Sunday 18 January 2009  : Matthew 3 : 1-10  

John the Baptist was, in every sense of the words, a colourful character. We learn from Luke’s gospel that he was a relative of Jesus, and in Luke 1.41 we see John recognising Jesus even in the womb. The words spoken over John by the angel are interesting :
Luke 1 : 14-17 : He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, for he will be great in the sight of the Lord. He is never to take wine or other fermented drink – that’s some of you put off him right away! – and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit even from birth. Many of the people of Israel will he bring back to the Lord their God. And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous ; to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.
That was John’s destiny, his vocation, his job description, as prophesied in Isaiah 40.3, and we can see here in Matthew 3 that he took it with the utmost seriousness. There’s a sense in which John had a thankless task, to plough up the ground so that Jesus could sow seeds of the Kingdom, to pull down what had aye-been, but was now well past its sell-by date, so that God in Christ could build something new.

What Jesus was to do would bring to glorious fulfilment Haggai 2 : 6-9 : In a little while I will once more shake the heavens and the earth, the sea and the dry land. I will shake all nations, and the desired of all nations will come, and I will fill this house with glory,' says the LORD Almighty.  'The silver is mine and the gold is mine,' declares the LORD Almighty. 'The glory of this present house will be greater than the glory of the former house,' says the LORD Almighty. 'And in this place I will grant peace'.

But somebody had to demolish the former house, the superstitious reliance on formal ritual that temple worship had degenerated into. Someone had to stick their head above the parapet and say – That’s not good enough, folks. You need to get real and personal with God. You need to recognise that your life’s a mess and you can’t bribe God with your cheque-book at the offering-plate. You need to get right with God from the heart.
Listen to this tirade from God : Quit your worship charades. I can't stand your trivial religious games : monthly conferences, weekly Sabbaths, special meetings -  meetings, meetings, meetings - I can't stand one more! Meetings for this, meetings for that. I hate them! You've worn me out! I'm sick of your religion, religion, religion, while you go right on sinning. When you put on your next prayer-performance, I'll be looking the other way. No matter how long or loud or often you pray, I'll not be listening. 

And do you know why? Because you've been tearing people to pieces, and your hands are bloody. Go home and wash up. Clean up your act. Sweep your lives clean of your evildoings so I don't have to look at them any longer. Say no to wrong. Learn to do good. Work for justice. Help the down-and-out. Stand up for the homeless. Go to bat for the defenceless. These might have been a sermon of John the Baptist, but it wasn’t.
This was the Word of the Lord spoken hundreds of years before through Isaiah, as in The Message translation of Isaiah 1. So neither the content nor the presentation of John the Baptist’s message was exactly new. That was the pity of it. The people should already have known these things, but there’s something about the human flesh that likes to try to cut deals with God, to offer him something he doesn’t want in the hope that it will keep him off our case. How daft can you get? God is not mocked. [Galatians 6.7].
The task God had appointed for John was to speak a deeply unpopular message, one of genuine personal commitment from the heart, not just show and sham, and there really is no way of soft-selling that message. The flesh plain doesn’t want to hear it, the devil doesn’t want you to hear it, the world laughs at you if you do hear it. This urgent call to repentance was not made for a silver-tongued diplomat to deliver, which is just as well, because John was anything but. It had to be a both-barrels, right-between-the-eyes job.

If the people didn’t get it, it certainly wouldn’t be for lack of clarity. The message was plain. Repent, for the Kingdom of Heaven is near. This word repent essentially means take a u-turn. But to do that means recognising you’re going the wrong way, and that’s what stuck in the craw of so many of the pillars of the temple back then. Why was this word so offensive? Because it cut through all the pretence to the uncomfortable truth, which is that the people had no real assurance of God’s love for them.

