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7 John said to the crowds coming out to be baptized by him, “You brood of vipers! Who 

warned you to flee from the coming wrath? 8 Produce fruit in keeping with repentance. And 

do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ For I tell you that out 

of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham. 9 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.”  
10 “What should we do then?” the crowd asked.  
11 John answered, “Anyone who has two shirts should share with the one who has none, 

and anyone who has food should do the same.”  
12 Even tax collectors came to be baptized. “Teacher,” they asked, “what should we do?”  
13 “Don’t collect any more than you are required to,” he told them.  
14 Then some soldiers asked him, “And what should we do?”  

He replied, “Don’t extort money and don’t accuse people falsely—be content with your 

pay.”  
15 The people were waiting expectantly and were all wondering in their hearts if John 

might possibly be the Messiah. 16 John answered them all, “I baptize you with water. But one 

who is more powerful than I will come, the straps of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie. 

He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. 17 His winnowing fork is in his hand to clear 

his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his barn, but he will burn up the chaff with 

unquenchable fire.” 18 And with many other words John exhorted the people and proclaimed 

the good news to them.  

 

What do you think about when you hear the word “repentance”?  Is it a concept that you 

connect in your mind with sorrow or with joy?  Does the act of repenting leave you feeling 

happy or does it leave you feeling sad?  Maybe to come at it from another direction, how do you 

view the result or the worth of repentance?  Is it something that is good for you or bad?    That 

one might be a bit simpler for us to answer.  We know that repentance is good for us, but I think 

we can still tend to think of it as an overall sad or at the very least somber activity.  What we’re 

going to see today, however, as we look a little bit closer at the message and ministry of John the 

Baptist is that our coming Savior, even as He calls us to repentance, comes bearing the gift of 

joy.  It is, in fact, repentance itself that leads to this deep, penetrating joy that exists in the hearts 

and lives of believers.  This gift of joy from our Savior God is so powerful that it compels us to 

change the very way that we think and act. 

True repentance leads to true joy.  And John the Baptist shows us three arenas where that 

joy will be evident in repentant believers as they await the coming of their Savior.  First, as the 

gospel works in the hearts of repentant believers it will produce fruits.  Second, those fruits will 

be evident in every part of our everyday lives.  And finally, the most prominent fruit of 

repentance, as we see exemplified by John the Baptist himself, will be that a believer will point 

those around them to Christ, giving all glory to Him. 

We don’t know all that much about John the Baptist.  We get brief descriptions of his 

manner of dress and his diet, last week, we heard the simplest of summaries of his ministry, that 



he went into all the country around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of repentance for the 

forgiveness of sins (Luke 3:3) and today we’re able to hear a small portion of his teaching from 

one of those days that he stood on the banks of the Jordan River teaching the people.  We don’t 

have much to go on, when it comes to John, but we do have enough to see what the basis of his 

ministry consisted of.  In short, what we’re able to determine about John the Baptist is that he 

proclaimed both the law and the gospel, just as all of God’s prophets had done before him and 

have continued to do since.  He pointed people to their sins and then he pointed them to the 

forgiveness and salvation that comes to them through the Messiah.  

What we know about the Baptist, the people of Jerusalem and Judea and the surrounding 

areas would have soon learned as well.  There was a new prophet in the land with some new 

ceremonial washing called baptism who was proclaiming to people the forgiveness of their sins.  

So, it isn’t surprising that large crowds of people began flocking to meet him hoping, no doubt, 

to receive this forgiveness that he had to offer.  What they didn’t necessarily have was a solid, 

biblical understanding of what forgiveness actually was, or how it came to be theirs.  To draw an 

example from more recent church history, you might compare the crowds that John the Baptist 

had coming to see him to the crowds that a German preacher named Johann Tetzel would attract 

in the early 1500s as he made his way through the territories of Germany selling indulgences “for 

the forgiveness of sins.” 

