Last week, 


we heard John's sermon to the everyday people.  


Those in the land going about their every day lives.  

Today, 


we heard John's sermon to the Pharisees and the Sadducees, 


or in our parlance, 



the ones who were living by the commands of Scripture.  




The pastors preaching the word to the people, 





the Sadducees 




and the leaders amongst the people in living out their faith, 





what we might call our Elders, 





Deacons, 





and long-time church members, 






the Pharisees.  

John was harshly calling out the leadership of the church.  


The immediate question would be why?

He is calling out the church leadership, 


because the major road block of the church 



in the work of the church in the world, 




has never been the pagans, 




has never been the culture, 




has never been the media, 


the major road block of the church 



has always been the church.  

The church is the greatest hope for the Kingdom of Heaven 

and the church greatest impediment to the Kingdom of Heaven.

How can this be?  

Well, 


the keys to the Kingdom are in our hands.  

So the question is, 


are we using the keys to open 


or lock up the joys and fruits of the Kingdom?  

John knows that judgment is coming.  


He repeats the term “Fire” three times in this section.  


He asks “Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath?”  

In calling them a brood of vipers, 


John is creating the image of a grass fire, 



consuming all around it 



and the snakes trying to keep ahead of the wrath of the fire, 




along with the field mice, 




rabbits, 




and other animals.  


The place where they have become so comfortable 



and made their home.  


When the fire comes, 



their home is no longer comfortable.

Now a snake living in the rocks 

or a hole in the bare ground 


would be fine in the flames.  

But in the lack of repentance, 


many other things have been brought into the snakes home.  



The comfort of the grass and sticks, 



the lounging in the sunshine 



and feasting on field mice have put the snakes in a different position, 




one of vulnerability.

The inbred inclination of a Jew 


was to claim a get out of jail free card with Abraham.  

The Jewish faith had built up the righteousness of Abraham so much, 


that they perceived Abraham's previous faith 



to be sufficient for whatever their sins were.  

John warns them that God does value his covenant with Abraham, 


but as creator of Abraham and the world, 



he has the ability to raise up children to fulfill the promise to Abraham 




from the rocks on the ground.  

Moving back to the fruit metaphor, 


John encourages these men to produce good fruit 


or face being cut down and thrown into the fire.  

John gives them and us two options, 


respond to God's call 


or face God's wrath.

Why is John so much harder on the Pharisees and Sadducees 


then he is on the everyday people from Jerusalem, 


Judea, 


and the area surrounding the Jordan?  

Because these are the people who know the law, 

teach the law, 

and live out the law.  


Which should put them in good standing, 



but the Kingdom of Heaven is now present.  

The law is part of God's plan, 


but is not the fullness of God's plan.

Knowing the law has its place.  


This fall, 



I was driving in a school zone in Seattle.  


I know the law is 20 mph in a school zone.  


I knew that I should be driving 20 mph in that area.  



However, 




I was driving a Canadian rental car that only had KM 




and not MPH on the display.  



I was the only car going past the school, 




so I could not gauge the other cars.  



Eva was crying loudly in the back seat 




and I was trying to sing to comfort her.  


So, while knowing the law, 



I did not know how fast I was going 




as to whether or not I was breaking the law.  

I guess that Jetta had more get up and go than I thought, 


because as I passed the police officer, 



he kindly took me aside 



and let me know I was going over the law.

God is gracious, 


as was the police officer 



when he saw we had a 1 month old baby in the car 



and he was recently a new father himself.  

Eva did not help though, 


as the pretty flashing lights caused her to stop crying 



by the time the officer walked up to the car.  

But he let me know I was going 15 mph over the speed limit in a school zone, 


but ticketed us for only going 35 in a 20 and not for the 20 being a school zone, which would have been $400 more.

This officer demonstrated the purpose of the law.  


The law was not just to give us a benchmark to live up to, 



though it can do that.  


The law was there to remind the people that they fall short 



and need God's forgiveness.  



They need God's saving grace.  

Just as I knew the speed limit for the school zone, 


the officer came and reminded me that knowing, 



or driving the proper speed 85% of the time, 




still means that I am eligible for a speeding ticket.  

As I received the ticket, 


I received it knowing that I had fallen short of the law, 


but I had also experienced grace in the face of the law.  

