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Bear Fruit in Keeping with Repentance 
(Isaiah 11:1-10, Matthew 3:1-12) 

 Nothing says Happy Holidays like John the Baptist! The 
second Sunday in Advent is traditionally focused upon peace. We find 
peace in knowing, following and learning from Jesus. Though, lest we 
be fooled, the peace that He brings is not delicate.  
 Last Sunday we began our Advent season with special emphasis 
upon expectation(s). Both last Sunday and Wednesday night we 
considered that either through His second coming or at the end of our 
days, we expect to meet him soon.  We also expect the promises 
fulfilled, those of the prophets and the prince of peace himself.  
 Today’s first hymn was chosen because of its connection to the 
prophet Isaiah, “Lo how a rose e’er blooming from tender stem hath 
sprung!” This German carol from the 16th century is one of the oldest 
songs we sing during Advent. Our Roman Catholic friends think the 
rose represents the Virgin Mary; Protestants see Jesus as the 
“sweetness that fills the air”. Either way, it’s a nice message of 
tenderness and change. 
 The rose’s fragrance even dispels the darkness. This time of 
year, 3oclock in the afternoon looks like 7PM, 5PM looks like 
midnight. So, it’s a nice reminder that Jesus can brighten our dreary 
days. The song’s final verse says, “true man, yet very God, from sin 
and death he saves us… and lightens every load.”  This is both good 
theology and good news!    
 Yet we know that the arrival of the Son of God is not just a 
fulfillment of Jewish prophecy, it means salvation is possible for us! 
However, the part most gloss over is the means by which we are 
saved, judgment.  While it is true that the, “sin and death” from which 
God saves us, was done on the cross, it is not true that salvation is 
guaranteed for all.  Part of what we should expect is judgment.  
 Jesus’ return isn’t just a welcome home parade; he brings with 
him eternal judgment. In the Second Coming Jesus returns to earth, 
conquers Satan (Revelation 16:15-17, 17:14) and reclaims God's Kingdom 
with His followers (1 Thessalonians 3:13; Zechariah 14:5; Jude 1:14). Jesus 
himself foretold of His return in Matthew 24 and 25. Jesus goes into 
great detail, for instance, when he speaks of “separating the sheep 
from the goats”, a foreshadowing of judgment.  
 This topic (of judgment) was also central to John the Baptist’s 
preaching. The prophet Isaiah referred to John as, “a voice crying in 
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the wilderness.” John certainly lived out his calling, one holler at a 
time.  

The wilderness can be a place of failure and isolation, but it can 
also be a place of renewal and restoration. Israel was tested and tried 
in the wilderness. It’s where the covenant people of God murmured, 
complained and disowned their God.  
 Yet the wilderness is also were the people repented – turning 
from their injustice and sin – and experienced renewal and hope. God 
provided for the people in the wilderness – with manna and water – 
and led them by the pillar of cloud and fire. Remember also, Jesus 
faced “Satan” in the wilderness, and that the angels ministered to him 
when he was in need; he too has been in the wilderness.  
 Maybe you feel like you’re in a bit of a wilderness right now? If 
so, do not lose heart; God does some of his best work in the 
wilderness. Each wilderness experience is unique yet ironically, they 
are also very similar.  Some wilderness wanderings we fall into 
through no fault of our own. The company downsizes or we lose a job. 
For instance, Ellwood losing its hospital is going to be a wilderness 
experience for many.  
 For others it is when our health takes a turn for the worst that 
our lives are most vulnerable. An accident leaves a loved one 
physically and/or mentally challenged. A trip planned to be taken is 
no longer possible, a friend meant to be seen moves away, and even a 
season coming/going becomes a wilderness. The now gloomy days 
can be a real challenge, as the midwinter darkness is depressing. 
 In the wilderness you don’t know where to turn for help. The 
once promising day loses its potential, your dreams are clouded over 
by concerns, the friends who used to help you seem hard to find.  The 
Bible tells of a man named Job who experienced loss of vast 
proportions and as a result both his family and friends deserted him, 
the wilderness is his home; for a time.  God may seem far away, but 
we are never alone. 
          Jesus’ cousin John-who preached in the wilderness-plays the 
central role in the gospel text for today. The wild man who ate bugs 
and honey, and wore a tunic made from camels’ hair… was also bold 
enough to challenge the Pharisees and Sadducees concerning the 
coming judgment, “who warned you to flee from the wrath that is to 
come?” 
 John likely asked the question with energy and emotion; he was 
genuinely concerned about these two factions within the Jewish faith. 



