advent of God to the Lord Jesus.  The description of
John’s clothing and diet serves to separate him from elegant society and to identify him with the
wilderness that was to be the scene of eschatological renewal: “Now John wore clothing of camel’s hair
with a leather belt around his waist, and his fool was locusts and wild honey.” (3:4).  Locusts were ritually
clean food eaten by poorer people in the desert (“Of them you may eat: the locust according to its kind,
the bald locust according to its kind, the cricket according to its kind, the grasshopper according to its
kind.” – Leviticus 11:22), another sign that God has chosen to come among those who are often
marginalized and forgotten by those in position of wealth and prominence as Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem
on Palm Sunday fulfilled the prophecy of Zechariah of the manner in which “your king come to you;
triumphant and victorious is he, humble and riding on a donkey, on a colt the foal of a donkey.”
(Zechariah 9:9).
  
John the Baptist’s ministry had obviously struck a chord, for “the people of Jerusalem and all Judea were
going out to him, and all the region along the Jordan, and they were baptized by him in the river Jordan,
confessing their sins.” 3:5-6).  John’s once-for-all baptism was different from other Jewish ritual washing
traditions such as the mikvah in that it had eschatological implications, sealing the baptized from the
judgment to come:

· “John’s baptism was joined to repentance and therefore was not a proselyte baptism which
seems to have been practiced by some synagogues when receiving non-Jews.  The Qumran sect
also practiced baptism, but it was a repeated act of cleansing.  John’s baptism was within his
total ministry of preparing the way of the Lord, making hearts ready for the one soon to come
‘who is more powerful than I.’” – Fred Craddock.

Among those who appeared along the banks of the Jordan were many Pharisees and Sadducees, two of
the major groups of leaders of the Jewish community.  Matthew describes them as coming “to where he
was baptizing” (NIV) since in Matthew’s view they represented the Jewish opposition who came to
inspect John rather than be baptized by him; they would be the ones who would question Jesus’
authority during Holy Week:

· “When [Jesus] entered the temple, the chief priests and elders of the people came to him as he
was teaching, and said, ‘By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this
authority?’  Jesus said to them, ‘I will also ask you one question: if you tell me the answer, then I
will also tell you by what authority I do these things.  Did the baptism of John come from
heaven, or was it of human origin?’  And they argued with one another, ‘If we say, “from
heaven,” he will say to us, “Why then did you not believe him?”  But if we say, “of human
origin,” we are afraid of the crowd; for all regard John as a prophet.’  So they answered him, ‘We
do not know.’  And he said to them, ‘Neither will I tell you by what authority I am doing these
things.’” – 21:23-27.

Aware of their presence as inspectors rather than penitents, John refers to the Pharisees and Sadducees
as a “brood of vipers,” which is not only an insulting term but refers to the predatory, poisonous false
teachers who pervert the people (Paul warns the Colossians about the dangers of such viperous false
teachers: “See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty deceit, according to



human tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the universe, and not according to Christ.” –
Colossians 2:8). 
 
John sees the judgment of God as already on the horizon, and this is the basis for his urgent call for
repentance.  While the English word “repent” means to “feel or express sincere regret or remorse about
one’s wrongdoing or sin,” the biblical usage of “repent” (metanoeo, metanoia) implies a turning back or
“about face,” turning aside from everything that is ungodly and returning to the Lord:

· “Yet even now, says the LORD, return to me with all your heart, with fasting, with weeping, and
with mourning; rend your hearts and not your clothing.  Return to the LORD your God, for he is
gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and relents from
punishing.” – Joel 2:12-13.

· “It may be that they will listen, all of them, and will turn from their evil way, that I may change
my mind about the disaster that I intend to bring on them because of their evil doings.” –
Jeremiah 26:3.

· “Repent and turn from all your transgressions; otherwise iniquity will be your ruin.  Cast away
from you all the transgressions that you have committed against me, and get yourselves a new
heart and a new spirit!” – Ezekiel 18:30-31.

Repentance and conversion are at the core of the message of John the Baptist, who proclaims the
imminence of judgment (“His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and will
gather his wheat into the granary; but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.” – 3:12) and
demands a turning to God as God is turning to us.  This is a once-for-all conversion, an inner change, that
is required even of the righteous and must find expression in acts of love:
 

· “God himself grants conversion as both gift and task; it is for us to let it be given and to
authenticate it as the basis for the new being … In all its severity, metanoia is not law, but
gospel.” – Geoffrey W. Bromiley.

