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December 4, 2016, 2nd Sunday of Advent 

Click here to view the readings. 

Focus: Jesus brings life to the dead.   

This past Tuesday, Nikki and I stopped at Flemings’ Christmas tree farm in Nikki’s hometown of 

Indiana, PA to pick out our Christmas tree.  We had a lot of fun between taking goofy pictures in 

the kids’ displays and looking at ornaments in the gift shop.  But the most fun part was simply 

using a map to walk through this 60-acre forest of Christmas trees that were broken down by 

size: 3-5’, 6-10’, as well as species: Canaan fir, Fraser fir, Douglas fir, Colorado spruce, Norway 

spruce, white pine, and so-called “concolor fir,” which I had to look up how to pronounce for 

this sermon.  As a lifelong believer in live trees with the sap still sticking to my hands to prove it, 

I felt like the expert as we walked through, looking for the perfect height, guarding against bare 

spots, and of course throwing out knowledgeable tree-isms like, “Lots of good ‘hangers’ on this 

one.” 

Well, it was a long and drawn out case study for future marital counselors before we finally 

found this year’s tree, which we named Elmer.  At one point, Nikki pointed out a particular 

Fraser fir that I wasn’t too fond of, and I quickly enumerated the reasons I didn’t like it (“there’s 

a giant bare spot in the middle; just look at those brown needles!”) before I suddenly felt 

strangely guilty.  You’re probably thinking I’m crazy, and yes, I know trees can’t hear, but it just 

didn’t seem right talking about them that way and judging them when I was surrounded by trees.  

So I added apologetically, “Well, they’re all great trees of course!  No disrespect!”   

When I got back, I read this week’s Gospel lesson, and let’s just say that John the Baptist has no 

such sentimental reservations.  “Even now the ax is lying at the foot of the trees; every tree 

therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.”  I wonder what he 

would think of our poor Elmer. 

Of course the hard part of this story is that John isn’t really talking about trees.  He’s talking 

about people.  And to be honest, his words are scary.   

We are all comfortable thinking of John the Baptist as Jesus’s earlier-born cousin, the one who 

leaps for joy in Elizabeth’s womb when Mary visits, the one who announces the coming of the 

Messiah, the one who, in short, prepares the way for Jesus.  When we think of him that way, he’s 

a figure of hope and expectation.  Maybe that’s what the Sadducees and Pharisees thought they 

were going to get when they came out to see him.  Maybe they wanted to receive his baptism for 

the confession and forgiveness of sins.  Maybe they wanted to hear him preach.  Maybe they just 

wanted the spectacle of a crazy guy dressed in camel-skins and eating locusts and honey who’s 

drawing these huge crowds.  But if that’s what the Pharisees and Sadducees were expecting to 

get, they got something, well, you decide for yourself what they got:   

You brood of vipers.  Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? 

He doesn’t mince his words, does he?  Instead, his very first words to these people coming to see 

him are words of judgment.  Now the Pharisees and Sadducees, these were the religious leaders 
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of the time.  They would have been used to words of judgment.  The only difference is that 

they’re used to being the ones doling out the judgment against all the other sinners.  Now they’re 

seeing things from the other side.   And it doesn’t feel so good. 

If I’m honest, this is where this story hits home.  I think I’m like a lot of people.  I don’t like 

being judged.  I don’t like being judged in private.  And I certainly don’t like being judged in this 

public way.  Because unlike all those Christmas trees on the farm, I’m a person.  I have feelings, 

and, yes, I have pride.  Rightly or wrongly, I feel like I have an image of myself to uphold.  

Judgment makes me feel embarrassed, defensive, and just plain bad about myself. 

But here it is.  With those Sadducees and Pharisees, we have been warned.  We can’t do 

Christmas without Advent.  There’s no royal highway to the manger that bypasses the banks of 

the Jordan.  We can’t have Jesus without John the Baptist.   

John the Baptist calls the Pharisees and Sadducees to repent—literally in Greek μετανοια, a word 

that means “change your mind.”  But this isn’t about changing your mind about whether you’ll 

get the soup or the salad.  What it really means is “change your heart.”  We need to change our 

heart because the kingdom of heaven has come near.  In John’s time, that meant that in literally 

the next scene in the story, a man was coming to him to be baptized.  Not one of the religious 

elite at the time, not the rich or powerful, but a simple son of a carpenter beginning his career as 

a public preacher and teacher: Jesus of Nazareth.   

