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The 2nd Sunday of Advent: Holy Trinity Church: December 8, 2019 

Matthew 3:1-12: 

Repent and know God’s Forgiveness and Feel God’s Peace and Joy! 

Preached 

By 

The Rev. John E. Higginbotham+ 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

For those of you who are parents or grandparents, I bet you remember your 

baby’s first words. Were you surprised by those first words? You spend the 

first 6 to 9 months of your baby’s life just babbling at him or her and making 

all kinds of crazy words, faces and sounds. And then one day, he or she 

suddenly responds! It’s a great feeling. Unless your baby’s first words are 

something unexpected. 

A parenting website asked parents to submit stories of the strangest first 

words their babies ever said. Monica Rivera from Woodland Hills, CA, and 

her husband were sure their infant daughter was going to say “Dada” first. 

But Monica kept practicing the word “Mama” with her daughter in the hopes 
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that this would be her first word. Monica and her husband were both there to 

witness their precious child’s real first word, which was not “Mama” or 

“Dada,” but “Bob,” the name of the family’s golden retriever was Bob. I 

thought Sylvia Perry from Campbell, OH, had the strangest story, in my 

opinion. Sylvia admits that she nags her forgetful husband all the time to take 

the garbage out. However, Sylvia and her husband were both surprised one 

morning when their infant daughter banged her little fist on her high chair 

and yelled at her father her first words, “Garbage out!”  When you think 

about it, that’s not too far off from how John the Baptist starts his preaching 

in today’s reading from the Gospel of Matthew, “Garbage out!” How do you 

prepare people for the coming Messiah? “Get the garbage out!”  

All his life, John’s parents had told him the miraculous circumstances of his 

birth. God had chosen John to be the prophet who announces the arrival of 

the Messiah, God’s Anointed One. John didn’t have any excuse to be timid or 

unclear in his preaching. The world needed to know the Messiah was coming! 

God’s plan for the salvation of the world was kicking into high gear. And 

people needed to get ready to see the Messiah, to hear him, to follow him. So 

what were John’s first words to announce news this important? Are you 

ready? Here they are: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” In 
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other words, John was saying, “Christ is coming. Get the garbage out!—

repent!” 

In Matthew 3: 1-12 the Evangelist says, “In those days John the Baptist came, 

preaching in the wilderness of Judea and saying, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of 

heaven has come near.’ This is he who was spoken of through the prophet 

Isaiah: ‘A voice of one calling in the wilderness, Prepare the way for the Lord, 

make straight paths for him.’ Now John wore clothing of camel’s hair with a 

leather belt around his waist, and his food was locusts and wild honey. Then the 

people of Jerusalem and all Judea were going out to him, and all the region 

along the Jordan, and they were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing 

their sins. So, what was the first thing the people did when they heard John’s 

message? They confessed their sins. Why? Because John preached a message 

of repentance.  It is entirely accurate to say that the first word of the gospel is 

“repent.”  “Repent” is a critical word, yet you almost never hear the word 

repent in our society anymore. It’s definitely a churchy word, though it 

probably isn’t used very much even in church. What does it mean? The word 

“Repent” comes from two Greek words, noeo, which means “to think, 

perceive or understand with the mind” and meta, which means “to change.” 

This is John’s challenge to his listeners: are you ready to meet God? Are you 

ready to get in step with God’s plan for this world? Then you’ve got to repent, 
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to change your mind and understanding, to reflect God’s mind and purposes. 

“Get the garbage out!” This is the first step in beginning a new life with 

Christ. 

The most frequent question that visitors ask forest rangers throughout this 

country is not, “Where does this trail go?” or “How long does it take to hike 

it?” or “Do we need bug spray on the trail?” Instead, they ask, “Excuse me, 

can you tell me where the trail starts?” I think that is a good question for  all 

of us today. If you want to know where the trail to God starts, it starts at 

repentance. Repentance is about restoring our relationship with God. Some 

religions teach that sin comes from incorrect thinking or ignorance of what is 

good or true. But the Scriptures teach us that sin comes from turning away 

from the love of and reverence for God. Sin is anything that misses the mark 

of God’s holiness. So the farther we move away from God, the closer we move 

to sin. So what we need most is to turn around. 

