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“God’s G.P.S.”

Matthew 3:1-12
December 9, 2007

At the recent Men’s Fellowship campout we played a high tech, twenty-first century, and world-wide game. It is a treasure hunt called “Geocaching”. Ron Wadley got us hooked! Very simply, the idea is to hide a small treasure, it can be anything, record its general location using a Global Positioning device, and post the information on the Geocaching web sight using clues and coordinates. People are playing this Geocaching game all around the world and so, almost anywhere you go, there will be numerous hidden treasures waiting to be found. Most of them of little value, its just fun to find them. The game was created when people began to buy and use global positioning technology, a neat little device that uses satellites in earth orbit to triangulate a person’s location. Using G.P.S. you can know where you are with amazing accuracy.

That is why I am calling John the Baptist God’s Global Positioning Spokesperson, G.P.S. He shows us where we are, he points to the One who is coming, and calls us to action, a warning, a promise and a call to repent.

Listen to the final words of the final chapter of the final book in the Old Testament, Malachi. “See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the Lord comes. He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers; or else I will come and strike the land with a curse.” (Malachi 4:5-6) This is Malachi’s prediction of the second coming of the Christ, “the great and dreadful day”. The book of Malachi marks the end of one era and Matthew marks the beginning of another. For the four hundred years between Malachi and Matthew God seems to be silent. But when He does speak He is completely altering the relationship between Himself and His creation. The Law, God’s hard and fast rules for living, is being softened by Grace, God love in Christ Jesus. The appearance of John the Baptist preaching in the desert fulfills another prophesy of Malachi and sets the scene for the first coming of the Messiah of Grace, Jesus of Nazareth.

In the beginning of our reading from Matthew we are introduced to John the Baptist, “This is he who was spoken of through the prophet Isaiah” and the reference is Isaiah 40:3. If we turn to Isaiah 40:3 we read, “A voice of one calling: ‘In the desert prepare the way for the Lord, make straight in the wilderness a highway for our God.’” The Isaiah reading directs us to Malachi 3:1 where we find this: “See, I will send my messenger, who will prepare the way before me. (We now know that was John) Then suddenly the Lord you are seeking will come to his temple; (Jesus) the messenger of the covenant, (the Good News) whom you desire, will come, says the Lord Almighty.” (Jesus confirmed John’s identity in Luke 7:27 when he told his disciples, “This is the one about whom it is written”, and he quotes Malachi 3.) So what have we learned? Jesus is the one predicted, the one who came, and the one who will come back in the final day.

What was John’s job? “To prepare the way” for the Messiah. If we had been among the crowds who went out to see and hear John what would have been the message we would have taken home? John was preaching one three-point sermon over and over again. He had one message, much like Billy Graham. That sermon began with a warning, moved to a wonderful promise, and ended with a call to repentance, again pretty much like Billy Graham.

Listen to John’s warning: “the kingdom of heaven is near”. The phrase “kingdom of heaven” is an Old Testament phrase that anyone of John’s day would have recognized as meaning the day when the savior king would come. What is that kingdom like? It is a time when God rules in the hearts of men. Jesus spoke often of the kingdom of heaven. If you study his teachings you will soon begin to understand that the kingdom of heaven is neither here nor in heaven, but both and simultaneously. The kingdom of heaven is both physical and spiritual at the same time.

Jesus said that knowledge of the kingdom of heaven is something only He can give. (Mat. 13:11)
The kingdom of heaven is here and now and is constantly under attack by the devil. (Mat. 13:24)

The kingdom of heaven makes a tremendous difference in the life of a person. (Mat. 13:31)

The kingdom of heaven is worth whatever you have to give to get it, it is a treasure. (Mat. 13:44 & 52)

The kingdom of heaven has only one Lord and everyone else is a servant. (Mat. 18:3-4)

The kingdom of heaven is a place where everyone is grateful and gracious. (Mat. 18:23)

The kingdom of heaven might not always seem fair, but it is always just. (Mat. 20:1)

The kingdom of heaven is a gift from God that if rejected has terrible consequences. (Mat. 22:2)

God has the door to the kingdom of heaven wide open now, but one day, when we least expect it, He will shut the door and it will be too late to come in. (Mat. 25:1) God compels us to choose, and John warns us that this choice has eternal consequences. That’s the warning. Kind of a good news, bad news message.
Point two of John’s sermon is the promise. Verse 11 tells us “after me will come one who is more powerful than I, whose sandals I am not fit to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire”. Sometimes a prophet makes a prophesy without completely understanding what God has told him. It may be that John didn’t have the details of the big picture. And that may be why, sometime later, John would send his disciples to Jesus asking, “Are you the one who was to come, or should we expect someone else?”. (Mat. 11:3)
But the Apostle John writing with the ability to look back upon the life of Jesus would confirm that Jesus was the Son of God sent to be the Lamb of God to take away the sins of the world and establish the kingdom of God for all eternity. That’s the promise.
Point three of John’s sermon is a call to repentance that has a duel focus. First and most importantly was a repentance (regret) or (turning) from old sinful ways. It is a recognition that our old ways disappointed God and we can’t live like that any more. John’s baptism was a symbol of repentance from the people who were coming to him and believing his message. “Confessing their sins, they were baptized”.

But there is a second and equally important kind or repentance going on, a turning away that shows in our everyday lives. Matthew calls it a repentance that will “Produce fruit in keeping with repentance.” Our baptism is both of those and a symbol of the down pouring of the Holy Spirit to help us be faithful and fruitful. Faithful fruitfulness is evidence of God’s saving grace and the Holy Spirit at work.
Let me tell you a true story as an illustration and maybe a warning. This has absolutely nothing to do with anyone at St. Timothy, so don’t try to attach it to anyone. You wouldn’t know this person. There is an elder of a certain church that has made it perfectly clear that he is not at all happy to have a certain ethnic group in his church. (Right off that ought to tell you something. It isn’t his church, the church is Christ Jesus’ church.)  He regularly uses derogatory remarks about this ethnic group to his fellow leaders and adds profanity to spice it up. This man has been chosen by his church to be a spiritual leader, but the fruit he is producing is rotten.

It does no one any good to call yourself a disciples of Jesus and bear fruit that smells like hell. The tree is known by its fruit, Jesus said. A disciple does not offend other children of God, apologize, then offend again. God certainly understands the challenges we have in being His disciples and understands when we fail Him. We all do and will again. We are all saved by grace but slip back and forth, in and out of our sinful ways. Grace forgives, grace understands, grace gives us another chance. God never ceases to love us and forgive us. We, as disciples of Jesus, are expected to do our best to mimic Jesus.

But true repentance always leads to a life that shows a turning away from the act or thing that is offensive to God and others. To produce fruit in keeping with repentance means being sorry enough to quit.
So there you are! John is preaching in the desert garbed in camel’s hair rags and munching on honey dipped grasshoppers, an oddity even in his day. People flock to see and hear him and discover the power of God’s word that transcends the wild man look. The word that changes lives! His message is a warning that a person from God is coming who will clean house, a wonderful promise that this person will recreate this fallen world, and a call to change our sinful ways. That was then and Jesus came while John was preaching. This is now. The message is the same. Jesus is coming back and this time He will finish what He began. We have to be ready and the only way to get ready is to focus on Jesus and do our daily best to make him proud. Amen?
