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Advent 2, 2007
Text:  Matthew 3:9b-12
Theme:  Extreme Makeover:  Christian Edition
1. God must chop down the arrogant sinner

2. So that He can raise up His new creation.

Preached:  December 9, 2007 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

A few years ago they came out with the television show called Extreme Makeover. On the show they would do “extreme” things to change someone’s personal appearance. When they were done with the makeover, it was sometimes hard to recognize the person, compared to their previous appearance. The show soon morphed into Extreme Makeover:  Home Edition. In this one they give houses makeovers. At first the transformations weren’t that radical. They would knock out a wall, do some redecorating. But not very long into the first season, they started taking a bulldozer and completely leveling the houses so that they could start from scratch. In place of the old house they would build a much nicer, much more up-to-date, electronically state-of-the-art home. Today’s Gospel speaks of a makeover that strikes us even closer to home. I’m going to call it Extreme Makeover:  Christian Edition.
This one is an internal makeover. It takes place deep in the recesses of the heart, in the depths of the soul. God’s pretty ruthless in this makeover. He uses an axe. He chops out what’s rotten and dead. And then He performs a miracle. Where there was once no life and no hope of anything living there again, He created new life. This message came through John the Baptist—John, the one who was sent to get the people ready for Jesus. It was an urgent message:  “The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire.” It’s a very disconcerting message. It’s a very critical message. John says to you today:  What have you done? Have you done the things that God expects of you? Have you lived the way God requires? It’s a message that’s intended to get us to stand speechless. It’s a message that’s designed to make our faces burn with embarrassment. We haven’t done what we should do. We deserve what John (and God) threatens here. We deserve to be cut down and thrown into the fire, like a tree that has died and has lost all its leaves and all its bark and just stands there like a bleached white skeleton, ready to fall over the next time there is a good wind. 
God comes at us with the ax of His law. And He says, “Why haven’t you loved your neighbor as yourself? Why haven’t you been worshiping me regularly? Why have you had those lustful thoughts for that person who is not yours to have? Why haven’t you been content with all the good things I’ve given you?  Why have you been so self-centered and stepped on others to get ahead yourself?” God’s law chops down the arrogant sinner. It chops us down, takes all the wind out of our sails. It threatens us with the fires of hell. It drowns us. After the image of fire in the Baptist’s sermon, he turns to the image of water and reminds us how the sacrament of Baptism is designed to drown our sinful nature. 

“I baptize you with water for repentance. But 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.” Some Christians—especially Pentecostalists—interpret this as being a prophecy by John the Baptist of the coming day of Pentecost, when Jesus would send the Holy Spirit and tongues of fire down on the disciples after His death and resurrection. But over the years I’ve had a chance to study this sermon of John very thoroughly, and I’m convinced that the baptism of Jesus that John is talking about is something totally different. 
The more you study the Bible the more aware you become of how important it is to study a Bible passage in its context. It’s important to look at the verses that come before and after the passage to make sure that you’re understanding completely what the author intended. Look at the verse (12) that comes after the phrase, “He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.” “His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor, gathering his wheat into the barn and burning up the chaff with unquenchable fire.” A “winnowing fork”—do you know what a winnowing fork is?
A winnowing fork was a big fork that was used in the process of harvesting grain in Jesus’ day. What would happen when the farmers were harvesting their grain is that they would cut their grain down with big, sharp scythes, and then they would haul it to a flat area on top of a hill. This was called the threshing floor. There they would let the cut grain dry for a little while and then on a nice breezy day they would have their oxen walk around on the grain. Around the threshing floor again and again they would lead the oxen to trample out the grain. What this did was break the heads of grain off of the stalks of grain. This was important for the next step, when you separated the grain from the stalks and the husks and the chaff. Once the oxen had trampled out the grain, you took your winnowing fork and you plunged it into the grain pile, and you threw it up into the air. Again and again you threw forkfuls of grain up into the breeze. And the wind would blow the stalks and the husks and the chaff off to the side. These light, useless parts of the grain would land downwind on the hillside. The heads of grain however, which were heavy, would fall straight down from where you had thrown them up. The longer you did this to the pile the more it became pure grain. All the worthless by-products were separated out in the process. Then you took the grain and you transported it into your barn where you would use it to feed your family and your animals for the rest of the year, while the pile of stalks, husks and chaff—you struck a match to that, once the wind died down, and you burned it up. 
Can you guess what John was referring to? Storing some in the barn and burning some with “unquenchable fire” is clearly referring to the day when Jesus comes again. Those who have faith will be separated out, and they will be taken and “stored” in heaven. But those who have no spiritual substance—those who are spiritual light weights—will be blown to the side and burned in the unquenchable fires of hell. Even the word “Spirit” plays into this interpretation. The word “Spirit” in the old Hebrew language can also mean “breath” and “wind.” It’s a moving thing that you can’t see. It moves objects even though you can’t see it. The Holy Spirit is the one who will separate the believers from the unrighteous on that day. He blows through the multitudes of people on this earth, and He deposits God’s Gospel into the hearts of many. He creates faith in them that sticks to their hearts and gives them spiritual substance. They are not blown by the winds of the world. This “baptism with the Holy Spirit and with fire” is a much larger thing than just a prophecy of Pentecost. 
Jesus will indeed baptize all people with the Holy Spirit and with fire. Either the Spirit will stick with them or the unquenchable fires of hell will burn them up. This is why John was saying that the baptism of the One to come would be so much greater than his. God works a profound change in us. He cuts out—He roots out—the sinful nature in us. This is an extremely difficult process. He turns us into something that we originally were not. He makes us over from arrogant sinners into pure and holy saints. 