 

Copywrite 2019 
North Sewickley Presbyterian Church 

 

3 

John’s practical analogy was to tell them to, “bear fruit in keeping 
with repentance.” The idea being, that one’s words and ideas were 
just that, words and ideas; and that it was active faith in God that 
mattered most.   
 The Pharisees and Sadducees were mentioned by name for a 
reason, one being that, they both used a lot of words (blah, blah, blah) 
but apparently their actions were not as inspiring. The “children of 
Abraham” needed to hear that their religious inheritance would not 
save them from the need to repent. To make his point even clearer 
John is very blunt, “every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut 
down and thrown into the fire!”   Merry Christmas ☺   
    

 Yet, the Lord Jesus spoke of bearing fruit too; he reinforced the 
cause and effect of one’s spiritual fruit, saying, “For no good tree 
bears bad fruit, nor again does a bad tree bear good fruit, each tree is 
known by its own fruit. For figs are not gathered from thorn bushes, 
nor are grapes picked from a bramble bush, (Luke 6:43-44, Matthew 7:16-
20.) 

 “You will recognize them by their fruits. Are grapes gathered 
from thorn bushes, or figs from thistles? So, every healthy tree bears 
good fruit, but the diseased tree bears bad fruit.  A healthy tree cannot 
bear bad fruit, nor can a diseased tree bear good fruit.  Every tree that 
does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. Thus, 
you will recognize them by their fruits” (Matthew 7:16-20.) 
  

 How many of us here today can say with certainty that our lives 
are a reflection of our faith?  Preachers like to think that our words 
will make all the difference; that someone will hear through us the 
directions they need… to put their faith into practice. And while it’s 
certainly true that sermons can make a difference, in reality it’s those 
who are NOT called upon to preach that can impact more lives than 
those who are; the fruit that we bear is the sum of our beliefs in 
action.    
     

 The influence that we have on others is limited only by our 
willingness to pay attention. The best teachers, coaches, directors, 
executives and truck drivers all have one thing in common; they pay 
attention to others. As the grandson of a truck driver I know that if 
I’m traveling in my car through a major storm that I can find more 
safety following an eighteen-wheeler than I can a pickup truck or 
SUV. 
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 The Pharisees and Sadducees showed up to see and hear John. 
It’s unlikely that they wanted to be baptized. It’s more likely that they 
were there to see what all the talk was about. Yet, it wouldn’t have 
been common practice in those days to be called out in the middle of 
a sermon/talk. Can you imagine what the other Jews thought of 
John’s comments?! They no doubt were shocked that he was so 
forward.    
 Even nowadays when preachers gather together, we joke about 
the kinds of things we’d like to say from the pulpit but never would. 
The irony is, the reason behind why we clergy don’t dare mention 
certain things has more to do with job security than it does right 
theology.   
 John the Baptist wasn’t worried about losing his position, or his 
head as it turns out. His impassioned approach includes calling out 
the religious elite, the Pharisees AND Sadducees… and their not being 
able to rely upon having “Abraham as their father”, further, that the 
stones themselves would be capable of becoming such; if God so 
decided. 
  

 The equivalent to John’s challenge is making an assumption 
that because you are a follower of Jesus-and in church on a regular 
basis- that by extension your family is all going to Heaven. Sorry, but 
there’s nothing in the Bible that would suggest this kind of salvation 
by association. I’ve given many a funeral sermon for a 
man/woman who I knew well but whose unchurched family 
members I did not know at all.  
 Though it’s true I always avoid making an issue of this at the 
time, it’s also true that I pray to have the words which will increase 
said non-churched people’s interest in things of the Lord. Yet, very 
few have come to church as the result of a funeral. Sorry to say but; 
Heaven is not the destination of all people.  
 So, it is ignorant to make the assumption that someone else’s no 
“good family members” are destined for judgment but not your own.  
When Jesus returns OR at our death, we will all be judged. We must 
not forget this scriptural expectation.  
 Yet for just as convinced, as I am that we should expect 
judgment, I am even more convinced that none of us sits in the 
judgment seat. Your pastor is relieved that God shows him grace-in 
more ways than one-as we are all called to extend kindness and 
convictions to one another.  
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 Yet, in being kind we should not miss the opportunities that 
God provides for us to bear fruit in keeping with repentance. To have 
an expectation of Jesus’ return is one thing, but not expecting him to 
be the judge is equal to the Pharisees and Sadducees thinking their 
religious heritage would keep them from being held accountable.  
 Jesus can certainly brighten our days but living without His 
daily direction will threaten our eternal destination!  
 

 In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit 
          AMEN! 
  


