
Matthew 3:1-12 
Second Sunday in Advent 

December 4, 2022 
 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 

Our text, from the Gospel reading, “In those days John the 
Baptist came preaching in the wilderness of Judea, “Repent, for 
the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 When Advent prepares us for the coming Messiah who 

is born for the world and dies for the world, we understandably 

“hear” the accounts as members of the world. We hear the call 

to repentance and we say, “That call is for the whole world.” 

And we hear the warning of John, “Every tree therefore that 

does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire,” 

and we say, “It is a universal warning to the whole world, of 

which I am a small, unknown member.” We hear the related 

liturgical refrain (as we will later in the service) that John was 

“calling sinners to repentance that they might escape from the 

wrath to be revealed when [Christ] comes again in glory”, and 

we say, “Wrath is coming upon the world.” 

 And there’s truth in that! An Advent preparation with 

that focus is correct in that there is nothing different between 

you, me, and every other sinner under heaven. The call to 
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repentance is universal; the warning is for all people, that all 

might come to repentance and be delivered by the One who 

once went from manger to cross.  

 But, we also ought note John’s exhortation to the 

pharisees and Sadducees and, as St. Luke records it, to the 

crowds: “Do not presume to say to yourselves, ‘We have 

Abraham as our father.’” Note that well because it means that 

John knew he was speaking to those who already considered 

themselves followers of the promise, of the Old Covenant… you 

might say, the Old Testament church.  

 Sometimes, when we hear the call to repentance, we 

fall back to that ‘wide lens’ focus that says “Repentance is for 

the whole world,” and we reason that because we are already 

Christians, the call to repentance is no longer necessary… that 

it’s not introducing me to anything I don’t already know, so I 

can redefine it as relating to “the world” but not to me for I am 

“of the church.” And because we redefine it that way, when the 

call to repentance is pointed at ‘me,’ we become offended and 

defensive, as if the victim of some loveless casting out and 

shunning of the Christian back into the world… for, after all, 

repentance is supposedly only for the worldly. 
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 But John knew he was preaching to the Old Testament 

church. Listen to it again: “Do not presume to say to 

yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’” Yes, he knew he 

was speaking to the now-hard-hearted descendants of Israel, 

who would say their former status exempted them, and that 

they were free to ignore the call to repentance and interpret it 

as being to “the world out there.”  

That’s what the church might do, might it not? That’s 

what we as individual Christians might do, isn’t it? Refer to the 

merit of our status when called to repentance?... so that we try 

to exempt ourselves and, thereby, the call to repentance 

suddenly is interpreted as offensive to the Christian rather than 

as God’s natural course of conversation with His beloved? But, 

this is the natural course of conversation, isn’t it? The language 

of repentance and forgiveness. It’s been the normal course of 

conversation since God called out to the man of fallen Eden, 

“Where are you?” And, even then, as He called out, the Lord 

already had on the tip of his tongue the good news of 

salvation… the good news of how He – the Lord himself – 

would rectify the problem of sin. And, already from that point, 

Adam believed the promise and named his wife, Eve, the 

mother of all those who would live by that promise. 
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And, consistent with that long history, then, when the 

forerunner of that long-promised Messiah is on the scene, the 

call to repentance comes announcing anew why that call to 

repentance sounds forth: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven 

is at hand.” Indeed, be reminded, O Church, of the promise 

made to Adam. Be reminded, O Church, that God is faithful to 

that promise, proved himself faithful to the promise, in the 

fullness of time sent forth His Son as fulfillment and fruit of that 

promise. And that promise is the very reason God does not 

simply condemn, but calls to repentance. 

Therefore, what a loving action this call to repentance 

is… a loving action toward the Church which, from Eden on, has 

needed to be kept focus, that it not miss the inheritance of the 

promise fulfilled. After all, what father doesn’t discipline the 

son he loves but lets him grow wild? 

 
Psalm 94: Blest is the one you discipline, O Lord, the one 

you teach from your Law… For the LORD will not reject His 
people; He will never forsake His inheritance. 