People have sometimes wondered why God didn’t just start over when He first created human beings and they so quickly fell into sin. Adam and Eve ruined the perfect life that God created for them. Why, some people have asked, didn’t He just destroy them and make totally new people to populate His creation? It’s because God doesn’t give up on what He makes. He loved the creatures He made even when they turned into that which He hates. No, God does not give up on those He loves. But it required an extreme makeover. To remove the sinful nature that lies so deeply rooted in our very being, it requires a chopping away with the ax of God’s law. It’s a painful process. It means confrontation. God often uses us to confront one another. You know how hard it is to say to someone you love, “No, what you’re doing is wrong. I can’t condone what you’re doing. God condemns it.” When confronted like that, God’s law often causes our faces to burn red with anger. It causes our feelings to get hurt. It sometimes causes us to lash back. There is no other way for the sinful nature to come out than to have it chopped out with the law. 
But when the law has done its work, then God has another, much more pleasant message that He shares with us—through our brothers and sisters, through the pastors on Sunday morning. It’s a very simple phrase:  “Your sins are forgiven.” It is this Gospel message of sins forgiven that truly works the change, that truly works the makeover. I chose which words of John’s sermon that I wanted to focus in on with you today very carefully. The very first words I read to you today highlight how God is able to bring about the change:  “I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham.” God can cause this transformation even on stones—the power of His Gospel is so great! And I think John chose the word “stone” for a very special reason. Stone—that is what the Bible so often compares the sinful heart to. By nature we are not just indifferent to God. By nature we are not just sick with sin and in need of healing. The Bible says that we are dead in our sins. There is nothing of spiritual substance in us (in the beginning) that God can work with. He must start from scratch. He must demolish what is there and make a new creation in its place. In the prophet Ezekiel (36:26-27) God prophesied this:  “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.” 
Do you ever feel like a stone? You have no energy to do anything. You’ve maybe had a crisis of faith—doubts. “What does it pay to believe anyway?” you’ve muttered. “Nothing makes a difference.” That’s exactly the situation in which God can best display His almighty power. Because God can take people who are stones, who are lumps, and He can energize them. That’s what He did to the body of His Son. His Son had died a very bloody death. It was a badly disfigured corpse that lay in Jesus’ tomb—beaten, pierced, covered with blood. It was a corpse stiff with rigor mortis. But on Easter morning God did an extreme makeover. That body stiff with rigor mortis began to move again. The coagulated blood began to flow in the veins again. The skin that was covered with welts and cuts became supple and soft again. The lungs began to breathe, the heart to pump, the synapses of the brain to send their messages again. A new man burst out of that rock encased tomb on Easter morning.
God tells us that He works that same almighty working in us. Hearts that don’t care any more are changed into hearts that are filled with love. Faces that are grim because their minds tell them they’ve gotten a raw deal break into smiles. People who think that they’re exhausted because they’ve worked harder than anyone else get a new burst of energy. Those who have doubts have those doubts put to rest by God’s Word, and they go forth with confidence. And it’s all because of that other great starting miracle that God performed—in the womb of a virgin. In the place where no baby can begin without a husband, God caused His child to begin to grow. It is this Child that has made the extreme difference. In this Advent season, let God do a makeover on you. You’re going to like what you see. He’s going to make you over in the image of His Son. It’s the Son’s love and His motivation and His power that will energize you. It’s His beauty and His purity that will cover you. It’s His joy that will beam from your heart and your face. Let God do a makeover on you. He’s going to make you over in the image of His Son. Won’t you be beautiful then!  Amen.
