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A Bullhorn in the Desert 

Matthew 3:1-12 

Second Sunday in Advent 

December 6, 2015 

 

 

Advent Review 

 

This is now the Second Sunday of Advent.  I appreciate Pastor Dave bringing the message last 

week.  I read his manuscript checking for heresy earlier this week.  I didn’t find any.  What I did 

find was a thoroughly biblical challenge to live in readiness for Christ’s return. It was a great 

start to Advent. 

 

The observance of Advent is becoming more and more common in non-liturgical evangelical 

churches.  In an attempt to push-back against the commercialization of Christmas in our culture, 

many churches are learning from our liturgical brothers and sisters about Advent.  We’ve been 

observing it now for at least four year.  I know Pastor Dave Phillips introduced it and I have 

carried it on since I began as Lead Pastor in 2012.  You are to be commended for not revolting! 

 

But there is a fair amount of confusion about what Advent is all about.  Some observance of the 

season is better than none.  But some understandings are better than others. Advent is more than 

just preparation for Christmas.  It’s not just “putting Christ back into Christmas.”  It does that, 

but so much more.   

 

Advent is not for sissies.  It’s not meant to be warm and fuzzy and sentimental.  Advent should 

be a season of realignment with God and his purpose for your life.  It begins, as Pastor Dave 

reminded us last week, with the exhortation to live in expectation of Christ’s return to judge the 

world and set everything right.  That is both sobering and incredibly hopeful.  This world is 

broken.  No one really needs to remind us.  But Jesus is coming with healing in his hands.  He is 

the “dear Desire of every nation, Joy of every longing heart.” 

 

The next two weeks focus on repentance – realignment with God.  The fourth week, we revisit 

the promise of the coming Christ-Child and on Christmas Eve we retell the story.  I know; I 

know.  We have to wait that long?  Yes.  Surely we all know that delayed gratification enlarges 

the heart.  After Christmas, we bask in the joy of his coming and celebrate the Savior’s 

revelation to the world on the first Sunday of January called “Epiphany.”   

 

So much for the review.  Let’s engage the Word for this Second Sunday of Advent! 
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Introduction – Seismic Shift and a Missed Opportunity   

Virtually all of us have digital cameras.  If we don’t have the camera itself, we’ve got the ability 

to take digital pictures on our phones.  And if we’ve got smart phones, we can immediately post 

them online or email them to someone else.  Who would have imagined such a thing forty years 

ago?  I remember the days when the Eastman Kodak Company dominated the camera and film 

market.  Up until the mid-seventies, they had 90% of the American market for cameras and film.  

Remember the phrase, “Kodak moment?”  That came from their almost complete dominance.   

 

Where are they today?  They’re barely afloat.  And the irony of it all is that an engineer at Kodak 

developed the digital camera back in 1975.  But because it threatened their cameras, film, and 

processing enterprise, they suppressed it.  They tried to catch up in 2005 by releasing the first 

WiFi camera that could send pictures via email.  But they didn’t develop it any further and never 

gained any market share.  

 

They missed the sea-change in digital photography that was quietly hiding in their own 

company’s stifled imagination.  They only escaped bankruptcy in 2013 by selling a half billion 

dollars in patents.  They didn’t change their ways because it threatened their status quo.  In 

spiritual terms, they didn’t repent.  They missed the great opportunity that they could have had 

and suffered the judgment of a technological earthquake.  .   

 

As the New Testament narrative opens, the people of God are on the verge of experiencing an 

even greater massive change.  John the Baptist announced it, urging the people to pay attention 

to what God was about to do. 

 

Text – Matthew 3:1-12 (ESV) 

In those days John the Baptist came preaching in the wilderness of Judea, “Repent, for the 

kingdom of heaven is at hand.” For this is he who was spoken of by the prophet Isaiah when he 

said, 

 

“The voice of one crying in the wilderness: 

‘Prepare the way of the Lord; 

    make his paths straight.’” 

 

Now John wore a garment of camel's hair and a leather belt around his waist, and his food was 

locusts and wild honey. Then Jerusalem and all Judea and all the region about the Jordan were 

going out to him, and they were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins. 