God created this whole universe and everyone in it to know God and to reflect 

God’s glory. People who know each other intimately and spend much time 

with each other invariably start to reflect each other’s character and attitudes 

and priorities. John is saying, “The kingdom of heaven is near to you. God’s 

got a plan for restoring this world to God’s original design of justice and 
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mercy and peace. And you’re going to miss it if you don’t align your thoughts 

with God’s thoughts. If your mind is fixed on outward shows of religion 

rather than filled with the spirit and thoughts and priorities of God, then you 

are going to miss the greatest thing you’ve ever seen, the Messiah, God in the 

flesh walking among you.” 

John the Baptist’s message is pointing right at God’s plan for humanity: 

Repent. Restore your relationship with God. Restore your relationship with 

one another. It’s the only way to prepare yourself for the Messiah and the 

coming of the Kingdom of Heaven. Repentance is about restoring our 

relationship with God and one another. But how do we do that? 

The first sign of true repentance is acknowledging that we have a problem. 

Broken relationships can’t be restored until we step up and say, “I was wrong. 

I sinned against you. And knowing that I caused you pain breaks my heart. 

That is true in any relationship. And it is true in our relationship with God. 

Dean Chabot is a former neo-Nazi who has left behind his old lifestyle of hate 

and prejudice and violence to start a new life as a man committed to peace 

and reconciliation. The last step in leaving his old lifestyle behind was getting 

rid of the racist tattoos he had gotten in his teen years. Another former white 

supremacist who had left the movement paid for a plastic surgeon to remove 
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Dean Chabot’s old tattoos. In an interview with journalist Scott Pelley from 

CBS News, Chabot said, “The reason I am doing this is to end a chapter of my 

life, getting the hate off my skin.”  Repentance acknowledges our broken 

relationship with God. It is not so much about getting hate off our skin but 

getting it out of our heart. 

Repentance is about restoring our relationships with God and one another. 

The first sign of true repentance is acknowledging that we have a problem. 

But, with repentance comes reconciliation, forgiveness, restoration, joy and 

peace with God. John’s message might sound harsh and undiplomatic to us. It 

might sound out of keeping with the soft, warm feelings of the Christmas 

season, but it’s motivated entirely by love, by a desire to shake us awake and 

get us to turn back to God while there is still time to experience His love.   

I read a story by about a man named Festo Kivengere. He is a former Bishop 

of the Anglican Church in Uganda. Festo was raised in a pagan family, but he 

became a follower of Jesus in early adulthood. His ministry was so influential 

that he is sometimes referred to as “the Billy Graham of Africa.” Before he 

became a follower of Jesus, Festo describes his life as a “spinning top.” He 

said, “I worked, I played, I worked. I was just running faster and faster, 

thinking that the faster he ran the more lively life would become.  But a friend 
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shared the message of Jesus with Festo, and he prayed to follow Jesus as his 

Lord and Savior. He says, “That day God smashed my heart open and 

introduced me to the living reality of Jesus Christ, who entered in. My top 

stopped spinning, and He gave me direction that lasts through eternity.”  

“God smashed my heart open,” that sounds like a country song about 

someone who has just fallen in love. That’s what happens, though, when we 

understand who God is, and how much God loves us. And that’s what 

repentance does for us, it smashes our heart open, and we fall in love with 

God all over again.   

My sisters and brothers in Christ, John the Baptist’s message, on this Second 

Sunday in Advent, is repentance and that is our challenge, not just for a week, 

but for a lifetime. The Kingdom of God is near. God is coming. God is kicking 

off God’s final plan to restore the world to a relationship with Him. Don’t just 

go through the motions this Christmas season. Don’t just make an outward 

show of your religion. Turn back to God. Come to Holy Trinity Church every 

Sunday. Come to Holy Trinity Church and confess your sins in community, 

every Sunday. Come to Holy Trinity Church and receive absolution for all 

your sins, every Sunday. Get the garbage out and feel that joy, every Sunday, 

feel that burden lifted off your shoulders,  every Sunday, feel  the burdens of 

worry and anxiety lifted away from your heavy hearts and minds every 
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Sunday, and then feel God’s Heavenly peace that only comes from knowing  

you are restored once again to God every Sunday and forever more. AMEN. 

 


