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We might do this because we can antici-
pate what life with Jesus as a house guest 
will look like, and we would rather just settle 
into who we already are and the familiar 
complacency of our present lives.

Or we can repent — and prepare the 
way of the LORD by making the paths into 
our heart straight. 

We can find ways to welcome our LORD, 
through confession and prayer. 

We can take that journey to the Jordan 
because we welcome the kingdom of heaven.

And as bad as a house guest Jesus will 
be, we welcome him because of all the hope 
and love that Jesus is.

Copies of homilies from the Midweek Service 
of Holy Communion are in the church’s Plaza 

Entrance information rack  and within the Wor-
ship/Communion Services section of the church 

website, www.stpaulshouston.org.



Guess Who’s Coming Over?
In those days John the Baptist appeared in 

the wilderness of Judea, proclaiming, 2“Repent, 
for the kingdom of heaven has come near.”

3This is the one of whom the prophet 
Isaiah spoke when he said, “The voice of one 
crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way 
of the Lord, make his paths straight.’”

4Now John wore clothing of camel’s hair 
with a leather belt around his waist, and his 
food was locusts and wild honey. 5Then the 
people of Jerusalem and all Judea were go-
ing out to him, and all the region along the 
Jordan, 6and they were baptized by him in the 
river Jordan, confessing their sins.

7But when he saw many Pharisees and 
Sadducees coming for baptism, he said to 
them, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you 
to flee from the wrath to come? 8Bear fruit 
worthy of repentance. 9Do not presume to 
say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our 
ancestor’; for I tell you, God is able from these 
stones to raise up children to Abraham. 10Even 
now the ax is lying at the root of the trees; 
every tree therefore that does not bear good 
fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. 

11“I baptize you with water for repen-
tance, but one who is more powerful than I 
is coming after me; I am not worthy to carry 
his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy 
Spirit and fire. 12His winnowing fork is in his 
hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and 
will gather his wheat into the granary; but 
the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.”

“The kingdom of heaven has come near.” 
That is the driving force behind the gospel 
text today. When John the Baptist utters this 
proclamation, his intention is to provoke, 
incite, and ultimately compel action. Quite 
amazing that a single sentence can actually 
change behavior. And I wondered whether 
there is a similar proclamation in our con-
temporary world, one that can excite the 
crowds and change the way people behave?

What kind of announcement might get 
people off the couch? What statement could 
multiply conversations? What single phrase 
might move the masses?

How about this one: “the iPhone 6 has 
come near”? 

It seems every time Apple begins to sug-
gest a new product, the internet lights up 
as people speculate at what might be com-
ing. And behaviors change as well. Parents 
begin to save up money in the face of inces-
sant pleas. We put up with our old, “archaic” 
phones for just a few months longer. And the 
lines! I can’t say I’ll ever understand those 
lines to buy a phone the moment the store 
doors unlock.

If we think a bit more on a proclama-
tion, we’ll quickly realize that the message is 
more than just words. It also depends on the 
timing and the messenger. Apple is keenly 
aware of timing, and their product announce- 
ments always seem to come a month ahead 
of a major shopping season. Likewise, the 
impending release of a new phone carries 
significantly more weight when Apple is 
involved versus countless other brands. And 
when Steve Jobs was alive, it’s hard to think 
of another messenger who could capture the 
attention of so many tech geeks.

It is no different with the proclamation, 
“the kingdom of heaven has come near.” 
The gospel writer Matthew understands 
that the appearance of John the Baptist, in 
first century Palestine, is not an accident. 
The text begins with a nod to the times, “in 
those days.” Those days were a nation of 
Jews, conquered and living under the rule 
of the Roman empire. Those days signaled 
the people submitting to a king they did not 
want. Those days recalled the oppression of 
both their present king and the cruelty of the 
king that came before. And those days also 
held memories that, only two generations 
ago, Israel was an independent nation, led by 
the Maccabees and their religious fervor. The 
time was ripe for the people to hear that the 
kingdom of heaven was coming near.

