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Looking Up! 

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

It’s Advent ... the season of waiting and anticipation. We wait for Christmas and the New 

Year. But, for us Christians, Advent is much more than the four weeks before Christmas. It’s 

more than shopping and wrapping paper, decorations and carols, Salvation Army buckets and 

Nativity sets. When you think about it, Advent is really our life in the world … challenging as it 

is … as we wait for Christ’s final return on judgment day. It’s a return described by John the 

Baptist when he says, (Matthew 3:11) “He who is coming after me is mightier than I, whose 

sandals I am not worthy to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.”  Hmmm … 

because of Jesus first coming … and His promised second coming, things are looking up! 

There wasn’t Advent back in Jesus’ day, but that didn’t keep the Jewish people from waiting 

too. They eagerly awaited the return of their Messiah. The Jewish people weren’t exactly at the 

top of the world power list as they lived in submission to the Romans. But they had some hope in 

one they believed would restore their Kingdom to the greatness it once had. Despite their 

oppressed state, things were beginning to look up! 

The Pharisees and Sadducees, leaders in the Jewish Temple, were among those who waited. 

They believed they were God’s children, simply because they were genetic offspring of 

Abraham. Therefore, they would inherit God’s blessings. They had everything they needed. But, 

John the Baptist, dressed in his camel hair, eating the strange diet of bugs and wild honey had 

some news for them. They were wrong!  They needed to “REPENT! ASAP!” Why? Because, the 

Kingdom of Heaven, the thing they’d been waiting over 600 years for was breaking through into 

their very midst. However, the fruit of their deeds were rotten to the core, like bad fruit molding 
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on the kitchen counter. Matthew writes of John the Baptist’s warning to them, (Matthew 3:8-10) 

“Bear fruit in keeping with repentance ... 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.” For these 

religious leaders, things weren’t looking up … one might say things were spiraling down. 

Make no mistake about it, John wasn’t condemning the Pharisees and Sadducees ... He was 

sounding the alarm! He was clanging the gong, ringing the bell, screaming at the top of his 

lungs!  Pay attention, turn away! The Kingdom of Heaven is at hand!  

John the Baptist sent up warning flares, sounded distress signals for all in ear shot. Yet, at 

that moment the Pharisees and Sadducees still headed down, bound for the fires of hell! 

However, there was still time. How much ... who knows? So ... the Baptist warns them, 

(Matthew 3:2) “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” Turn around … start looking up! 

The kingdom of heaven began breaking in 2000 years ago. It’s still breaking in today. As 

Advent people we await its fulfillment on judgment day. Things are indeed looking up as we 

await Jesus’ return to fulfill His mission completely for all mankind; including us and a man 

named David Norris. David, from a little farming town in Southern Indiana, grew up like most 

kids in that part of the world wanting to be a basketball star, but that didn’t happen. Still he 

wanted to be cool so he did things, most of which weren’t good, to fit in with the crowd. This led 

to some extreme rebellion and ultimately to substance abuse. He started small as a teenager, but 

gradually indulged in heavier, more dangerous substances and actions. Throughout a ten-year 

period, David was in and out of jail for various crimes. Things weren’t looking up for him.  

The downturn continued as he returned to prison on a parole violation. There, the same alarm 

which John the Baptist sounded 2000 years ago began sounding in David’s life. He had felt God 

trying to pull him out of his death spiral for years, but ignored it. One day in prison, some of the 
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other inmates convinced David to read the Bible ... so, feeling the pull, he did. He began to 

regularly study God’s Word. Unfortunately, when he left prison he quickly fell into his old ways 

with his old friends. His looking up reversed course as he began looking downward once again. 

One night David, back on the small-town streets, found one his best friends overdosed in a 

public restroom. Torn between helping him out and getting his own fix, he left his friend to get 

high. The next day, feeling remorse he confessed what he did to his friend. The friend said, 

“That’s okay. I would’ve done the same thing to you.”   At that moment David realized the 

downward descent into oblivion he was stuck in. David finally decided to quit drugs. But his life 

remained empty, sinking lower, as he searched for meaning. On the rollercoaster of life, was 

David’s ever going to start to look up again? 