If I would have not been told that he could have written me up for a $600 ticket, 


I might have been very upset about the $180 ticket I did receive.  



That Montana $5 speeding ticket had skewed my economy of scale.

If we did not have the law of God, 


we would not realize we needed a Savior, 


a Messiah.  

We would think that the Kingdom of this World is good enough,


like the Sadducees and Pharisees had embraced.  

After all, 


how many of us would consider ourselves good people?  

Even without raising our hands, 


I would guess a super majority 


if not unanimous.  

I, even after being raised in the reformed tradition 


that emphasizes we all fall short of the glory of God 


and all that I do is tainted by sin, 

my core understanding of myself is that I am a good person. 


Not that I was created good,


but that I am a good person in my actions day in and day out.  

I can keep that illusion up, 


as long as I do not look at God's word


 and apply those words, 



not just to others where they fall short,


 but to myself.  

When we look at God's Word, 


we all fall short.

This is before Jesus ups the calling of the law on murder and adultery.  


Making calling our brother an idiot 



like murder 


and lusting after another 



like adultery.  

The 10 Commandments and their reciprocals 


are enough to condemn each one of us for breaking the law many time over.  

There should be no doubt when we walk into this space together, 


that we are communing with broken people.  

The thought that we are worthy to be here 


is false 


and a lie.  

The Pharisees and Sadducees claimed that they had Abraham, 


which made them worthy to teach 


and be in the temple.  

We claim we have Jesus, 


so that makes us worthy to teach 


and be in the temple.  

But that claiming of Jesus is a dangerous one.  


Jesus has us 


and has invited us in under his name, 



under his work, 



under his Sacrifice, 


not because of anything we did.  



It is only because of the grace of Jesus 




that we are welcomed before the throne of God.

That is why John is immersing people with water to symbolize repentance.  

That is why he challenges the Pharisees and Sadducees, 


because they come thinking that they belong on their own merit, 



instead of by the grace of God. 


So they are depending on their own energy, 



their own actions to produce fruit. 

But if their work and actions starts off tainted, 


there is no way it can ever become pure.  

So John calls them to change their source of fruit 


from themselves 


to God.

He tells them that the one to come after him 


will give them the power to do such works 



when the Holy Spirit comes upon them.  

He is more powerful, 


because he comes with the power of God.  

For now, 


John is calling them to stop thinking that they are doing this all by themselves, 


or by the power of Abraham's lineage.  

If they continue in this thinking, 


they will get the other half of Jesus' baptism, 



fire.  

The image of the winnowing fork or shovel, 


tossing the kernels of wheat into the air 



and the fruit, 




the wheat falling back to the ground to be used 



and the chaff, 




part of what was harvested, 





but has no use in baking bread 





or planting more wheat, 




is separated 




and consumed by an ever consuming fire.  



The chaff is no more, 



the wheat goes into the barn to be with farmer 




and be useful.

The law only has so much power.  


The sign by the school said, 



“Speed Limit 20 mph.”  


But the sign does not prevent me from going 21 



or 35 



or 105 mph.  


But the law 


or the sign does let me know that I am going faster than the law calls me to.  

The Pharisees and Sadducees knew the law, 


but that had not brought them to a point to repent.  



To change their attitudes and actions.  

The 20 mph ensures that I have time to stop 


if a child jumps out in front of my car.  


It enables me to be able to stop quickly.  

The law enables us to see that we need to be ready to stop.  


But it is only the gift of the one who comes after John 



that allows us to stop.  

It is only through the gift of the Spirit being alive and well within us 


that we are able to make the change. 

For in the end, 


an early church father's paraphrase of John's message ring true, 



“I indeed am mighty to invite to repentance, 




He to forgive sins, 



I to preach the Kingdom of Heaven, 




He to bestow it; 



I to baptize with water, 




He with the Spirit.” 

We, 

like John, 


can only do so much.  

The rest depends upon the grace of God.  


When we think we can do it ourselves, 


when we operate from the idea that we ourselves are not broken 



and therefore perfectly able to fix situations by ourselves, 


we need to hear John's message again.  



Wrath is coming, 




are we 




or is the Holy Spirit producing the fruit of our lives.  

One of those two has perfect fruit, 


the other one's fruit is always a bit tainted by sin, 



no matter what they do 



or hard well they try.
