
Sermon for Advent 2A 
Sunday, December 4, 2016 

“Repentance, Renewal, and Peace” 

Text: Matthew 3:1-12 

I speak to you in the name of the one true God:  Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 

Last week, if you remember, the theme of our lectionary Bible 
readings for the beginning of Advent focused on the end times, the second 
coming of the Messiah.  I told you that we began Advent by looking at the 
end of the story to prepare us for what is to come—using the prophecy of 
the apocalypse to give us hope that something greater is coming.  Again 
today, we are brought in the middle of a story.  Before we get to the cute 
nativity stories of John and his cousin Jesus, the lectionary drops us once 
again into a story in progress.  We encounter an adult John the Baptist, 
the forerunner of the Messiah, who has a lot to say in order to prepare 
the world for the coming of the Messiah.  If you didn’t get the Pulp Fiction 
reference last week, perhaps another analogy will make a connection 
with you.  The way the story is told in the first two weeks of Advent is 
like the original Star Wars movies.  If you know how the stories flow, the 
first Star Wars movie was actually the fourth episode in the story; we 
were first shown the 4th, 5th, and 6th episodes, and then we were taken 
back to the first three, which finally gave us the background for what we 
already knew.  Advent does the same thing.  We begin in the middle, so 
that we have a glimpse of the state of the world and what humanity had 
become, as the framework—the scaffolding—on which the story will be 
composed from beginning to end—from the conception of John and Jesus 
to Jesus’ birth through his life and finally to his death and resurrection 
in a few months. 

That said, let’s take a look at today’s gospel reading.  Matthew 
writes some important details as he tells this story.  First,  John was a 
baptizer.  You should know that Christians didn’t invent baptism.  
Baptism was a familiar practice in Judaism long before its use in the 
Christian context as we now understand it.  Baptism has its origins in 
the mikhvah of Judaism. The mikhvah was a ritual of purity, used 
regularly by the Essenes, which was a contemplative sect of Judaism—
something like our monks or a religious community.  Gentiles who 
converted to Judaism were required to undergo that practice of ritual 
purification as part of their process toward conversion; men also 
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underwent ritual circumcision.  Those who were born Jewish did not go 
through such a ritual.  But, in those days, as the scripture suggests, even 
the Jews had strayed from the principles of the Law given to Moses at 
Mt. Sinai and had broken the covenant promised by God to Abraham.  
They believed that all of the horrible things that were happening to the 
Hebrew people were evidence of God’s anger toward them.  After years of 
exile in Babylon, oppression, and now being ruled by the Roman Empire, 
there was a feeling that God’s chosen people were being punished for 
having turned away from God.  John was calling for the chosen people to 
repent of their sins and be washed clean, so things could once again be 
made right with God.  If the covenant relationship with God could be 
restored, all would be well again.  So, the practice of baptizing Jews 
became a call to repentance and restoration, and John was the guy near 
Jerusalem who did that. 

What did it mean to repent?  The Greek word for repentance is 
metanoia.  Metanoia means a complete turning around, a change of mind, 
a redirecting of ones heart, soul, and mind, and a turning back toward 
God.  That is what was expected of someone who would then confirm that 
they had repented by being ritually purified by water in the manner of 
the mikhvah.  John knew that the kingdom of God was near.  His words 
seemed harsh, but John knew that someone greater than he was about 
to enter and change human history.  John warned that God’s chosen 
people needed to be prepared for the coming of the Messiah, the anointed 
one, who would set things straight in the midst of turmoil in their lives.  
People responded to this so strongly that they sought out John to undergo 
the process of ritual purification.  Jerusalem was among the centers of 
the ancient world where people went to for important things—the temple 
was there, it was a center for commerce and trade; it was a place that you 
went to.  When Matthew says that “the people of Jerusalem and all Judea 
were going out to him,” that is significant.  People were leaving the center 
to see John.  The fact that Pharisees and Sadducees would also leave the 
center of their power and prestige meant something important. 

Pharisees and Sadducees were a special case.  They weren’t just 
ordinary folk who kinda got off track and just needed a little reminder 
about how to be good Jews.  No, the Pharisees and Sadducees were the 
leaders of the faith.  These were the guys who knew the law and oversaw 
the most sacred rituals in the Temple. If anyone knew how to be “good 
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Jews” it should have been the Sadducees and Pharisees.  These two 
Jewish sects were perceived to be the most righteous ones.  But, as we 
know from the many encounters between them and Jesus, they had 
become self-righteous, corrupt, and so consumed with the details of the 
Law and ritual practice that they were not able to connect with the day-
to-day realities of the people or with those who were different.  As 
Matthew tells the story, when John saw them, he probably thought they 
had self-righteous motives; he probably thought they were seeking ritual 
purification so others could see how righteous they were, not because 
they sincerely wanted to repent.  John called them hypocrites; he called 
them a “brood of vipers” who should walk the walk, not just talk the talk.  
Repent, for the kingdom of God is at hand and the coming of the Messiah 
is near. 

John’s message was a call to something greater.  “Bear fruit worthy 
of repentance,” he said.  Let your lives show that you are in right 
relationship with God and with each other, or you may continue to bear 
the wrath of God.  John uses the metaphor of fire to describe the wrath 
of God.  But fire can be a source of renewal and not just a cause of 
destruction.  The baptism by fire and the Holy Spirit that John predicted 
of the coming Messiah was one of renewal and rebirth for those who 
committed to a change of heart—a metanoia.  In returning to God, that 
would bring about peace.  Now for John and most of the people at the 
time, they might have presumed that peace meant the restoration of an 
independent Israel, free of Roman rule, prosperous, and able to live out 
the Law of the Torah without any barriers or distraction.  We know that 
Jesus preached of a different kind of peace. 

John’s message to his hearers and the take-home message for us 
today is to be prepared—be prepared for the coming Messiah.  “Prepare 
ye the way of the Lord.”  Remember in my sermon last week I said that 
Advent is about living in the “already and not yet.”  Advent is that time 
of our liturgical year when we prepare for the celebration of the Nativity 
of God in Jesus Christ—the Christmas season.  We can do that by 
examining our own lives and asking ourselves, “How is my relationship 
with God?”  Advent is the church’s new year, so we can make resolutions 
and promises now just as we like to do on January 1.  Advent is an 
opportunity for us to think about our own metanoia and whether our 
focus is on God or not.  Have we turned away from the things that distract 
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us from being in closer relationship with God and our neighbor?  Are we 
examining our prayer lives and our spiritual lives, and where can we 
improve?  Are we praying for our neighbors too?  How can we bring the 
message of returning to God out into the world to help bring about peace? 

These are some of the questions that we might ask ourselves during 
Advent, so that we will be ready to celebrate Christmas in a few weeks.  
In our attempts for repentance and reexamination, we can then find an 
inner peace within ourselves.  We can reorient our attention back toward 
God.  You know if you do that, you might even inspire others to examine 
their own relationship with God.  Let us continue to live in the hope and 
peace of this Advent season as we prepare the way of the Lord.  Amen. 
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