Matthew 3:1-12

[bookmark: _GoBack]How many of have your Christmas tree up and have decorated it already, either a big or a small one? For some of us, decorating the Christmas tree is perhaps one of the highlights of advent and Christmas and then putting your presents under the tree so that you gather around it on Christmas day. As for me, it will be a small tree IF I were to have one, otherwise, if it’s anything taller than a foot, it will never be taken down until summer. In any case whether you have it up and decorated or not, there is another tree that we need to look at and consider. Hear the words of John from our gospel reading: "Even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees. Every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire." 
The message of John the Baptist is a simple one: "Repent for the kingdom of heaven is at hand." John is talking about a spiritual status that flows from the inside. It is not a tree that you can simply decorate by plugging in lights and hanging stuff on the outside. And this is not just a message for the Jews of his days, for those "brood of vipers" as he called them, but it's for all people, yes, even you. Contrary to popular beliefs today, the message of repentance from sin is still relevant today. The axe is laid at the root of the tree. And John tells them too, not to presume to say that they have Abraham as their father, because ancestry and family trees do not eradicate sins. These Pharisees and Sadducees thought that they are the good people of God because they are the descendants of Abraham, the very chosen people of God, but not even Abraham's blood can save them. And we too must not presume to say to ourselves that we are the good people of God because we belong to this church or that church, or that your family has been Christians all their lives, therefore God must accept you. No, unless you repent of your sins, your ancestry, your membership of a local congregation cannot save you from that axe.  
And this axe is not laid on just any tree, but only on those who do not bear the fruit of repentance. The Pharisees and the Sadducees were quite secure in their seemingly good works. They were probably the most religious groups that you could ever find during that 1st century. Even if they don’t believe in John, they were at least paying him some respect by coming and be baptized by him, at least it shows how pious and religious they really were. But John does not hesitate to call them a brood of vipers because they bear no fruit. They may be confessing their sins and are baptized by him, but they are dead inwardly from the root, and thus nothing good comes from them. Like their ancestors, their good works cannot eradicate sins. In fact in doing these dead works, they are heaping up more sins upon themselves because they are not done out of repentance.
And so we too must not presume to think like the Pharisees and the Sadducees that we can escape the axe by simply decorating yourselves with the externals. Just because you are here at church every Sunday, that you give more than 10% in your offering, or that you help the sick and the poor and all the other wonderful things that you can do for society, that does not mean your sins are canceled by them. It's not a simple math equation where the positive cancels the negative. If what you do is not out of repentance, then it is indeed a very well polished sin, but sin nevertheless. 
But sin must be dealt with and it's not by covering it up with our seemingly good works. Those trees that do not bear the fruits corresponding to repentance are finally cut down and thrown into the fire. There is no exception, whether you are a Jew by blood or a gentile. The only way to make it right, or in other words, the only way for justice to be fulfilled is death, not good works. The only payment for sin is death. And we are found to be just as the Pharisees and Sadducees, a brood of vipers, for we all have a deeper common ancestry, as we all share in the fallen state of Adam and Eve for having listened to the serpent rather than God. 
And today through the words of John recorded by Matthew, God calls all of us to repent from our sins. The urgency to repent today is NOT because the kingdom of God is near, but because the kingdom of God is already here, it has arrived. And this is what repentance is all about. Repentance is not just about confessing your sins or to be sorry about your sins and the consequences of them, nor is repentance the turning away from sin, which is impossible for us to do. Rather, repentance is chiefly a movement of faith, not of our outward actions. It is the moving away from ourselves and all our works, both good and bad, and to go see the work of God for us. 
The arrival of the kingdom of God began when the king of the universe Jesus was born and was  lying helplessly in a manger. And his kingly power and authority and glory was fully shown when he was on his throne, the wooden cross, with one on his right and one on his left. That is his kingdom, that is his power and his reign so that you may also be part of that kingdom, that is, you may also be part of his death. Indeed, by the externals, there is nothing attractive or extraordinary about this kingdom, except for all the blood and suffering and death, but that is not the end of his kingdom for the final part that will last to all eternity is not his death but his resurrection. That is what he came to do, to die and then rise again so that you may also die and rise again to new life. He has come to deal with our sin, by dying in our place. 
Repentance of sin means nothing unless you have faith, believing and trusting in the forgiveness of sins that is purchased and won for you by his death on the cross. Coming to church and confessing yours sins, and even getting baptized means nothing for you and benefits you nothing unless you believe that his blood from the cross cleanses you all your sins, that you are now dead to your old selves. Being a long term member here or being a Lutheran for generations will do you no good unless you share in Jesus’ death and resurrection. Indeed you all have when you were baptized in the name of the triune God. And we know our baptism does offer us such great gifts because it is Jesus’ baptism, not our own individual baptisms. In it we share in his death. It means that we can die to our sins, die to our old Adams and Eves, die to our old sinful habits, but most importantly, to rise with Christ to be a new person in him, as he lives in us. 
Since we have been made children of God through baptism, we therefore now bear good fruit. This is how the fruits of repentance comes and in no other way, through dying and rising with Christ. We no longer need to fear that axe for our unfruitfulness because our root is now in the stump of Jesse, prophesied so long ago by Isaiah. And of course it refers to Jesus himself for he is our true vine and we are the branches. The axe has already struck Jesus at his cross, but death cannot hold him forever and he came back to life. When we are made children of God through baptism we are all grafted onto this true vine which naturally and necessarily produce wonderful good fruits that are truly pleasing to God. We will bear good fruits because it is a promise from God. When we remain in him, we will bear much fruit (Jn15:5). And so we don’t need to ask whether we are bearing good fruits or not because we will, whether we are aware of it or not. Usually we are not aware of them because we look at inside of ourselves for them, that's why we need to repent again and again, not only because of our sins, those outward gross behaviors, but chief of all, it is to move our mind from ourselves back to Jesus, who is the true vine that gives life and fruits. 
And so now repent because the kingdom of God is here in your midst when you have Jesus and his words of forgiveness for you on the cross. Repent, be turned, be changed, be renewed from your dead works, however great and wonderful they may be in the eyes of this world, and look only to Jesus and his works for you. His works are sinlessly perfect so that through faith, you bear much fruit in him. In this season of preparation, as you decorate your Christmas trees or see them in the malls or whever, let them be a reminder of that everlasting tree, Jesus, in whom we bear much fruit as the branches. Let the decorations and lights on these trees remind us of those fruits that we bear, which are more beautiful and brighter than anything else in the world in the eyes of God. 
