
In all four of the Gospels, John the Baptist bursts onto the scene, 
fresh out of the desert, or perhaps not so fresh, as the case might 
be, a few locusts and a bit of honey stuck in his beard. I imagine 
that he would be one of those sights that you just couldn’t look 
away from, even if you wanted to. And so people from all over 
the surrounding area come to where John is baptising in the 
River Jordan. I wonder what they had heard beforehand that 
made them go? Were they just curious? I wonder what they 
expected. Whatever it was that they thought they would find out 
there by the River, I’m sure it was quite the experience. John is 
calling for people to repent for the kingdom of heaven has come 
near. He’s challenging the people around him to change their 
lives and to be open to the new things that God is doing – 
challenging them in no uncertain terms and people respond! For 
all his uniqueness, John’s message is obviously compelling 
because people come and are baptised by him in the river.  
 
Baptism is, for Christians, a profound and mysterious sign of 
God at work in our lives – it’s a symbol of our doing what John is 
talking about – turning our lives towards God, and also sharing 
in the new life and the fresh start that Jesus invites us into, but 
it’s not something that the Church invented. It’s also part of the 
Jewish faith and that is what is happening here as we meet John 
on the edge of the desert. When Jews were baptised it was either 
that they were converting to Judaism or that they wanted a new 
start in their faith. A bit like it is for Christians today, it was the 
beginning of a journey of faith.  
 

However, John is surprised that among the crowd that gathers 
around him for baptism are some Pharisees and Sadducees – 
religious leaders and authorities from the city of Jerusalem. It is 
for these that he has his most direct and uncompromising words 
– you brood of vipers. I’m sure that’s not what they were 
expecting to hear! John is challenging them in particular to 
shape their actions and their motivations around the kingdom of 
God that he is proclaiming. They are not to rely on their 
ancestry, their status or anything else to produce the fruit of God 
in their lives, they, like every one else, have to respond to the 
challenge and be open to the change God wants to bring about. It 
always makes me sit up and take notice when religious leaders 
are criticised by John or by Jesus because, as we’ll appreciate 
over the course of this coming year as we go through Matthew’s 
Gospel, those religious people who are comfortable are always 
challenged by Jesus’ coming because Jesus will always be 
working in those people and places we don’t expect – one of the 
challenges perhaps that John has for me or for us is that we 
should be wary of being too comfortable or too settled because 
that will make it harder for us to be open to God.  
 
John uses the picture of a tree that bears fruit. A tree that takes 
up nourishment through its roots and produces fruit. In the 
same way, each person is invited to be rooted in God’s life and 
his priorities to take that in and to bear fruit – to live a life that 
multiplies the kingdom of God, that goes on producing fruit. If 
you think about how fruit is made – it grows naturally. It’s not as 
if there’s an apple tree straining and yearning to produce fruit, 
it’s just something it naturally does. In the same way us living in 



step with God is not something that we can accomplish by 
ourselves with sheer force of will. It’s simply what will happen 
naturally if we respond to that challenge to root ourselves in 
God to repent, turn to him. That’s why the message of this 
passage is not be good, do good and you will be right with God – 
John isn’t looking for goodie goodies here (one glance in his 
direction with his locusts and honey will tell you that!). He is 
looking for people who are prepared to be open to the change 
that God’s kingdom will naturally produce in their lives. There 
are clearly lots of people who respond extremely positively, but 
there is a strong sense that John looks around and sees many, 
many instances where, to continue with that picture of the tree 
and the fruit, it would be better if the tree were just chopped 
down.  
 
Yet even in that situation there is still hope. Advent is a season 
of hope. There had been many times in the history of God’s 
people where they had felt like a tree stump, rather than fruitful 
and close to God. But listen to these words from the prophet 
Isaiah: ‘A shoot will come out from the stump of Jesse. And a 
branch shall grow out of his roots.’ We said earlier that baptism 
and repentance and coming to God was about a new beginning 
and that is what Isaiah the prophet promises. Start again. When 
Isaiah wrote God’s people were suffering at the behest of bad 
kings so the people needed to start again, with a leader like King 
David – the family line that would one day lead to Jesus. The 
characteristics of a true leader are spelt out next – his delight 
shall be in the fear of the Lord, this leader will be one that 
respects God. We are told that this leader will be one who 

doesn’t make decisions hastily, but instead operates by virtue of 
what is just and fair, especially for those who are poor or 
suffering. Once again this Advent we get a glorious vision of 
God’s future – not a future we need to open some bizarre zoo 
and jumble all the animals up together, but a future that doesn’t 
rely on fighting over resources, on the strong preying on the 
weak. Notice what it says – ‘a little child will lead them.’ Jesus is 
comes not as a typically strong leader, but as a baby born in 
poverty and by this small shoot from the family tree of Jesse the 
earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters 
cover the sea.  
 
John knew this. We’ll think more about John next week but he 
was faithful in proclaiming the message. John proclaims the 
message. Jesus is the message. John knew that his purpose was 
not to point to himself but away from himself to Jesus. I wonder 
if we need to follow John’s example in being ready to challenge 
things around us that don’t match up with God’s priorities for 
the world. Because if, in the strength God offers us, we can take 
up that challenge to shape our lives around God, to be open to 
his change and his kingdom, we will be fruitful and that is only 
the beginning. Let’s be ready to receive God as we journey 
through Advent together. Amen.   
 