It is by heeding the call to turn around, to return to the Lord in a true act of repentance, that one
receives the blessings of God that include inclusion in the baptized people of God, the church which is
the body of Christ.  John warns his audience that an appeal to belonging to an elect group by virtue of
descent from Abraham will not save them from the fiery judgment: “Do not presume to say to
yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our ancestor’; for I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up
children to Abraham.” (3:9).  Descent from Abraham and Sarah is not a human attainment but is the
result of the miraculous grace of God:

· “Listen to me, you that pursue righteousness, you that seek the LORD.  Look to the rock from
which you were hewn, and the quarry from which you were dug.  Look to Abraham your father
and to Sarah who bore you; for he was but one when I called him, but I blessed him and made
him many.” – Isaiah 51:1-2.

What God had done originally, God can do again; inclusion in the holy people of God is based on
response to the call to decision, to baptism, and to the corresponding “fruit worthy of repentance” (“You
will know them by their fruits … every good tree bears good fruit, but the bad tree bears bad fruit.” –
7:16-17).  
Repentance is at the heart of our lives as Christians; we are called to renounce “the ways of sin that
draw you from God” and to daily turn around and return to the Lord who is gracious, merciful, and



abounding in steadfast love.  In this first of his 95 Theses, Martin Luther states that “when our Lord and
Master, Jesus Christ, said ‘Repent,’ He called for the entire life of believers to be one of repentance.” The
Word of God that we proclaim is both law and gospel, the message that convinces us of our sinfulness
and our need to return to the Lord as the true source of forgiveness and reconciliation:

· “We must bring forth the voice of the law that men may be made to fear and come to
knowledge of their sins and so be converted to repentance and a better life.  But we must not
stop with that, for that would only amount to wounding and not binding up, smiting and not
healing, killing and not making alive, leading down into hell and not brining back again, humbling
and not exalting.  Therefore we must also preach the word of grace and the promise of
forgiveness by which faith is taught and aroused.  Without this word of grace the works of law,
contrition, penitence, and all the rest are done and taught in vain.” – The Freedom of a Christian,
1520.

The call to repentance, then, is not a message of judgment and condemnation but the invitation to a
more joyful, more blessed, more gracious way of life when we return to the Lord who is the Lord of all
hopefulness and the fount of every blessing whose “hope of endless glory fills my heart with joy and
love” (ELW Hymn 807).

· “Repentance also underscores that change isn’t necessary for change’s sake, but rather that
change is necessary because we’ve become aware that our actions are out of step with God’s
deep desire for peace and equity for all God’s people and – taking Isaiah’s vivid imagery
seriously – for the whole of creation.  Repentance, in short, is realizing that God is pointing you
one way, that you’ve been traveling another way, and changing course.” – David Lose.

A traveler on Route 20-A is wise to heed the warning signs and turn around so that their trip will be a
pleasant one rather than ending stuck under an overpass.  In our preparations for the coming of Christ
this Advent, it is wise for us to heed that call of John the Baptist to repent, to turn around, to do an
“about face” from ways that have been leading us away from God’s steadfast love, avenues that at once
may have seemed appealing but are fraught with danger.  There is true joy in repentance, because when
we turn around we come into the presence of the God who so loved the world that he gave his only Son
so that all who believe may have eternal life.  There is true hope in repentance, because we know that
when we turn to God our future is filled with the promise of forgiveness of sins, life, and salvation
because our future is God’s future.  There is true love in repentance, because the one who is calling us to
come home rejoice when one of his children who is lost has been found, whose steadfast love never
ceases and who abides with us with that “grace [that] has brought me safe thus far, and grace will lead
me home.”

· “The God we know in Jesus comes down from heaven to take on our lot and give us hope by
being with us and for us, not screaming repentance but inviting more abundant life and helping
us to see in the face of a neighbor not a competitor for scarce resources but a brother or sister
in Christ.” – Lose.

There is joy in repentance as we turn away from whatever paths have led us away from God and we
return to the one who is the Lord of all hopefulness, source of all blessedness, the God whose
faithfulness offers us “strength for today and bright hope for tomorrow, blessings all mine with ten
thousand besides.” (ELW Hymn 733).
Amen.