And the messenger: John the Baptist. 
When we hear his description, it’s hard not 
to picture an unkempt, wild man. Imagine 
sitting with John the Baptist, and he offers 
to share his meal of locusts and wild honey 
with you. Smells always trigger reality for 
me, and I hesitate to imagine what this man 
might have smelled like. Yet, he was the right 
messenger. Something about his asceticism, 
his commitment, and his authenticity con-
vinced the people that indeed, “the kingdom 
of heaven has come near.” 



The people believed.
So when the message is heard — at the 

right time and from the right person — the 
people respond. They take action, and they 
intuitively know how to respond: baptism.

But, what is baptism? And why would 
that be the appropriate response? 

It’s a good question because while bap-
tism might be familiar to us today, there is 
no such ritual in the Old Testament. There 
are texts that talk about water for cleansing. 
And by the first century, some communities 
were using water for acts of ritual washing. 
Even the gospel of John mentions stone jars 
used for purification. 

But baptism? 
Something new is happening, and the 

text offers us a hint at what John is doing.
How? That old real estate axiom: loca-

tion, location, location.
If baptism was simply about water for 

John, then he could have done it anywhere. 
But it had to be the Jordan River, and this is 
a surprise because the Jordan River does not 
have a lot going for it. It was inconvenient 
and out of the way for the people. The path 
to the Jordan meanders through the wil-
derness, with no four star or even one star 
amenities along the way. The river itself was 
murky and not that clean. It’s one of those 
places where you feel the need to bathe after 
you’ve been in the water. As a native Hous-
tonian, I think of our beloved brown water 
of Galveston. There’s even a story in Kings 
about a foreign general told to wash in the 
Jordan to cure his leprosy, and he scoffs at 
the idea.

But there’s one thing that can’t be rep-
licated anywhere else when one is baptized 
in the Jordan river: its location. This is 
where the people of Israel crossed to enter 
the promised land. The river is where the 
fulfillment of all GOD’s promises to Abraham 
were beginning to be realized. The Jordan 
represented the arrival of the promise, after 
generations of slavery and 40 years of wan-
dering in the wilderness. And so, when John 
the Baptist chooses this place to baptize, 
the people are re-enacting their salvation 
history and claiming they are the LORD’s 
chosen.

The people were ready to hear this mes-
sage. The people responded. They labored 
and traveled to be baptized in the Jordan 
River by John the Baptist. And yet baptism is 
more than just about water and the Jordan 
River. Because when the religious leaders 
show up, John turns them away. 

This is a bit shocking to me, because ev-
ery study about starting a movement begins 
with capturing the favor of the leaders, the 
influencers, the movers and shakers. But 
when the Sadducees and Pharisees show up, 
John greets them by calling them a “brood of 
vipers.” And the allusion here is that they are 
poisonous snakes, deadly and dangerous to 
the people near them.

How dangerous? 
Aren’t they the ones who serve as our 

mediators to GOD? We get a hint when 
John targets their badge of honor, “We have 
Abraham as our ancestor.” Let us recognize 
that this line of thinking is not unusual for 
a devout Jew. Peppered throughout the Old 
Testament are stories of leaders calling the 
people to strengthen the markers of their 
Jewish identity. This is the logic behind the 
prohibition against marrying foreign wives, 
for observing the Sabbath, and shunning 
unclean foods. So for the Pharisees and Sad-
ducees to presume their safety on the state-
ment “We have Abraham as our ancestor” is 
not surprising.

But John turns them away on that basis. 
The claim of ancestry alone is insufficient. 
There will be children of Abraham, raised 
from stones if necessary, but these children 
are marked not by their bloodline but by 
something else. The Pharisees and Saddu-
cees lack the prerequisite for baptism.