Fortunately, for these crowds of people, John the Baptist was no John Tetzel.  He would 

not stand for the people to think that they could escape the judgment of a righteous God simply 

because they had come to see him.  Baptism wasn’t some kind of lucky rabbit’s foot or get out of 

jail free card.  Forgiveness, John preached, wasn’t something that could be bought or earned 

through ceremonial observance, rather forgiveness came through true repentance, an inner 

transformation of the heart, not some outward act.   

That’s why as our gospel lesson this morning began, we hear John saying to the crowds 

You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath?  Produce fruit in 

keeping with repentance.  And do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our 

father.’  For I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham.  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. 

If the people thought, and if we think today, that we can avoid God’s judgment or escape 

“the coming wrath” and continue right on living in our sins, then John has some sobering news 

for us.  That’s the mindset of a brood of snakes, the offspring of serpents, the seed of the serpent.  

That’s the sinful nature trying to weasel its way out of the punishment it justly deserves.  And if 

we think that claiming allegiance to a certain nationality or organization will be enough to save 

us on the Last Day, the Baptist has some hard news for us again.  Don’t think you can simply say 

“I have Abraham as my father” or “I go to church” or “I’m a WELS Lutheran” and that will be 

enough to save you.  These are the outward things that men look at and that our sinful natures are 

quick to boast about, but God looks at the heart. 

We need to be careful that we don’t fall into this kind of trap, this viper’s pit.  Do we 

think that the hour we spend here will excuse the sins we commit over the other 167 hours each 

week?  Do we think that the small percentage of our incomes that we give back to God gives us 

license to spend the remainder in whatever manner we see fit?  Do we gather around God’s 

Word to receive the joyous assurance of sins forgiven and be filled with the hope of everlasting 

life, or do we come to be reassured that our sins can be forgiven so that we can go home and 



continue living in them?  If we have that kind of poison in our hearts, we need to hear this 

sermon from John. 

Produce fruit in keeping with repentance, he preached.  Show with your lives that 

what you have confessed here with your lips, heard with your ears, and seen with your eyes, you 

believe in your hearts.  Neither empty religiosity, nor a genetic or organizational to the faithful 

will amount to anything on the day of wrath.  What matters is sincere faith.  And where faith is 

alive and well, there will be fruit. 

The people heard John’s warning and they responded.  They asked him, What should we 

do then?  Next week in our Sunday morning Bible Study, we’re going to be looking at the jailer 

in Philippi.  He asks God’s messengers a very similar question, Sirs, what must I do to be 

saved? (Acts 16:30) and they answer him very simply, believe in the Lord Jesus and you will 

be saved (Acts 16:31), John the Baptist goes into a bit more detail with his audience, explaining 

what that belief—that faith—would look like in their lives:  “Share what you have and give to 

the needy,” was John’s advice to the people in general.  To the tax collectors he adds “Don’t be 

dishonest in your dealings,” and to the soldiers “Don’t use your power to extort people.” 

Whatever positions and roles you currently hold, they each come with their own unique 

set of temptations.  What John wants us to see is that the fruit of true repentance is a joy that 

permeates every aspect of our everyday lives as we turn from lives of sin to live in the joy of the 

forgiveness that our Savior brings.  Those unique temptations that our current standings in life 

bring to us provide us each with opportunities to prove and demonstrate our repentance as we 

stand in the face of sin and live instead to serve our Savior God. 

Finally, then, it is that Savior who John points us to.  He had been preaching with such 

great power and authority that some people were beginning to question whether he might be the 

promised Christ.  In answer to those suspicions, he pointed to One more powerful than him 

who was still coming, the Messiah Himself.  John was baptizing and preaching as a servant, the 

one who was coming was the master.  He would baptize not with water through which the Holy 

Spirit works but by pouring out the Holy Spirit on His people directly.  His winnowing fork is 

in His hand, John continued, to clear His threshing floor and to gather the wheat into His 

barn, but He will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire.  And with many other words 

John exhorted the people and proclaimed the good news to them.  What greater fruit of 

repentance could there be?  What greater demonstration of the joy that is our through the 

forgiveness of sins than to point others to the one who gives us that forgiveness.  To say, “No, 

it’s not about be, my life is not about me, it’s about my Savior Jesus.  I want you to know Him.  I 

want you to know the joy that He brings you.” 