When John looked at the people of the time, he saw death.  He saw trees that weren’t bearing 

fruit.  Lives that were being lived saying the right prayers, believing the right things, but that 

didn’t love.  That looked down on other people.  That judged other people without looking in the 

mirror.  He saw people who thought that confession was for everyone else.  He saw the 

moneychangers sitting in the Temple and he saw the kings sitting in the palace.  He saw people 

who would stone adulterers and look on in contempt as widows put their last two coins in the 

Temple treasury.  He saw the type of people who weren’t prepared for the Good News.  He saw 

people who weren’t ready for the abundant life that Jesus Christ was about to offer.  He saw 

people whose lives were dead trees, good for nothing except kindling.  And who would put the 

Lord of Life on their own Tree of Death. 

Brothers and sisters in Christ, the kingdom of heaven is much nearer to us now than it was in 

John the Baptist’s time.  Because that young Nazarene carpenter’s son has already come to the 

Jordan.  He has been baptized.  He has preached words of judgment but also of forgiveness and 

of hope.  And two thousand years ago, he died for you and for me.  We await the day when “he 

will come again to judge the living and the dead.”  John the Baptist’s time is over.  The time of 

the Lordship of Jesus Christ has begun.   

Are we prepared?  As the anthem our choir will sing in a few minutes asks, will Jesus find our 

heart a Bethlehem? 

I would like to say yes.  I know for myself, I want a heart and a life that welcomes Jesus, that 

bears fruit worthy of his kingdom.  But the thing about dead trees is, it’s really hard for them to 

grow.   
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A few days ago, I was talking to a few of the ladies of the church while they were putting up the 

narthex tree.  We got to talking about Nikki’s and my tree Elmer.  Sometime in, I let it slide that 

I had not cut the bottom off the tree, so I wasn’t sure if it was drinking.  Well of course they 

jumped all over me—and rightly so!  If you don’t cut the bottom off, the tree won’t drink, and 

then it dries out, and suddenly, well, forget having a merry Christmas, you have a John the 

Baptist-style fire hazard on your hands.  So after some quick surgery, I’m happy to report that as 

those crowds gathered at the Jordan to be baptized in the water, Elmer is now drinking water 

himself. 

But here’s the thing.  I can fill Elmer’s bowl with water every morning.  And it might help for at 

ime.  But he’s still dead.  He’s not going to bear fruit.  On Epiphany in January, I like to burn my 

tree for a campfire, although given that I now live in a residential neighborhood, he’ll probably 

be taken from my curbside and who knows what will happen to him then.   

The people who came to those waters to be baptized by John: important Pharisees and 

Sadducees, ordinary crowds, they’re the same way.  And so are all of us.  We can water around 

the edges.  We can confess our sins until we’re blue in the face.  We can try over and over again.  

But left to ourselves we will never be prepared for the kingdom of heaven.  Dead trees can’t bear 

fruit. 

Only Jesus Christ can do that.  Jesus Christ is the man who can “raise up children of Abraham” 

from the stones.  He can cause stones to sing “Hosanna!” as he enters Jerusalem.  And he can do 

a lot of good work with dead wood, too. 

When he died for us on the tree of Calvary, and then rose again and rolled away the stone of the 

tomb, he promised that there is no place so dead that he can’t bring life. 

Jesus comes to us when we are dead in our sin.  He comes to us as people worthy of words of 

judgment and of fire.  And he baptizes us not with the simple water of the Jordan but with the 

water of his Holy Spirit.  And he brings us to life.  No longer cold stones or dead wood, but trees 

that bear fruit 30, 60 and 100-fold.  Fruit of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, 

faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  Fruit that makes our lives trees of life that feed 

neighbors near and far who hunger and thirst for righteousness.   

Jesus does that for us because his kingdom of heaven has drawn near.  He gives us a changed and 

new heart, a heart that he makes not only his Bethlehem, but his new Jerusalem and his holy 

Temple where he dwells.  When he dwells in our hearts we preach not just words of judgment 

and death but words of forgiveness and resurrection life.  To receive the kingdom of heaven is 

not just to receive the mild infant of Christmas, but the victorious Savior of Easter who promises 

to breathe life to the dead and make all things new.   

Because of the promises of his kingdom, we do not live in fear of judgment, ax, or fire.  We do 

not live fruitlessly or with hearts of stone.  But we light the world ablaze with the love of God 

and the fire of the Holy Spirit.  And the signal goes out to Sadducees, Pharisees, and all of God’s 

peopl, that the kingdom of heaven has come near, as with John on Jordan’s banks, we cry, “thy 

kingdom come.”  Amen.   