 
Hebrews 12: “God is treating you as sons. For what son 

is there whom his father does not discipline?” 
 
Revelation 3: Jesus says, “Those whom I love, I rebuke 

and discipline. So be zealous and repent.” 
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Now, notice that all three of these refer to repenting and 

discipline as that which is inherent to the children of God 

whom He loves. This flips the script on our typical way of 

thinking, doesn’t it? As we said, we usually think that 

repentance is for the nations, and that any Christian called to 

repentance is being relegated to “one of them.” But, just the 

opposite is true! If God wanted, he could simply condemn. 

Thus, when he calls to repentance, he is treating as sons… and 

what love for the whole world, that he would act so patiently in 

calling all to repentance, that all might reach repentance, to be 

treated as sons in the forgiveness of sins!  

 Yes, the natural call to repentance for the forgiveness of 

sins does not relegate the Church to the status of the world; 

rather, it lifts up the world, that it may have opportunity to 

share in the repentance of the Church and thereby – with the 

Church – be hidden in Christ’s righteousness and forgiven of 

sins and be made one with the Church, as she is one with Christ 

in that forgiveness of sins.  

 Isn’t this what we hear in the epistle reading today, as 

Paul writes to the Romans and reminds them that God kept his 

promises to the children of Israel that the nations (the Gentiles) 

might also benefit? Paul says, “I tell you that Christ became a 
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servant to the circumcised (Israel) to show God’s truthfulness 

(notice, truthfulness – Christ became a servant to acknowledge 

the truthfulness of God’s holy Law by being the sin-bearer 

before that holy Law)… to show God’s truthfulness in order to 

confirm the promises given to the patriarchs (Israel) and in 

order that the Gentiles might glorify God for his mercy” (there’s 

forgiveness). So then, as Paul goes on to cite Psalm 117, 

“Rejoice, O Gentiles, with his people.” 

 Again, Paul says the same to the Galatians, saying that 

where there used to be Jew and Gentile, now in Christ the 

dividing line of hostility has been broken down … now that all 

(whether formerly hopeless gentiles or stubborn descendants 

of Israel)… that all might be one in Christ Jesus, in whom we 

have redemption, the forgiveness of sins. 

 So, that call to “repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at 

hand” is not a call to demote the Church and relegate the 

Christian to the pagan world; rather, such is to give the whole 

world the fatherly discipline and eager hope of the Christian. 

And, if the whole world has that gracious opportunity, then 

you, Christian, who once were part of that dark and lost world, 

but now in baptism into Christ’s death have been made a child 

of Christ’s light… you should hear that call to repentance as 
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your loving heavenly Father’s natural course of conversation 

with you… not that you might go sin freely and report as the 

excuse, but that you might be prepared by John anew through 

the humility of repentance to receive the gift of forgiveness, a 

clear conscience before God, and all its accompanying joy at 

the news again proclaimed that Christ was once born into the 

world for you. 

 But, as John prepares you for that, you have another 

reason to meditate upon this call to “repent, for the kingdom 

of heaven is at hand.” You see, Jesus comes saying those same 

exact words. In Matthew 4 (which we’ll consider in the 

upcoming Epiphany season), Jesus comes preaching the same 

exact thing, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” 

 The question is, how do we understand the 

relationship? Is Jesus copying John, or is John the mouthpiece 

of Jesus? Whose message is it originally? We think so 

chronologically, we’re tempted to focus on John saying it first. 

But we ought think (if you will) evangelically – not in terms of 

the American church body, but in terms of God’s purpose and 

plan to bring good news to the ears and souls of sinners. Yes, 

evangelically, this has been God’s plan and purpose all along, 

and John may be a pivotal messenger in that plan, but Jesus is 
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the fulfillment of it…. And, as the fulfillment of it, he’s also the 

One who judges those who refuse this good news of salvation. 