 

But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to his baptism, he said to them, 

“You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Bear fruit in keeping 

with repentance. And do not presume to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father,’ for 
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I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children for Abraham. Even now the axe is 

laid to the root of the trees. Every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and 

thrown into the fire. 

 

“I baptize you with water for repentance, but he who is coming after me is mightier than I, whose 

sandals I am not worthy to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. His 

winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and gather his wheat into the 

barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.” 

 

The Man 

Who is this strange man with the bullhorn out in the desert?  We know from the Bible that he 

was the cousin of Jesus and that his birth, too, was announced by an angel.  John the Baptist 

played a key role in God’s enterprise to save the world.  Jesus said that there was no one who 

was ever born that was greater than John (Matthew 11:11).  

 

John lived a solitary life out in the desert.  God had called him to a very important mission and 

he lived alone so as to not be subject to distractions.  Just like today, there were many 

distractions in First Century Israel.  There was a lot of political unrest against Roman rule and 

the Jewish people would take varying sides according to their passions and what would benefit 

them.  There were some who were waiting for Messiah to come and they intended to pave the 

way for him even by force if necessary. The Pharisees were a self-righteous religious group that 

looked down on everyone else.  John went to the desert to hear the un-muddled voice of God and 

fulfill his calling.   

 

The Bible tells us that he wore a garment of camel hair with a leather belt.  Ugh!  It was rough 

and most likely carried a rather unpleasant smell.  He ate locusts and wild honey – not an usual 

diet for poor desert dwellers in that day, but probably not an item that is going to show up on 

Minerva’s menu anytime soon.  All of this points to John’s humility.  

 

Later in Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus said that John was “Elijah who is to come” (Matthew 11:14).  

The Jews who were expectantly waiting for the Messiah to come believed that a prophet would 

come in the spirit of Elijah to announce the Savior’s coming and prepare the way for him.  That 

was John’s calling.   

 

His Message 

Here was a man, obedient to God, that lived a poor and solitary life and yet he drew large crowds 

to hear him preach out in the desert.  Even the sophisticated religious leaders from Jerusalem and 

all Judea headed out to the desert to hear him.  He had to be compelling.  The fact that he 

remained in the desert is significant.  He didn’t go to the people, they came to him.  That 
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required a decision and action on their part.  They fulfilled the first step in his calling to 

repentance.   

 

By the time John arrived on the scene God hadn’t spoken through a prophet in Judea for over 

four hundred years.  The Jewish people had experienced a lot since that time.  They had been 

ruled by the Persians, then the Greeks, and now, finally, the Romans. They longed for the 

promised Savior who would set them free from their pagan rulers and restore the glory of Israel.  

There was great frustration, but also intense anticipation.  So when this prophet appeared on the 

scene bringing a message of the coming kingdom of God, the people were eager to hear him.  

They wondered if indeed he was the one who would prepare the way of the Lord and make the 

paths straight.   

 

John was indeed that prophet and his message was radical.   

 

God’s ways are always radical.  You see, God isn’t asking you and me to invite him in to be part 

of your life.  He is inviting you and me to be part of his life.  That’s a huge difference.  Our 

natural tendency is to want God to help us get what we want – to help us deal with our problems.  

He’s kind of the super-therapist who helps us think right and the benefactor who will give us the 

things that we want when we want them.  Perhaps I can illustrate the difference this way: 

 

We all want things our way, don’t we?  Sure we do.  In our relationship with God it’s kind of 

like inviting God over to our house for a visit.  While he’s there he can give us advice, comfort 

and companionship.  We might share a meal together and since God is infinitely wealthy and 

good, he might help us out with some of the problems were having.  But after we feel better and 

get what we need from him, we send him on his way with the understanding that we’ll invite him 

back when we need him again.  That’s human nature.  That’s how we usually conceptualize our 

relationship with God.   

 

But God’s terms are much different.  They’re much more radical and they demand a complete 

change on our part.  When we send the invitation out to God to come visit us because we’ve got 

some issues were struggling with, he replies that he has a better idea.  He says, “Leave you’re the 

life you know and the problems you have and come live in my house.  I will adopt you into my 

family and you can live here with all of the infinite benefits my house and family has to offer.” 

