True Repentance
Text: Matthew 3:1-12
Readings: 
	Isaiah 40:1-11 

Luke 1:11-17 
Theme: John preached a message of true repentance as preparation for Jesus. 
Purpose: To encourage people to come to Jesus the King in true repentance. 

Congregation, 
When an important person is coming to visit our city there are many preparations made beforehand for that visit. There will be certain security procedures set in place, the roads the VIP will travel along will be tidied up, people will briefed as to where they should be, what they should do and what they should say. 
The coming of the Lord Jesus was the most important event of all time; in fact, our system of dating goes back to his birth into the world. For a long time before he was born people had been making preparations for his coming. 
Already straight after the fall into sin God had promised Adam and Eve that Jesus would come. Many of the events and people and ceremonies of the OT period looked ahead to Jesus, as well as all the prophets. 
The OT closes with Malachi, its last prophet, prophesying about one more prophet who would finally prepare the way for the Day of the Lord. Malachi 4:5-6...
After that prophecy there was no prophetic voice for 400 years - we call that period the 400 silent years. 
Then, after that long period of silence, we suddenly read about John the Baptist. 
He dressed like Elijah, with clothes made of the rough fur of camels, and with a leather belt around his waist. 
He had the same diet as Elijah, eating locusts and wild honey.
He was an unusual person, but the people recognised that he was a prophet and that he had an important message to announce. 
People came flocking to hear him. He was preaching out in the desert, which was dry and desolate and barren, but people went to hear him from Jerusalem and Judea and the whole region of the Jordan. 
He came preparing the way for the King: "Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him"
These were the words of Isaiah the prophet who had predicted the return of the exiles from Babylon, as well as the coming of the Lord Jesus as King. 
In those days in the ancient world the roads were in very poor condition. An ancient proverb said; "There are three states of misery - sickness, fasting and travel". The ordinary roads were little better than tracks and were not surfaced. There were some main roads that were surfaced for use by the king. When the king was going to visit somewhere messengers would be sent ahead to tell people the king was coming and to get the road prepared. 
This is what John was doing. He wasn't preparing a literal or physical road, but he was preparing people's hearts and minds and lives for the coming of Jesus. 
His message was simple and to the point: "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near." That is, it has almost arrived; the King is coming; the Kingdom of the Lord is about to begin. So you need to get ready by repenting. This was his message. 
We want to consider this message of repentance: 

First of all we need to consider,
THE MEANING OF REPENTANCE. 
Repentance is a complete transformation of a persons life. It is an about face, a turn about, a reversal, a change of direction.
It involves a turning from sin & a turning to God;
saying "No" to sin, and "Yes" to God. 
It involves the mind, the emotions and the will:
* So in your mind you have to see that you have broken God's commands and that you need to change;
* Then you have to feel a deep sorrow for sin and grief towards God because you have broken his commands and have offended him;
* and then you have to do something about it - there has to be an act of the will - something has to happen, to change. 
So repentance is a change of mind that results in a change of life. Some believe that a better translation is the word "conversion" because that conveys both the idea of turning away from sin in repentance and turning to God in faith. 

Secondly, we need to see that 
REPENTANCE IS NECESSARY 
Everyone must repent. 
Repentance is the only way into the kingdom. Anyone who wants to be a Christian must repent. Anyone who wants to enter the kingdom of heaven must come through this door. 
This is the consistent message of the letters and sermons recorded in the Bible. "Repent and believe and you will be saved." 
There is no other way in. 
John was especially clear about this with the Pharisees and Sadducees, the religious leaders of the day. 
They had also come out to hear John. 
They had probably come out of curiosity - they wanted to know what was going on, what John was saying - they had come to check it out. 
Maybe they also wanted to make a good impression before the people - they were in on this too. 
But in their hearts they didn't feel any need to repent. They were Jews, the people of God, children of Abraham. They put a lot of weight on Abraham as their father. They thought that Abraham had built up enough merit, enough points, for all the Jews. They would all get into the kingdom hanging on his coat-tails! They were fine, they were okay, they were in! They assumed that just because they were part of the Jewish race they were saved. They didn't need to repent of anything. 
But John shot all that to pieces. He saw them approaching and then standing in the crowd & he said to them; "You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath." The picture he gives is of a fire sweeping through the grass and all the snakes go slithering over the ground to get away! His speech to them is sarcastic - "So you think you are going to get away from the judgement? Not if you continue the way you always have!" 
And he anticipates their response and says; And don't give me that line, "We have Abraham as our father." That doesn't matter a scrap! That doesn't count for a thing! God can raise up children for Abraham out of these very stones! 
Unfortunately, there are people today who think like the religious leaders. They think they will go to heaven because they have their name on a church roll somewhere. 
They are Church of England from the first ships; Roman Catholic with a long Irish pedigree; Presbyterian from way back; as Reformed as any good Dutch Calvinist.
They think they are safe because they were christened, or baptised; or because their grandparents were fine church members; or because they attend church regularly. 
But none of those things count for anything -and you are a fool if you rely on them for salvation. You do not become a Christian by birth, or by habit, or by attending church. No, you become a Christian by repenting! 
How do you know if you have repented? 

