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Suppose you were told that you had a terminal illness, and that your departure from this world 
will be sooner rather than later. During your last days on this earth, what would be the most 
important thing you could say to your family, friends, and anyone you come into contact (that is if 
you want to see them in the land of the living again)? 

That’s how I see God’s words through John the Baptist in our Gospel reading for today. With 
the arrival of the promised Savior in Jesus Christ, John knew that Judgement Day was at hand, so 
there wasn’t much time left. And that’s certainly true for us today as well. Even if Jesus didn’t 
visible return today, any one of us could die today. So what’s the message God gave John to 
proclaim during these last days? “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand!” 

This was the message which John preached not only to the Pharisees and Sadducees, who 
falsely thought and taught that you could get to heaven by your good works, it was also the 
message that John preached to everyone, including himself; and including you and me through 
God’s words in our text.“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand!”  

Are you hanging on to a sinful attitude or action which you know full well, from God’s Word, 
is a sin? Instead of repenting of that sin have you convinced yourself that it’s not that bad? If you 
believe in what God’s Word says about the damning effect of sin, you would not hang on to any 
sin. Instead you would “repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand!” 

“And do not presume to say to yourselves, but I’m a Sunday School teacher, or a Board 
member, or I go to church and give a tenth of my income to the church, or I’m a pastor! The truth 
is “all our righteous deeds are like a polluted garment” (Isaiah 64:6), which means they’re still 
stained with sin and, therefore, cannot save us. 

Whenever I hear a church member complain about saying the confession of sins where we 
confess that we are “poor miserable sinners,” because they think they’re not that bad, that’s when I 
remind them that they have just proven what a “poor miserable sinner” they really are. For they 
sound like the Pharisees and Sadducees who didn’t think they were that bad either. 

But did you notice John didn’t say “repent for the kingdom of hell is at hand!” Instead he said, 
“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand!” This term is used interchangeably with “the 
kingdom of God,” which also means that the reign of heaven or God is at hand. John was talking 
about Jesus, who is God, and would soon be joining them at the Jordan River. 

But instead of coming to send them to hell because of their unfaithfulness in the past, Jesus 
came to save them from such a fate—to send them to heaven. If you look at the verses of Isaiah 
just before what Matthew quoted in reference to John the Baptist being “The voice of one crying 
in the wilderness,” you’ll read these words. “Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. Speak 
tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that her warfare is ended, that her iniquity is pardoned” 
(Isaiah 40:1-3). Even though, because of their unfaithfulness in the past, the people didn’t deserve such 
comforting words, these are the words which our Lord had come to bring them. 

The same is true for each one of us here today, where the kingdom of heaven is still at hand 
through the person and work of our crucified and risen Savior, Jesus Christ. Our Savior is here 
today working through His Word and Sacraments not to condemn us to the kingdom of hell but to 
bring us to the kingdom of heaven through the gift of repentance and faith in Jesus Christ. 

It’s this repentance and faith in Jesus Christ that not only saves us but also enables us to “bear 
fruit in keeping with repentance.” And none of this is our work. It’s all the work of our Savior 
Jesus Christ who, with the Holy Spirit, gives us faith in God’s Words of Law and Gospel, thus 
enabling us to repent of our sins, and to “bear fruit in keeping with repentance” as we rejoice in 
God’s forgiveness. 



How is such forgiveness possible? The truth is that even if we repent of our sins, our sins still 
need to be punished. Like a man in prison for murder. He may be truly sorry for what he did, but 
the judge can’t just set him free because he says he’s sorry. For the justice system to work, he still 
has to serve his sentence.  

God’s sentence for our sins is death, and He cannot change that or His justice system will not 
work. That’s why He sent His eternal Son into our flesh and blood through the virgin Mary, so 
that (as true God and true Man) Jesus Christ could punish our sins through His death, and then 
rise from the dead in victory over our sins, death and the devil, and assure us of His forgiveness.  

John said, “I baptize you with water for repentance, but…He [referring to Jesus] will baptize 
you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.” While John’s baptism pointed ahead to our Christian 
Baptism, it wasn’t the same as our Christian Baptism. John’s baptism with water was “for 
repentance,” which, together with His preaching of God’s Word, prepared the people for the 
forgiveness that Jesus had come to make possible through His death on a cross. 

When it comes Jesus baptizing us with “the Holy Spirit and with fire,” this includes the 
ongoing work of God from the time of Pentecost, when “divided tongues as of fire appeared to 
them and rested on each one of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:3-4), to 
our Christian Baptism in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and finally to our baptism 
on the Last Day when all people will face the fire of God’s judgement. For those who do not 
repent of their sins and believe in Jesus Christ, they, like “chaff…will burn with unquenchable 
fire.” But for  us who repent of our sins and believe in our Savior, Jesus Christ, the fire of that day 
will be a purifying fire, incinerating our sinful nature so that we can live forever in paradise. 

But let me close this sermon about the vital message of salvation which we seek to share with 
all people in these last days, with an analogy concerning our Christian Baptism. Whoever brought 
us to be baptized, whether it was our parents, guardians, or ourselves, they were acting upon their 
faith in God’s Word much like Abraham when he, according to God’s Word brought his son, 
Isaac, to a mountain in Moriah to “offer him there as a burnt offering” (Genesis 22:2). In the book of 
Hebrews (11:19) we’re told that Abraham believed that if he killed his son Isaac, God would be able 
to “raise him from the dead.” In that faith, Abraham was willing to obey God and kill his only 
son. As you may know, God stopped Abraham from sacrificing his son, Isaac, and provided as a 
substitute, “ram, caught in a thicket by his horns.”  That “ram” foreshadowed Jesus Christ with 
His crown of thorns, who was crucified on the same mountain in Moriah. 

When we, who are all born with a sinful nature, are united to Jesus Christ in Holy Baptism, 
we come into contact with both the fire of God’s judgement against our sins, which is death, as 
well as His promise of salvation, which are both fulfilled through Jesus’ death and resurrection. 
This is what St. Paul was talking about in Romans 6:3-4, “Do you not know that all of us who 
have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into His death? We were buried therefore with 
Him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of 
the Father, we too might walk in newness of life.”  

What an incredible life giving message we have to share with all people!  
All glory be to God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen. 

[Children’s Sermon] Do you remember what God provided Abraham to sacrifice on an altar instead of his 
son, Isaac? It was a ram, which would have looked much like this ram, which is our school’s mascot. A 
mascot is like a mask which we put over our face or wear on our shirt to let people know that we’re tuff 
like this ram.  

God tells us in Galatians 3:27, “For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ.” 
That means that when God gave us faith in Jesus Christ through Baptism and His Word, He made us as tuff 
as Jesus Christ, who set us free from our sins, death and the devil through His death and resurrection. 

Here’s a ram sticker with a cross on the ram’s head to remind you and others that Jesus is our Savior 
who rammed over our sins, death and the devil to save us and them.


