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I said last week that today we would meet the towering figure of 

John the Baptist. Mostly, I think, we tend not to think of him as 

‘towering’, but as a minor figure who appears in the text before 

the real story starts. But that is to underestimate - by a long 

way – the effect John had on the religious atmosphere of the 

time, and his influence on the early church. All of the Gospels tell 

us about John. Today we have heard of his appearance and 

mission from Matthew. Mark has him right at the beginning of his 

Gospel (M 1.3), Luke tells us of his conception and birth, giving us 

the canticle I – and millions of others – say every morning 

‘Blessed are you, O Lord, our God, you have come to your people 

and set them free’ – the Benedictus; and John interrupts his 

paean of praise to the Word made flesh to tell us ‘There was a 

man sent by God whose name was John’ (John 1.6). So all four 

Gospel writers tell us we need to pay attention to John. At one 

point Jesus himself tells us ‘’Of all the children born to women, 

there has never been anyone greater than John the Baptist’ 

(Matt 11.11), so we need to listen to what he says – and he says 

‘repent!’.  

John could see that Israel’s sins were getting out of control. 

How could the long-expected Messiah come unless things 

changed? Strangely, he doesn’t go to Jerusalem to proclaim his 

message of repentance, he stays in the wilderness. All power - 

political, religious, military, financial – all power was city based. 

The city was the place to go if you wanted to get things done, or 

wanted to start something new. But John stays in the wilderness 

and the people go to him – he must have had a powerful 

personality to attract so many people from Jerusalem and all 

Judea; and one man makes the four day walk from Galilee, 

galvanised into action by reports of John’s ministry. 

So John is a threshold figure, marking the boundary between the 

Old Testament and the New. He represents the past as one who 

belongs to the time of the Law (given in the wilderness) and the 

time of the prophets (as his clothes and diet indicate). But he 

also represents what is new, calling for a new start and heralding 

the approaching time which comes as fulfilment of ancient 

dreams and promises. John the Baptist had a desire for people to 

root out things which are not good in their lives; things which 

creep up on them until they take over. 



John tells us ‘Every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit 

is cut down and thrown into the fire’. His words seem harsh and 

uncompromising, possibly because he found himself confronted 

by the Pharisees and the Sadducees, the religious elite, the 

people who thought they were religiously superior to others – 

those who have made a commitment of faith which assures them 

of their superiority over those of us who struggle day by day, 

week by week, to try to live out what we believe, in the midst of 

our doubts. John was much kinder to the strugglers and the 

doubtful who came seeking assurance and healing than he was to 

the religious elite, the ‘brood of vipers’.  

When it comes to rooting out sin, we have to be both ruthless 

and kind. Ruthless, because the sin that creeps up on us strangles 

and destroys our relationship with God, as a creeping plant can 

destroy a garden, but also kind, gentle, because we constantly 

need to ask God for help. If you think you don’t need God’s help, 

because you have done all the right things, said all the right 

words, made all the right commitments, you haven’t begun to 

understand this type of gardening. You don’t realise that you 

have an invasive plant in your garden, creeping around. 

Let’s be honest. We all fail on our pilgrimage, which is why Jesus 

persistently calls us to himself, to give us strength for the 

journey ahead. Like creating a beautiful garden, which constantly 

needs weeding, repentance is a life-long process – we never 

‘arrive’ – we just continue to journey. 

John told his listeners ‘Bear fruit worthy of repentance’. Each of 

us will bear a different fruit, because we are all different, we 

have been given different gifts and skills, but we do share 

similarities. And one thing we have in common is the need to be 

aware of the state of the garden. It is no good simply wandering 

around enjoying the blooms on the climbing roses – we also need 

to be aware of the weeds under our feet – to get down on our 

knees and take a closer look, and then to attend to the problem – 

it’s called self-examination. Be thorough, but be kind to yourself 

too – this gardening of the soul should be a cause for joy and 

thankfulness, not pious self-hatred. Few if any of us will change 

radically overnight – now that is another good gardening word 

‘radical’, pertaining to the root, the root from which a new stem 

will come. And new shoots come slowly, almost imperceptibly, 

until one day, when you are down on your knees pulling up the 

weeds, you notice a fresh leaf, new growth, something to give 



God thanks for. Actually, it is called prayer – the time spent 

directing our lives towards God, asking for and accepting his 

forgiveness for the weeds and his joy in the growth. Prayer is 

like sitting on a bench in the garden on a sunny day without 

midges. Half close your eyes, feel the warmth, and relax in God’s 

presence. If you want to share something with Him, fine. If not, 

words aren’t necessary; just be – you are after all a human being 

– being is important. And when you get up from the bench, notice 

the weeds and tell yourself, ‘I must do something about that’, 

and ask for help, and begin today. It might be raining tomorrow, 

or you might be too busy to be out in the garden. 

Now is the time for repentance, for pulling up the weeds, and it 

is also the time for sowing seeds, seeds which will bring forth 

good fruit. 

 

 