 

That’s what John was calling his hearers to do:  to leave behind the life that they were living and 

come live in God’s kingdom and in his ways.  There’s a word for that kind of radical action.  It’s 

called repentance.  And their repentance was symbolized by the action of baptism.  Now John’s 

baptism was not the same as Christian baptism – which is baptism “in Jesus’ name.”  Because 

Jesus had not yet even started his ministry, much less been crucified and risen, Christian baptism 

didn’t exist at the time of John.  Nevertheless, John’s baptism was shockingly radical.  Up till 



5 

 

©BMyers2015 

 

that point, baptism had been understood as a way to bring Gentiles into the Jewish faith.  

Gentiles who were Jewish converts would turn away from their pagan lifestyles to embrace 

Judaism and symbolize their change of life through baptism.  Those who were being baptized by 

John were declaring that they had been living like Gentiles and now they were going to live as 

God’s people.  Such an admission would have been supremely humbling to Jewish people who 

were proud of their heritage.   

 

No doubt, that’s why John raged at the Pharisees and Sadducees, the self-righteous religious 

leaders of the day who had come to hear him preach.  It’s not enough to hear the word, or 

perhaps even be baptized.  John was saying in no uncertain terms that their life had to change.  

They had to show “fruits of repentance” if they were to enter into the kingdom of God.  There 

was no room in the kingdom for hypocrisy – as Jesus would also later teach many times over.   

 

I think the religious leaders of the day were a lot like Eastman Kodak.  They knew the Scriptures.  

They knew how they were to live.  They also knew a promised Savior would eventually come.  

They had the right DNA.  But like the digital camera that Eastman Kodak had in their closet, so 

the religious leaders of Jesus’ day suppressed God’s calling to a brand new understanding of the 

rule and reign of God.  Repentance was too difficult because the way of John and Jesus 

threatened their religious and power monopoly.  Tragically, like Kodak, the New Testament and 

history records their spiritual bankruptcy and ultimate destruction.  They missed their 

opportunity because they would not repent.   

 

Meaning for You and Me 

Advent presents us with the same opportunity and warning.  The call of Advent is repentance. 

The call of Advent is to realign with God and his purposes.   

 

This past week we had the first snow fall of the season.  It wasn’t too bad but we had to learn 

how to drive all over again, didn’t we?  I remember a couple of years ago after a fairly 

significant snowfall trying to negotiate a turn in fairly deep snow.  Our Toyota Matrix sits about 

8-10 inches off the ground.  That low profile is great for gas mileage but can be a problem in 

deeper snow.  I remember approaching a turn where the snowplow had left about a two ridge of 

snow.  I figured if I hit it fast enough, I would probably break through it without getting stuck.  

Well, I hit it pretty hard and my wheels were turned at the time – it was a corner after all.  I made 

it through fine without getting stuck.  Thought I was pretty smart until I hit the highway going 50 

miles per hour.  My steering wheel shook like crazy.  I was out of alignment.   

 

A lot of us are out of alignment with God.  Our life may or may not be a mess, but one thing is 

certain:  we don’t have peace.  There’s an unsettledness in our soul and we know it.  As we go 

down the highway of life our steering wheel is shaking.   
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Earlier in the service we lit the second candle on the Advent wreath – the candle of peace.  The 

only path to peace is repentance – realignment with God and his purposes.  Like those who went 

out to hear John and be baptized, it first involves confession of our sin.  We admit that we’ve 

been doing things our way.  And then we choose to put our lives in God’s hands.  We grab our 

stuff, move out of our house, lock the door, and move in with God.  And that’s the place where 

we’ll find peace.   

 

Do you need rest for your soul?  Do you need the wheel of your life to stop shaking?  Jesus 

invites you to forsake your own way and come to him.  It is the only pathway to peace.  For you 

and me, at the beginning of this Advent season, Jesus offers these words: 

 

Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke 

upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for 

your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” 

Matthew 11:28-30 

 

Prayer – with specific calls to confession 

 Specific sins/secret sins – giving no peace to your life.  

 Struggles that you cannot overcome – put your life in God’s hands; wait on him.  Confess 

your lack of faith and God will give you the grace to trust him.  

 Busyness – put Christ at the center of your life even in this busy season. 

 If you don’t know Christ.  

 

Song of Response:  Just As I Am #343 

 

The Table 