BY THE EVIDENCE OF REPENTANCE - This is the third characteristic of repentance we must consider. 
John said to the religious leaders; "Produce fruit in keeping with repentance." (vs 8). 
John explains this with a picture. A farmer has a vineyard and a grove of olive trees. He goes around his farm checking to see that all his trees are bearing fruit. If they don't, then after a while he cuts them down, because they are useless - they are taking up space. vs 10.... 
So how do you judge true repentance? By the evidence in you life.
You won't see perfection because that is impossible this side of heaven. 
But you ought to see a love for God, a care and concern for others, a desire to be obedient to God, a growth in holiness. 
Some of the requirements of true repentance are listed Isaiah 1:16b-17.... 
James, in his letter, is very clear on the necessity of works as evidence of faith. "Faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead." (2:17). 
Is your life showing evidence of true repentance?
Are you a good tree bearing good fruit? 
Do you love the Lord, and confess your sin? Do you have a desire to do what it right?
Do you want to be more and more like the Lord Jesus in your life and character? These are the evidences of repentance. 

Finally we need to note THE REASON FOR REPENTANCE.
John gives us two reasons: A promise and a warning. 
A Promise: 
John began his preaching by saying; "Repent for the Kingdom of heaven is near." (vs 3)
ie. the reason you must repent is because the King has almost arrived and you need to confess your sin and be cleansed of it and join his kingdom, and be part of his rule. 
More of John's words about the king are described in vs 11.... 
Jesus would come as a powerful King. John was only the messenger, the herald, the one announcing the Lord. John's baptism was only preparing people to get ready for Jesus. 
We could say that John's baptism was a sign that they were true OT believers; but they still needed to become NT believers through faith in Christ. 
This is why John directs them to the One who would come with the HS and with fire. That is a reference to the coming of the HS at Pentecost and his purifying work in us.
God expects us to be holy and to show the evidence of true repentance, but the Lord Jesus gives us His Spirit so that we can become holy. Jesus gives what he demands. He makes holiness possible by the Holy Spirit he gives us. 
This then is the promise of the king. 
But there is also a warning. vs 12.... 
The Lord Jesus is pictured as a Judge.
He has a large winnowing fork in his hand. That was a large fork that was used to toss grain into the air. The heavier kernels of wheat would fall to the ground and be gathered up and stored, but the chaff would blow away. It would be gathered separately and be burned. 
The Lord Jesus will cause a division in all of humanity. 
Some will believe in him, others will refuse him in unbelief.
Some will accept him, others will reject him.
Some will bow their knees to him as Lord, others will shake their fists at him in rebellion. 
What are you doing? How are you responding to Jesus?
Are you part of the wheat that is gathered up as part of the Kingdom of heaven, those who are joined together with the people of God?
Or are you part of the chaff that is burned up in the everlasting fires of hell? 
People were waiting for the coming of Jesus for a long long time. Finally he came, and he is here among us through His Spirit. He is speaking to you in the reading and preaching of His Word.
And he calls you to change your life in true repentance. 
Have you? Are you showing the evidence and fruit of true repentance? 
Amen.

