Sermon Advent 3C — Luke 3:7- 18 – 12/12/21
Videolink: https://youtu.be/88g7Aa335ZQ
In one of the places we lived, we had a fig tree. For a long time, I didn’t think it was going to give us any fruit. There were about half a dozen figs on the tree when we first moved in and then one by one, I found them on the ground. Eventually, there were no figs at all. For I while I felt like chopping it down. After all, no one likes a fruitless fruit tree. Then one day I noticed a couple of tiny figs on the tree, then a few more tiny figs and soon the tree was bursting with figs. Finally, our fig tree seemed to be doing what it was designed by God to do, it was bearing figs. Lots of figs! 
When John preached to the crowds in the wilderness, he was certainly very tough on them, calling them a ‘brood of vipers.’ Why? They weren’t producing fruit in keeping with repentance. Like fruit trees are meant to bear fruit, so repentance is meant to bear fruit. The crowds were like a fruit tree bearing no fruit. They were God’s children, but they weren’t living as God’s children. Instead of loving God and neighbour, they were focused on themselves and their own wants and desires. As a result, they were in danger of being cut off from their relationship with God.
Love is the fruit of repentance. Jesus tells us that the heart is the source of all our sinful behaviour. In the same way, a heart changed by God and filled with the Holy Spirit is the source of loving behaviour. Repentant hearts are hearts that have turned to God and in turning to God are changed. They are changed because when you turn to God you experience God’s love and forgiveness. As a result, your heart is filled with that love. That love begins to naturally flow out of your heart bearing the fruit of repentance, the same way that a healthy fruit tree will naturally bear fruit.  The fruit that is worthy of repentance is a change in behaviour toward your neighbour.
When John points out to the people they are to produce fruit in keeping with repentance, the people come to John and ask, “What are we to do then?” Having turned back to God and experiencing God’s love and forgiveness, they were seeking advice on how to live lives full of love. In other words, what does the fruit of repentance look like? It is interesting that John does not mention anything that most people would consider spiritual. He does not tell them to go to worship regularly or to pray more or to read God’s word regularly. That is not to say that those things are not important. Those are the things that lead you to repentance. Word and Sacrament carried into your heart by the Holy Spirit are what drive the turbine of repentance, but they are not the fruits of repentance. 
What does this fruit of repentance look like? Perhaps it is no surprise that Christmas has become a time for giving. Advent is meant to be a time of repentance and turning back to God in preparation for the coming of our Lord.  Repentance bears fruit and according to John the Baptist one of those fruits is generosity. The people asked John the Baptist what the fruit of repentance looks like, and he answers by saying, “Whoever has two shirts must give one to the man who has none, and whoever has food must share it," (vs. 11).  This is far more than merely giving from your excess belongings; this is giving at a level that impacts the giver. 
The fruit of repentance finds its way into every aspect of our lives. John says to the tax collectors, ‘Don’t collect any more than you are required to,’ vs 13. In other words, be fair. In business be fair, don’t overcharge, don’t do shoddy work. Workers, do a fair day’s work for your bosses, and bosses give a fair day’s pay to your employees. To the soldiers, John says, ‘Don’t extort money and don’t accuse people falsely – be content with your pay.’ Vs 14. In other words, if you hold a position of power or authority, don’t bully people, don’t act corruptly, and don’t use your power for personal gain. Such things are not loving, and the fruit of repentance is always love. 
In this season of Advent as we repent and receive God’s love and forgiveness, we too will desire to love our neighbour. We too may seek guidance on how we can live a fruitful life and ask God, “What am I to do then?” How am I to treat the checkout operator, the parcel deliverer, the Taxi, Uber or bus drivers. How am I to treat my friends and neighbours, especially when they are in need? How am I to treat my family members, especially the annoying ones whom I only ever see at Christmas time? How can I bear the fruit of repentance and love all the people that God places in my life?
As we seek to bear the fruit of repentance, we will most likely find ourselves coming up short. We may find ourselves struggling to balance our desire to look after ourselves with the loving impulse to give to those in need. We may find ourselves being impatient or unkind, holding onto anger or a grudge, looking for the worst in someone, rather than the best.  We may find ourselves not being as fruitful as we would like to be. 
We need help, and thankfully help has come. Help has come in the shape of a man called Jesus, the Son of God. Jesus came to bear the fruit that you and I find so hard to bear. Jesus came to give all he had to those in need. Even more importantly, Jesus came to take upon himself our lack of generosity and our self-centeredness and nailed it on the cross. He paid the price for our lack of fruit-bearing. Now when we recognise our guilt and repent, we have the man on the cross to turn to. As we turn and face Jesus we find love, forgiveness, generosity, and joy. 
This Advent as we repent and experience the joy of God’s love and forgiveness, let us pray that our hearts are changed and that from those changed hearts the fruit of repentance will spontaneously grow into acts of love for God and neighbour.
 Amen.
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