What John said, effectively, was that what they were doing in an effort to please God wouldn’t and couldn’t work, in fact pretty much the same as Isaiah had said hundreds of years before. The people were tying themselves in knots with rules and regulations ; feast days and fast days ; meetings, meetings and more meetings ; giving sacrifices ; all hoping – but not, I suspect, truly believing, that this could fend off God’s anger.

When all the time the truth was so much simpler. God didn’t want their money – think about it, what use is money to God? I hate to tell you, but there are no shopping centres in heaven! It wasn’t their money God wanted, it was their hearts. Nor did He want them to be neurotic over hundreds of thou-shalt-nots. He wanted them to love Him, and if they loved Him, they would know that He wasn’t this angry vengeful aimer of bolts of lightning and plagues of boils, but their provider, defender, healer, and Father.

All this would become clear in the ministry of Jesus, but before then somebody had to sound the alarm, call time on all this frantic but fruitless activity. When John pleaded with the people to repent, I honestly don’t think it was so much their individual sinful actions he was drawing attention to, but the heart attitude toward God, which was based on fear, not on love or grace. To receive salvation, they had to make a u-turn from that.

This mistaken idea of who and what God is lies at the heart of every human problem. We may obey a tyrant out of fear of the consequences if we don’t, but there is no peace, no security in that. It’s not true obedience, because it doesn’t come from a loving heart. But when we do get a revelation of God’s love for us, we obey Him more by accident than we ever did on purpose before. 
Why? Because the better we know Him, the more we become like Him. God is love    [1 John 4]. Love isn’t so much what God does as who God is. That’s great news, yet the message John the Baptist had to preach was never going to be a popular one. No-one likes being told they’ve got it wrong all their lives, especially when deep down, at least part of them realised it anyway. Even less would John be on the invitation list to cocktail-parties at the High Priest’s residence, because not only was his message hard for the high heid yins to hear at a spiritual level, it was also bad for business.
The vested interest card was undoubtedly played, because the inevitable consequence of what John was calling for, repentance from empty ceremonial in favour of a whole new personal relationship with Father God, basically wrote the High Priest and indeed the whole temple system out of the script. That would never do. You will see that, like Jesus shortly afterwards, John reserved his fiercest criticism for the religious leaders.

This is because they should have known better, and indeed the more intelligent among them could see that, but rejected the message because their career and the nice living it brought their way was dearer to them than the God they claimed to serve. They were what the Bible frequently describes as false shepherds, which breaks God’s heart.

You may be wondering why, today, I’ve given you a history lesson. Answer? Because, sadly, I believe it isn’t just history at all. The story of John the Baptist speaks loud and clear to the present day. Still in 2009 too many people’s idea of God is characterised by fear rather than love, driving them toward a performance-based “relationship” with God which will bring nothing but discouragement, disillusionment and frustration.

Let me ask you this. Are you afraid of God? Are you afraid that, when the day comes, you might not have done enough to good to earn your ticket to heaven? Are you afraid that, if you do things wrong, God will punish you, bring illness or some other trouble on you, go in the huff with you, ignore your prayers? Are you afraid that if you don’t do certain things a certain way, God won’t love you? If you cannot give a resounding NO to any of these questions, you need to do as John the Baptist said, and repent.

You need to get out of that system of wrong belief right now, and listen what the Bible says in John 3 : This is how much God loved the world: He gave his Son, his one and only Son. And this is why: so that no one need be destroyed; by believing in him, anyone can have a whole and lasting life. God didn't go to all the trouble of sending his Son merely to point an accusing finger, telling the world how bad it was. He came to help, to put the world right again. Anyone who trusts in him is acquitted. Anyone. 
Do you think you could be an anyone? Or are you so full of yourself that you think John 3.16 applies to everyone else in the world, but you? The promise of God to love and save is open to anyone who - what? Performs 100% right 100% of the time? Goes to the most meetings? No! Just trust in Jesus, who died to break the curse over your life so that you can forever walk in the blessing of God in every way, by His love and grace. Anyone can receive that, even us. Let’s go for it, and cross from fear to freedom.