The Pharisees and Sadducees believed their lives were filled with meaning. After all, they 

were the most devout people in the Jewish temple. In their eye’s, because of their works, things 

were looking up. So, they came to John the Baptist to be baptized. Instead John rebuked them 

saying, (Matthew 3:7-8) “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to 

come?  Bear fruit in keeping with repentance.”  It makes me think today, how would John 

address you and me if we came to him?  The Pharisees and Sadducees seemed to think they were 

worthy of being baptized simply for being ancestors of Abraham, heirs of God’s promise, and 

keen followers of the religious rituals of the day. They lived contentedly in their status among 

society’s elites. Not unlike many in the world today who say, “I’m baptized. I’m a good person. 

I even go to church.” Although they thought they were on the way up … their self-promotion, 

self-centeredness, and lack of true repentance was actually bringing them down. Jesus later 

spoke of them, (Matthew 23:2-3, 5) “The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses' seat, so do and 

observe whatever they tell you, but not the works they do. For they preach, but do not practice … 
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They do all their deeds to be seen by others.” Jesus summarized the way God’s people should 

live “bearing fruits of repentance” saying, “Love God and love your neighbor as yourself.” 

So ... I ask again ... what fruit would John the Baptist see if we came to him? Would he see a 

people similar to the Pharisees and Sadducees? A people living contentedly that they show God 

their love by being baptized and showing up to worship ...  then going on with a worldly life, 

believing all is looking up, as we leave the parking lot? Or ... would he see a people bearing the 

“fruit of repentance” each day as they also show the love of Christ to those in need in the places 

we live, work, and play? Would our lives, our words and deeds, show the love of God to our 

neighbors in ways consistent with God’s Word? Would he see us as a people displaying the 

“fruits of repentance” through our love of God the Father IN ADDITION TO our love of the 

neighbors He has placed in our midst?  Would he see us living our lives, as the baptized children 

of God we are, turning away from sin in our lives …and then, loving God and our neighbors, as 

though things are truly looking up? 

The baby Jesus was born 2000 years ago to enable all mankind to see that things are looking 

up because of His Father’s grace, mercy, and love toward them through His Son. This Advent we 

once again prepare to celebrate the birth of the Word made flesh, the baby Jesus who would 

eventually grow into a man. Then, His enemies would reject Him and the gifts of forgiveness and 

eternal life He offers all who believe in Him. They forced Him to carry His cross to the top of a 

hill. They nailed Him to that cross by His hands and feet. He died for our sins. And things 

seemed to be looking up … for Satan and his coworkers … that brood of vipers from the temple. 

As Jesus was buried, things looked bad. For three days, nothing looked good. But, like a fruit 

seed buried in a fertile field, Jesus rose to new life. Rising from the dead, Jesus defeated the 
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power of sin, death, and the devil over all mankind. And, for all who believe, baptized in the 

water and His Word, things are indeed looking up! 

And that included David Norris. After several months of searching with his head down, the 

Holy Spirit grabbed him … and forced him to look up! The Spirit led David to pick up his Bible. 

As God’s Word spoke to him, David says, “I was, for the first time truly repentant for the hurt 

and the mess I caused others.”  He cried out, “God, I need you!”  And God heard his pleas. And 

God transformed him. He’s been drug free for over 19 years now. And bearing the fruits of 

repentance, things are looking up even higher!  David and his wife Joy started the Heaven 

Nevaeh Healing Center in 2010 to help men overcome drug, alcohol, and sexual addictions 

through faith in Jesus Christ. Through Christ, they inspire fruits of repentance to cause these men 

to look up through a “holy lifestyle preparing minds for action and being sober-minded.”  

For David Norris ... for you ... for me ... repentance from our sins, which cause us to be 

looking down, is a daily thing. Martin Luther reminds us of Paul’s Letter to the Romans saying, 

“The old Adam in us is to be drowned by daily repentance and penance, and is to die, with all 

sins and evil desires, and that daily is to arise and emerge a new man, who is to live before God 

in righteousness and purity forever.” When we repent daily, God forgives daily. Our lives 

become lives of continually looking up! Then we produce the “fruits of repentance” as we move 

about in the world joyfully and hopefully anticipating Christ’s return when (Matthew 3:11-12) 

“He will baptize us with the Holy Spirit and fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will 

clear his threshing floor and gather (us) into (His) barn ...” Things are indeed … looking up!   

May the God of peace be with you all. Amen. 

James Kent 