Maybe you’ve noticed that the word “joy” isn’t actually in our Gospel text this morning.  

In fact, as you look through the dozen verses we have in front of us it seems like there’s an awful 

lot of harsh law and not so much gospel.  But it is there.  It’s joy that yields the fruit John was 

encouraging the people to show, it’s joy that would result from their repentance of their sins, and 

it is joy that would have been at the core of the “good news” he continued to proclaim to them. 

Perhaps so that you and I can see that joy which our Savior Jesus brings a little more 

clearly this morning, it would help to expand a bit more on the illustration of a fruit tree that John 

uses.  Imagine your life and your faith as a tree.  How healthy does it look?  How tall and grand 

is it?  How much fruit is there on your branches?  Now imagine another tree.  Picture Jesus and 

His life as a tree.  How majestic is that tree?  How much fruit would be on it?  Considering that 

the fruitfulness John is talking about consists of things like kindness, generosity, humility, and 

compassion; wouldn’t it be the case that Jesus who exemplified all of those things perfectly 



would have branches so full of fruit that they would be brushing the ground?  And then picture 

again your tree and consider how it would measure up against the standard of perfection that we 

see realized in our Savior Jesus.  

And yet when God looked at us and saw how scarce our branches were how empty of 

fruit our lives have been and started reaching for the axe that lay at our roots there was Jesus to 

say, “No, Father!  Not them!  Cut me down instead.”  At the cross we see God swinging the axe 

of divine justice.  In Jesus’ words, Why have you forsaken me? (Matthew 27:46) we hear Him 

being thrown into the fire in our place.  The fruitful tree was cut down.  The fruitless trees were 

spared.  And then that tree, our Savior Jesus, who was cut down for you and me, came to life 

again more beautiful than ever before.  And now He incorporates you into Himself, grafts you 

into His branches, so that through Him, fed and strengthened and nourished and given new life in 

Him, you may bear much fruit and be pleasing in our Father’s eyes. 

When that fact sinks in—that God loves you, wanted you, chose you, was willing to pay 

anything to spend eternity with you—it melts our hearts and fills us with joy.  Joy that the 

prophecy of Zephaniah which we heard in our Old Testament lesson has been fulfilled: The 

LORD has taken away the punishment of your sin! 

“What should we do then?” we ask.  And John tells us.  In Baptism, Jesus clothes us in a 

white robe of His righteousness and so we strive to keep it clean.  John doesn’t call for 

incredible, heroic acts of faith.  He simply calls on us to live each day in joy, reflecting Christ’s 

love in our dealings with one another.  We struggle with all the strength that Jesus gave us when 

He baptized us into Himself to leave behind the sins that caused His death.  

What do you think about when you hear the word “repentance”?  Is it a concept that you 

connect in your mind with sorrow or with joy?  That’s the question I asked at the beginning of 

the sermon.  It wasn’t really a fair question.  The misleading thought is that sorrow and joy are 

opposites.  But that isn’t really the case.  The real opposite of joy is sin.  Sin robs us of the joy 

that our Savior would have us know.  Sin holds out the promise of “joys” that cannot last and are 

not real.  True repentance then, involves both sorrow and joy.  We sorrow over our sins and over 

the pains our God took to reconcile us to Himself.  But in that same act of repentance we turn 

from those sins to the salvation which He won for us through His payment in our place: 

forgiveness and everlasting life.  So rejoice with me, brothers and sisters in Christ, your sins are 

forgiven.  Go in peace.  Live in harmony with one another.  Serve the Lord in joy.  Amen. 

 

 


