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 Hope is the wonderful message that rings through this morning’s lessons.  Hope in God’s 
promises.  Hope in God’s future.  Hope in God. 
 
 Our lesson from Isaiah began with an image worth contemplating: “A shoot shall come out from 
the stump of Jesse, and a branch shall grow out of his roots.”  Think of a living shoot coming out of a tree 
that has been cut down to the ground.  From this shoot a magnificent tree will grow.  Jesse was King 
David’s father and the “shoot from the stump of Jesse” is a king from David’s dynasty.   
 

These words were written at a bleak time in the history of the Jewish people.  They were in exile 
in Babylon and despaired of returning to their land, the land God had promised and given them.  Yet this 
wonderful vision of the future emerged.  A vision of righteousness, mercy, and equity.  A vision of 
enemies living together in peace, of dangers made safe.  A vision of life without violence and evil, when 
people “will not hurt or destroy on all [God’s] holy mountain.”  Christians read this passage from Isaiah 
during Advent because we believe Jesus to be the king from the line of David whom God had promised 
and in whom God’s future of hope was born. 

 
Today’s lesson from Matthew’s Gospel introduces a great figure in our religious history, John the 

Baptist.  You may be familiar with statues or paintings of John the Baptist wearing his strange outfit of 
camel’s hair tied with a leather belt.  His clothing is significant because John is dressed like the great Old 
Testament prophet Elijah, who was described as “a hairy man, with a leather belt around his waist” (2 
Kings 1:8).  Matthew’s description of John is meant to bring Elijah to mind.  The Jews in Jesus’ time 
expected that one day God would bring in the messianic age, when an ideal king would be on David’s 
throne and all would be well in Israel.  The sign that this was about to happen was that Elijah would 
reappear.  So symbolically, John the Baptist is Elijah, and his appearance shows that the Messiah is 
coming soon, that the deepest hope of the Jewish people is about to be fulfilled.   

 
 John the Baptist’s message is given by Matthew in one sentence: “Repent, for the kingdom of 
heaven has come near.”  It is in Jesus that the kingdom of heaven has come near.  God’s kingdom will be 
seen in the life of Jesus, in his mercy and forgiveness, in his teaching about God’s love, when he healed 
the sick and cast out demons, and in his resurrection from the dead – the most powerful sign that in 
Christ death has been conquered and the powers of evil have been defeated by God. 
 
 Because God’s kingdom has come near, because the fulfillment of God’s promises is coming in 
Jesus, John the Baptist preaches repentance.  This means much more than confessing sins or feeling 
sorry for wrong actions.  It means a total change of direction based on a new way of looking at life.  It 
means seeing that God is the true ruler of the world, not worldly powers such as money or status or might 
or fear or even disease or death.  Because the true kingdom is God’s kingdom it only makes sense to turn 
away from living by the world’s ways and instead to live by God’s ways.   
 

The “fruit worthy of repentance” – the signs that we have looked at life in a new way and changed 
direction – are actions of love and mercy and peace.  John tells the Jewish leaders that it is useless to 
think that they are right with God because they are Jewish.  God could make “children of Abraham” from 
the stones on the ground if God chose to.  We could translate this for ourselves and realize that just being 
a Christian – even an Episcopalian! – doesn’t automatically make us right with God.  John the Baptist 
speaks to us today and calls us to repent, to trust that God’s kingdom has come near in Jesus, and to live 
according to God’s will. 
 
  
  



We profess our faith that this is the truth.  But it is difficult, I think, to hold on to this truth.  Though 
Christ was born and lived and died and rose from the dead, still the world is plagued with war and 
violence, with hatred and prejudice, with greed and every kind of sin, with overwhelming suffering.  The 
powers of the world are very powerful.  Disease and death seem to be ultimately victorious.  We are 
called to have a very deep trust and hope – based on the vision of the reign of God given to us in Jesus 
the Christ – a very deep trust and hope in God’s promises and in God’s future.  That hope can be the 
foundation of our lives now, the reason we can live by God’s ways “no matter what.”  In the church we 
share our hope in God’s future. 
 
 John the Baptist announces that the kingdom of heaven has come near, and he points to Jesus 
as the person who has brought the kingdom near.  Jesus is the one who is more powerful than John.  
Remember that John the Baptist was himself a powerful religious leader.  Many, many people came out 
to the wilderness to hear John and be baptized.  The 1st century historian, Josephus, speculated that 
Herod had John killed because he was so popular and therefore a political threat.  But John points to the 
much greater presence and power of Jesus.  John baptized with water for repentance, but Jesus would 
baptize “with the Holy Spirit and fire.”   
 
 Jesus will baptize with the Holy Spirit.  Those who belong to Jesus Christ are given the gift of the 
Holy Spirit.  I would like to share with you the thoughts of a Presbyterian preacher, teacher, and author, 
Thomas G. Long.  Writing about this verse in Matthew, Long says, “The Holy Spirit is God, who gives the 
divine self to us as a gift.  The Holy Spirit is given to us to teach wisdom, to guide us in the ways of mercy, 
to encourage our faith in a world where faith’s vision seems foolish, to assure us that no matter how 
powerful evil may appear there is no lost good, and to confirm in our present ambiguous circumstances 
the bold promises of the gospel” (Matthew, by Thomas G. Long, Westminster John Knox Press, page 31). 
 
 Jesus will baptize with fire.  This is an image of judgment at the end of time when Christ will come 
with “his winnowing fork in his hand.”  In the process of winnowing, the fork raises the wheat and chaff 
(the husks) together into the wind.  The chaff is carried off by the wind, and the edible grain falls to the 
threshing floor.  The wheat can then be gathered, and the chaff collected and burned.  This is a process 
that any careful farmer would use in harvesting.   
 
 There is hope in this image of divine judgment because what is good is preserved.  There will 
finally be justice.  What is evil will be destroyed, but what is good will be gathered in.  In this world where 
evil often seems to destroy what is good, this image of God’s final judgment is full of hope for everyone 
who chooses to walk in God’s ways and for everyone who has suffered from injustice and cruelty and 
oppression.  There will finally be justice.   
 
 And I believe that the gospel message promises that there will also be mercy.  Every human 
being is both wheat and chaff, good and evil, saint and sinner.  I don’t think it is wise to use this analogy 
of harvesting wheat to conclude that some people will be gathered in and some people will be burned in 
unquenchable fire.  We are surely on more wholesome ground if we think that what is good in each 
person will be mercifully preserved by God while what is not good will somehow be removed.  The gospel 
message of hope is that no good will be lost. 
 
 In Advent we remember that God’s people are still waiting in hope, not for the birth of the Messiah 
but for the Second Coming of Christ, when the powers of darkness, evil, and death will finally be 
defeated, when God’s rule of love and mercy will be established forever.  We wait in hope for the 
fulfillment of those promises of God.  We wait in an “in between” time – between the life, ministry, death 
and resurrection of Jesus and his final return.   
 

As we wait, let us take comfort in the words of St. Paul, “May the God of hope fill you with all joy 
and peace in believing, so that you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit” (Romans 15:13).  
In Jesus’ name.  Amen. 


