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Transtorming lives for the glory of God




Date: 11th December 2011
Series name: Preparing to receive Jesus 
Sermon # in series: 3
Sermon Title: Produce fruit in keeping with repentance
Bible Reference: Luke 3:1-18
A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
Preparing to Receive Jesus #3
Fruit in keeping with repentance - Matthew 3:1-12
Third and last in our advent series. Next Sunday is children’s service. I’ve put the title ‘Fruit in keeping with repentance’ and we’ll work our way towards that as we conclude. From the passage in Matthew I want to highlight and number of significant, but easily overlooked details in the story: 
1. It’s a story firmly rooted in history – v1-2. Note how Luke, the historian roots this in history. He’s writing for a roman official and so wants to show this is not made up fantasy. Real people, real time.These people may not mean much to us – but they would to Theophilus. Worth bearing in mind when people assume the bible is baseless and unreliable.
2. God’s work started in bleak times! Israel under foreign occupation; a brutal and uncompromising time; injustice and godlessness marked out those in power. And in the ‘church’ there was no message of hope – in fact it made things worse for most people. Yet God was at work! Good to remember when we feel we’re in tough times too. 
3. The source of John’s ministry and message – ‘The word of the Lord came to John’ - v2. Would be easy to overlook this little phrase, but it’s important. This is why John saw such a response – his was called to this work and he spoke the words God gave him.
In our day we need to pray for the same thing – for God to raise up people with a real calling from himself and with a message in their heart from him. There are vast swathes of our own country without a messenger from God; there are churches searching for good, God called men to serve as leaders and pastors. But there is a relative dearth of such men. I pray that God would speak to some of our young men regarding this. Not just as a career option but as a vocation; called, set apart and equipped by God himself. 

Let me encourage you all to pray for this. We are favoured, but there are many, many small churches where there they are not hearing men with a sense of calling, there is no God given, God recognised message. People do their best, but we really do need God to raise up more such people. 
Now we come to look more closely at this message of repentance that John declared to the people.
4. Johns surprise at the crowds who came out – v7: ‘Who warned you? Who told you to come out here?’ He seems genuinely surprised when so many people came to listen and respond to what he said. But why did they come? Facebook? Texting? MSN? 
Something strange was going on; something stirred in the hearts of these people that that either drew them or compelled them to go out to hear John and to be baptised. They just swarmed around him. But what? 

It has to be a work of God! It’s what sometimes happens when God starts to work by his spirit in their hearts. It’s not often seen in this way. Sometimes a whole community is moved almost as one to listen and respond to God. We call it revival. Last time it happened in a big way in this country was up in the Hebrides in the 1950’s. It happened in Wales in 1905/6 and further back in the 18th century with Whitefield and Wesley. 

Would it please God to do it again in our day!

But a very similar thing happens much more frequently than we imagine. I’ve lost count of the number of times people have told me ‘I just felt drawn to church’ or similar. Don’t know how I got here or why, but I’m here! 

It’s God’s work in a person’s heart. Let’s pray that by his spirit he will draw people in this way again – this Christmas and through next year and the year after, etc!

5. John’s extraordinary response to seeing the crowds coming out to be baptised! He doesn’t mince his words did he! - ‘You brood of vipers, who warned you to flee from the coming wrath!’ v7. Nice welcome John!! Comparing them to snakes fleeing a fire in the wood stack. He certainly knows how to woo and win the crowd doesn’t he! Who could refuse such gentle and soothing words!! 
How come such words? Well, I’m not sure how such bluntness would go down these days, but in those days it was quite normal. They didn’t need message sugar coated as most seem to need today. So there’s a cultural thing going on, but the plain and simple fact is that John was just telling it as it was! Snakes in those days often represented God’s enemies – & that’s what he’s saying they are. 
And it’s true. Bible says that we are all by nature at enmity with God, we are his enemies. Jesus himself told his antagonists that they didn’t believe because they were of their father the devil! That’s straight talk and we shy away from it, but it’s the same for us! That’s what we are by nature and unless God regenerates us and enables us to run for rescue.
And that’s what Johns message is about – it’s what the whole Bible message is about . v18 says that John exhort them (urge, press, encourage) and he declared the ‘good news’ to them. 

I want to pause again here and emphasise something really important. In this passage we should note the good news and the bad news. Because news isn’t good unless it’s set against something bad!

These people came out to JB to be baptised because they wanted to escape ‘the coming wrath’ – v7. V9 – ‘the axe at the root of the tree’ and v17 ‘the winnowing fork in his hand’ both also speak of judgement, a day of decision. 

Friends – The message of Jesus as ‘Saviour’ will mean nothing to those who do not see the need of a saviour! If they don’t need to be rescued then they couldn’t care less. 

These people, despite being a ‘brood of snakes’, or maybe because they knew they were a brood of snakes, came out to John

Have you ever realised your need? By nature under God’s judgement – and he’s coming back. The axe at the root’ has a sense of imminence about it – Jesus is coming back and we don’t know when. Are you ready? He may call you, your soul may be required of you at any moment – are you ready? When he comes it will be to bring judgement. Everyone will stand before him as judge. Are you ready?
If you are then you have real good reason to rejoice as we approach the celebration of your saviours birth!

6. John’s message to them - ‘produce fruit in keeping with repentance’ – v8. 
It’s like ‘Look, don’t just come out here to undergo a religious rite and then carry on as normal – you need a fundamental change. And please don’t play the race card – I’m Jewish so I’m all right, It just doesn’t wash. As far as salvation is concerned it doesn’t make one jot of difference whether your Jewish or Greek or pagan, whether your skin is olive, black or white. It’s about whether you’ll receive and then follow the coming Messiah’ These people thought they were ‘in’ but John says they are very much out and need to do something about it.
It’s exactly the same today in Britain - 75% in Britain claim to be Xian! This is one of our great challenges as a church. Because although they claim to be Xians it makes no difference to their lives. The truth is, according to the Bible, along with belief must come behaviour! Changed behaviour! It’s no good believing if you don’t follow! Your belief must affect your behaviour. 

‘Wow, what should we do then, spell it out to us’ – v10. John addresses 3 groups of people – ordinary people, tax collectors (the bad people) and soldiers (the foreigners). In each case their trust in God had to affect the way they treat other people. The forgiven must become forgivers. Lord’s prayer connection – ‘Lord, forgive my trespasses as I forgive those who trespass against me’. 
Dinner table discussion: If JB was here today with same message what would he be saying to 21st century people? Some the same – be thoughtful to the poor, don’t have more than you need, use you’re wealth for others, Don’t cheat on your taxes, don’t over charge people, don’t abuse the ignorant; honest days pay for honest day’s work, etc, etc.
And keep on doing it! That’s the meaning or the original – not just a one off, but a lifestyle of generosity, thoughtfulness, honesty. 

Wrap up and apply. Ready to receive Jesus – makes the roads smooth and clean, a heart fit for a king.
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