So what is required for baptism? 
Repentance. Because the imperative ac-

tion when John proclaims the proximity of 
the kingdom of heaven is to repent. And so 
the journey taken by the people to the Jordan 
River is an acknowledgement that their lives 
have strayed, but they are ready to return 
and to turn back to the LORD. The journey 
to the Jordan is a reset button, a pilgrimage 
to express a desire to belong to the kingdom 
of heaven, and to welcome the promises that 
arrive with the kingdom of heaven.

Continued on next page



What is this kingdom like? 
It is creation as GOD, our good GOD, in-

tends. It is where the will of GOD is done and 
not thwarted. Where love defines all actions 
and where tears are wiped away. The proph-
ets paint pictures of this kingdom, where no 
harm is allowed on GOD’s holy mountain.

That is why John introduces the motif 
of fire. Because there are things that sur-
round us in this age that will not survive and 
persist in the kingdom of heaven. There is no 
place for them. There is no place for hatred, 
bigotry, wickedness, malice, and selfishness.

Fire signals judgment, and John alludes 
to this when he describes unfruitful trees, cut 
down, and thrown into the fire. But fire also 
represents a cleansing, purifying element. 
For the Jews living in this time, it would be 
impossible to ignore how John inhabits the 
role of the messenger promised in Malachi. 
Listen to these verses from Malachi 3:

See, I am sending my messenger 
to prepare the way before me, and the 
Lord whom you seek will suddenly 
come to his temple. The messenger of 
the covenant in whom you delight—
indeed, he is coming, says the Lord of 
hosts. But who can endure the day of 
his coming, and who can stand when 
he appears?

For he is like a refiner’s fire and 
like fullers’ soap; he will sit as a re-
finer and purifier of silver, and he will 
purify the descendants of Levi and 
refine them like gold and silver, until 
they present offerings to the Lord in 
righteousness. Then the offering of 
Judah and Jerusalem will be pleasing 
to the Lord as in the days of old and as 
in former years.
With the messenger, comes a refining 

fire. And so repentance welcomes this holy 
fire, because we long to become who GOD 
created us to be and shed ourselves of the 
things that corrupt GOD’s good will for us.

That fire arrives when the LORD comes, 
and so when John follows his pronounce-
ment of the kingdom, he urges the people to 
“prepare the way of the LORD and make his 
paths straight.” 

How appropriate for our season of Ad-
vent! 

If we must prepare the way for the 
LORD, how do our paths look? Because there 
are ways to make the path crooked. To throw 
up roadblocks and dead ends.

Being in this holiday season, John’s talk 
about welcoming the LORD got me think-
ing about house guests. Many of us will 
either welcome or be house guests between 
Thanksgiving and Christmas, which made 
me curious — what makes a good house 
guest? 

I did a quick Google search and found a 
few tips:

Arrive With a Gift                                
Ask About House Rules
Give the Host Personal Space              
Lend a Hand Where Necessary
Keep Common Areas Clean                     
Leave a Parting Gift
From these rules, the portrait of a good 

house guest is one who does not disturb the 
host, is present when wanted, and absent 
when not. 

In contrast, picture a bad house guest. 
Some of us might be anticipating one al-
ready! There’s probably plenty of unwel-
come advice, an overstayed welcome, and 
much additional cleaning. In essence, a bad 
house guest is one who rearranges your life 
and doesn’t leave!

Yet we were all that house guest once. 
When a child is brought into a home, it’s 
hard to describe the child as anything but a 
bad house guest. Schedules become a joke. 
Sleep is disturbed. Peaceful meals are a nos-
talgic memory. And yet we were welcomed, 
because of the hope and love we represented 
to our families.

As we prepare to welcome the LORD, let 
us pause and be honest: Jesus is not going 
to be a good house guest. He’s going to be 
demanding. He’s going to mess with our 
house rules. Personal space? Jesus insists on 
being LORD of all! And he has no intention of 
leaving once he arrives.

So we have a choice: 
We can choose to obscure the path and 

make the ways crooked. 
We can throw up obstacles in his path.
We can come up with excuses to tell 

Jesus why we can’t host him this year. 
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