Isaiah 11:1-10

11A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse, and a branch shall grow out of his roots. 2The spirit of the Lord shall rest on him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord. 3His delight shall be in the fear of the Lord. He shall not judge by what his eyes see, or decide by what his ears hear; 4but with righteousness he shall judge the poor, and decide with equity for the meek of the earth; he shall strike the earth with the rod of his mouth, and with the breath of his lips he shall kill the wicked. 5Righteousness shall be the belt around his waist, and faithfulness the belt around his loins. 6The wolf shall live with the lamb, the leopard shall lie down with the kid, the calf and the lion and the fatling together, and a little child shall lead them. 7The cow and the bear shall graze, their young shall lie down together; and the lion shall eat straw like the ox. 8The nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp, and the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder’s den. 9They will not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain; for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea. 

10On that day the root of Jesse shall stand as a signal to the peoples; the nations shall inquire of him, and his dwelling shall be glorious. 

Matthew 3:1-12

3In 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 going 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 repentance, 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.” 
What’s So Bad about Feeling Good?
1. Here we go again with a Gospel lesson that conjures up images so contrary to those we are used to seeing during the Christmas season. All non-religious icons aside (Rudolph, Frosty, and Santa), we still imagine the nativity scene to include the baby Jesus, Mary, Joseph, the shepherds and wise men, some sheep and cows, but John the Baptist? I know of no Christmas carols that even mention the guy. Here is a guy who would definitely make you feel uncomfortable were he to show up at our Christmas party, walking around in his camel hair outfit and snacking on locusts. You get the feeling that he would be the guy at the party who would be most avoided, either for his smell (probably didn’t have his camel-hair dry cleaned very often), his diet, or his message which urged people to “repent.” Likely he would not show up at any Christmas party; this is a guy who lived out in the wilderness, and people came to him rather than the other way around.  

2. While John may seem a bit of a scary fellow, you have to wonder why so many people were making a trek into the middle of nowhere to be baptized by him. Would we take our newborn children out to his “Church of the Wilderness” to be baptized? Would we invite the extended family to the ceremony along the Jordon River to watch our child get sprinkled? Would we invite John to the family celebration afterwards?  Hopefully you wouldn’t have any Pharisees or Sadducees in your family lest John go into a diatribe calling them a brood of vipers. No, I don’t think people were going out to John for that sort of baptism, nor were they taking their newborn babies or their families. But they were going into the middle of nowhere and willing to walk quite a ways for a different sort of baptism, a baptism that I believe every person needs to go through as part of process of being reconciled to God. John called people to a baptism of repentance. And yet with no marketing campaign or much advertizing, people were making this move. What prompted them to want to repent? 

3. The answer is the same now as it was then: The Holy Spirit prompt us. When we look at all the Biblical bad guys, their flaws are identical to the flaws in modern-day bad guys; they’re selfish. They’re seeking power for themselves with little regard for the lives of others. They say mean things and they do mean things. They have issues. But the most tragic aspect of their whole existence is their inability to see their own sin, and the most frightful truth we must face is that we each have the potential to be just that blind. 
4. A phrase that has become of our popular lexicon is defense mechanism. A popular theory in Psychology, called Self-Affirmation Theory, was developed by Claude Steele in 1988. Self-Affirmation theory “…begins with the premise that people are motivated to maintain the integrity of the self.”
 It’s a common belief that we need to feel good about ourselves, and to do so, we need to affirm ourselves and our behaviors. However, “The standards for what it means to be a good person vary across cultures, groups, and situations.” i In other words, what we consider good is determined by the culture we live in. Some standards are universal, but others vary dramatically. The Taliban believe that it is “good” for women to hide their faces behind burkas, to not get educated, to not talk to men other than their husbands, and to not go out in public. So to be a good member of the Taliban, you would enforce these standards. You begin to see the problem?

5. To compound the problem we have something psychologists refer to as Confirmation Bias, which is defined as “the tendency to selectively search for and consider information that confirms one's beliefs.”
  Ask someone which news channel they watch and you may get a glimpse into their politics. With the internet, it’s even easier to find information that supports our prejudices. Combine these two tendencies and we have the potential to do horrible things and explain our actions in a way that make us believe that we’re doing good. While the Bible doesn’t use all the psychobabble to explain these phenomena, we can see them played out in common stories: when God confronts Adam about his transgression of eating the forbidden fruit, he points to his wife and says, “It’s her fault.” (Eve, in turn, points to the serpent as the guilty party). After Cain kills his brother Abel and God asks Cain, “Where is Abel?” Cain replies, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” We humans are intellectually equipped to guard our egos against all sorts of attacks against them, and we seem to be predisposed to do exactly that.
6. How ‘bout we muddy things up just a bit more? Everyone has the tendency to surround themselves with friends, and friends are too often defined as people who admire us and say nice things about us. There are enough people that I can surround myself with who will tell me, “You’re a nice guy,” even if I’m a schmuck. So add that to self-affirmation theory and confirmation bias and now I can be a clueless and socially acceptable psychopath and feel good about myself.
7. Which is why, when I asked the question, “What led so many people into the wilderness to receive from John a baptism of repentance,” I said it was the Holy Spirit, God intervening in our defense mechanisms, forcing us to face the ugly truth about ourselves. And this passage comes during the pre-Christmas season when we don’t want to see anything ugly. But coming to Christ means coming to terms with our true selves.
8. It’s significant that John the Baptist dwelled in the wilderness, and that the people who felt compelled to be baptized ventured into the wilderness, because in the wilderness we stand before God and God alone, exposed to our own defense mechanisms, every device our minds can create to help us feel good about ourselves, and we are left looking at the stark reality of who we are. Of the thousands of people who came to John in the Wilderness to repent, to be baptized, I’m certain there were  a lot of “nice guys,” according to their friend’s assessments. But all the accolades and compliments and pats on the back did not hide them from what they knew to be true about themselves. It did not keep them from venturing out into the wilderness, to see John, to cry, to confess, to ask for forgiveness, and to be changed.  (many psychologists would advocate such positive self-image, but a Christian must recognize a fundamental truth – that we are sinful, that we need a Savior, that we rely upon God’s grace).
9. Last week’s sermon was about being prepared. I want to reinforce that message today. We can only be prepared when our hearts are completely open to God. All the positive thinking we can muster will not shield us from the eyes of God. The wonderful and terrible news that we have to embrace is that God created us in his image. It’s terrible news because the Spirit of God empowers us to see who we are and just how far we’ve fallen. It’s good news because that same Spirit empowers us to see the heart of our Creator, the one who loves us in spite of ourselves. Repentance is that bridge between the bad news and the good, the urge to cry out “Abba, Father! Don’t just pardon me; make me into the person you want me to be!” 
10. Advent is about preparing for Jesus, not by temporarily curbing our behavior, not by simply acting sanctimonious, but by sincere repenting, which involves seeing the truth about ourselves. Emmanuel means “God with us.” John’s message was about preparing for God’s very real presence in this world. His message was about breaking down that wall of defense that we construct to maintain a healthy “ego.” It takes a lot of courage to repent, to decide that you really want to see yourself the way God sees you. 
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