Thus, all in one breath, His forerunner can speak of this Christ 

coming to save/ baptize with the Holy Spirit and coming to 

condemn/baptize with fire, so that “His winnowing fork is in his 

hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and gather his wheat 

into the barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable 

fire.” 

 Yes, Jesus will burn the chaff, but gather the wheat. He 

will judge the scoffers, but will gather unto himself all who 

rejoice at the good news of His salvation. For both the scoffers 

and the rejoicing, the salvation belongs to Christ; thus, so does 

the preaching. Who can preach and proclaim and promise such 

things without the authority and ability to deliver on those 

warnings and promises? What could John do to save or 

condemn if the preaching was his, but the salvation clearly is 

not. Indeed, whenever you hear John crying, “Repent, for the 

kingdom of heaven is at hand,” you ought hear Christ himself 

coming on the scene. 

 That was true not only with Christ’s relationship with 

John, nor only with Christ’s relationship with the prophets and 

apostles; but it’s true also today with his relationship with the 
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Office of the Holy Ministry. The preaching is Christ’s, for the 

salvation is his. The call to repentance is his, for the Law is his. 

The pronouncement of forgiveness is his, for the Gospel is his. 

The Words of Institution are his because the Supper is his. The 

Trinitarian formula of Holy Baptism is his, because the washing 

of Holy Baptism is his. The declarations are all his, for the keys 

to the kingdom of heaven are his. 

 There is no true preaching that is not Christ’s. Which is 

why the apostles always warn to beware of false 

preachers/shepherds, for they are the mouthpieces of false 

Christs. But, true shepherds are content being mere 

messengers. And they do not shy away from the call to 

repentance, for they are content being mere messengers of 

that call. And they proclaim with divine authority the 

forgiveness of sins, for they are mere messengers of that divine 

forgiveness. And they rejoice with you that the glorious and 

gracious Word they carry is not theirs, but Christ’s… for it’s his 

judgment, and it’s his salvation. 

 In this Advent season and in every day of life that we 

anticipate Christ’s final Advent, we ought recognize the 

relationship between the preaching of the Ministry and the 

preaching of Christ. The preaching is all his word to you, even if 
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John is the one saying, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at 

hand.” Nevertheless, the words are Christ’s. And so, as Christ 

sends ministers into the world for the express purpose of 

proclaiming the good news to and making disciples of all 

nations, He sends them to bind sins and forgive sins… not 

according to the whim of the messenger, but according to the 

ever-authoritative Word of Christ. And he sends the messenger 

not simply to make a disciple, then move on; rather he sends 

the messenger to “feed my sheep.” And that feeding of sheep 

includes that natural course of conversation: “Repent, for the 

kingdom of heaven is at hand.” Or, as recorded in St. Mark, 

“Repent and believe the gospel.” 

 Yes, the call to repentance is just as ‘natural’ a part of 

Christ’s preaching in the life of the Church as we believe it 

ought be in His preaching for the life of the world. And because 

you are sheep of his pasture, you gladly hear that corrective 

call to repentance, for you know it is not the last word on the 

matter: there’s forgiveness to be had, that you may have a 

clear conscience before God and might praise His holy name for 

his tender mercies. Again, how does Paul say it in our epistle 

reading,  

“that through the encouragement of the Scriptures we 
might have hope… liv[ing] in such harmony with one 
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another, in accord with Christ Jesus… with one voice 
glorify[ing] the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ… 
welcom[ing] one another as Christ has welcomed you 
(there’s forgiveness), [all] for the glory of God.”  

 
What a wonderful Advent preparation – to meditate upon the 

simplest preaching of the full counsel of God, the simplest 

distinction of Law and Gospel that every child can understand… 

and yet, the profound and divine proclamation of Christ Jesus 

that not only permeates the whole world but also serves as the 

natural course of conversation between Christ and his beloved 

Church, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” 

 
In the Name of the Father 

And of the Son 
And of the Holy Spirit. 

+ AMEN + 
 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
December 4, 2022 


