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Today’s Gospel reading could be straight out of 

recent News headlines. We have seen a lot of doom 

and gloom and apocalyptic language from the 

protest group Extinction Rebellion in the past few 

months. Whatever ones perspective on climate 

change it is hard to ignore that the language being 

used is of the extreme end. Surprisingly though this 

is nothing new. There have always been prophets of 

doom, some more successful than others in instilling 

the fear of God or any other agenda. John doesn’t 

necessarily fit this rather narrow description of a 

prophet, yet we cannot ignore his strong language in 

connect with Jesus and his second coming.      

While Christians today have differing viewpoints on 

when, how, or whether the second Advent will 

occur, virtually all Christians believe that God is 

dissatisfied with the world in its present state and 

seeks to increase love, peace, justice, dignity, 

freedom, and abundance. 

In Advent, the church thinks afresh about how to 

join God in the movement towards a world that is 

more like the realm of heaven. I can think of no 

better Advent guide than John the Baptist, whose 

instructions for preparation are condensed into one 

word: “Repent!” 

John in Matthew’s Gospel is an end-time prophet 

whose message is that the time has come to repent 

because the agent through whom God will affect the 

transformation from this age to the next is now 

revealed: Jesus. A principal difference between John 

and Jesus concerns the timing of the movement 

towards the realm. John sees the realm as future. 

Matthew portrays the realm as already partially 

manifest through Jesus, though becoming finally 

and fully manifest in the future (after the second 

coming). Repentance is the first step towards joining 



Jesus in the community moving towards the Realm. 

(Matthew 3:1, 8, 11; 4:17). 

The root meaning of “to repent” is “to turn” or to 

have a dramatic change of mind and direction. To 

repent is turn away from the values and practices of 

the old age (e.g., idolatry, violence, injustice, 

exploitation, slavery, and scarcity) and to turn 

towards the values and practices of the Realm of 

God (typified by the qualities mentioned above). 

In this context, repentance includes feeling sorry for 

one’s personal sins, but it is much more. To repent 

is to take a clear-minded look at the ways in which 

one’s life colludes with the assumptions and 

behaviours of the old age, to turn away from such 

complicity, and to turn towards God and the 

attitudes and actions of the realm of heaven. 

Today’s text helps us reflect on what values and 

practices of the old age come to expression in 

ourselves the local community or the larger world, 

and also where we see qualities and values of the 

new world. 

So what does it mean to disconnect from the old age 

values and align with the new? For John the Baptist 

it was letting go of the old religion that bogged down 

believers and offering a new way, a way based on 

forgiveness, love and hope. For us as Anglicans it 

could mean looking at the way we have done things 

in the past, and taking what is good, and leaving 

behind that which hinders. This is even true of our 

own lives and attitudes. Change, which is what 

repentance is about, is often a scary prospect, but we 

know that it is God that brings about change. 

This is what we experience in the sacrament of 

Baptism. Yes, the outward sign is important, the 

water, the words, the oil, but what is more important 

is what God is doing in the heart, in the invisible 

parts.  

For John today invites listeners to be immersed 

(baptized). Immersion is an occasion for confession 

of sin, that is, naming and renouncing collaboration 

with the old age. Furthermore, God uses water to 

initiate those who repent into a community awaiting 

the coming of the new age. 



Where John immerses with water, Jesus will do so 

“with the Holy Spirit and with fire”. The reference 

to the Holy Spirit assures the community that the 

Spirit that fills Jesus at immersion will also fill the 

disciples. The reference to “fire” is a vivid image for 

the apocalypse and especially for the last judgment. 

From this point of view, the Second Sunday of 

Advent could be an excellent day for baptism. 

Baptism does not so much welcome the baptised 

into an institution (as we might think of the church) 

but into an alternative (or countercultural) 

community empowered by the Spirit for life and 

witness. 

John therefore offers his listeners a choice. They can 

repent, and join the movement toward the Realm, or 

they can continue to collude with the old age and 

face judgment. Which underscores a deep point: 

When we do not cooperate with God’s purposes, we 

invite the consequences upon ourselves. 

As Matthew’s gospel unfolds, Jesus reinforces the 

importance of making this choice, then goes a step 

farther. As rabbi as well as final prophet, Jesus 

instructs the community how to embody the 

qualities of the new world while still living in the 

period of transition between old and new. 

Repentance is just the first step. 

In Matthew 3:7-10, the gospel writer makes a 

statement which itself requires repentance. Matthew 

accuses the “Pharisees and Sadducees” of being 

“vipers,” children of the snake of Genesis. The 

Pharisees and Sadducees seek to escape from the 

final judgment without repenting. They rely upon 

religious pedigree, being children of Sarah and 

Abraham. For this, the Pharisees and Sadducees are 

already condemned. But we now realise this is not 

really an accurate picture of the religious leaders of 

Jesus’ day. It is more the writer of Matthew wanting 

to express the growing distance between traditional 

synagogues and Matthew’s new Christian 

community.  

But it shows us an important point that none of us 

gets it right, we often fail, but it is to Christ that we 

look, prophet, priest and King. For so often we make 

church about other things other than Christ, even 

about ourselves. What I can get out of it. This is in a 



sense old world thinking. We need to move from the 

I to the us. I heard this idea brilliantly explained the 

other day from a Priest Bosco Peters 

 ‘Going to church, in this approach, is the spiritual 

equivalent to going to the gym. But, there is a 

completely different paradigm which turns all this 

on its head. 

What if it is not about me? What if it’s not about how 

turning up to worship will help me? I just can’t 

imagine, for example, that an All Black would say 

the reason he turns up to play the game is that it 

keeps him fit! It’s about the game – not about the 

player. And the game doesn’t happen if the player 

doesn’t turn up. 

What if it’s not, “I become a Christian by myself 

alone (to save my soul alone) and then I join the 

church as a sort of AA-meeting support club”? What 

if it is actually, “I become a Christian by joining the 

church”? “I am a Christian because I am a member 

of the church through my baptism.” 

This Advent God may be calling us to leave behind 

the old world and embrace the new: whatever that 

may look like. It may in the church, in our lives or 

in the world. May we like John the Baptist herald 

the coming of Christ this advent, and leave the old 

and embrace the new, as scary as that may be. For 

God is with us. 

 

 


