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     Several years ago a friend of mine and his wife adopted a baby girl, the first of their four children.  It was a 

very long and tedious process that involved lawyers and a lot of paperwork.  On the day they received their little 

girl they went to a room at the adoption agency and waited for quite a while.  Finally, the person in charge of 

the adoption took them to another room where they saw their daughter for the first time.  As they prepared to 

take their daughter home, they were given two letters.  One was addressed to them from the birth mother and it 

thanked them for providing a home for her little girl.  The second letter was addressed to the girl, from the birth 

mother, and it had one request written on the outside of the envelope.  She asked that the letter not be opened or 

read by her daughter until she was 18 years-old.  My friend and his wife agreed and had the adoption agency 

hold the letter with the understanding that the agency would mail the letter to them when their new daughter 

was 18 years-old. 

     I wonder what the birth mother wrote in her letter?  That little girl is now in her 20s and while I do not know 

what was written in the letter, I wondered at the time what I would say if I had to condense all of my thoughts 

about life into a few paragraphs.  What do you think you would say if you were to write such a letter when your 

children were born?  I don’t think I would be concerned about politics, the economy, sports, the weather, the 

size of my house, or my car.  I guess I would want to focus on my love for my daughter and what things in life 

were really important. 

     John, in our Gospel lesson for today was aware that time was short as Jesus was coming.  In his message that 

he shared with people, he knew he didn’t have time for the trivial things of life.  People were coming out into 

the wilderness to see him as they were intrigued by this unusual man who was preaching a message of 

repentance.  Some were more concerned about what he wore or what he ate, as compared to his message.  

Scripture says that many people wondered if John was the Christ or maybe Elijah.  Many people had their 

doubts about John, because not only did he look different and act differently from others, but his message was 

different from anything they had heard.  John told people to: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near.”  

Well, that sounds fine, but what does that mean for us today?  “Repent” sounds like a good word that you would 

find in the Bible, but I don’t think many of us use that word in our daily conversations.  If we know someone 

who is struggling, we don’t usually say to them things like, “Well, if you would just repent, you would feel 

much better.”  But the word, “repent” does mean to change, to turn around, and the season of Advent is a great 

time for us to look at our lives as we prepare for Christmas and to note the changes we need to make, and then 

to make them as we move into a new year. 

     One of the reasons a word like “repent” may not be used very often today is the fact that one of the marks of 

this age seems to be the absence of guilt.  And that makes many people very happy.  If there is no feeling of 

guilt, then the need for repentance is greatly minimized, if not altogether eliminated.  For example, how many 

times do we see professional athletes or politicians try to justify poor behavior by blaming others or their 

circumstances, instead of just admitting what they did was wrong and to ask for forgiveness? 

     What John the Baptist wanted his audience to hear was, “Turn your life toward this one who is called Jesus, 

who is coming to give us life.”  Many people who came to hear John took his message seriously, they confessed 

their sins and they were baptized as a way to receive forgiveness for their sins and to prepare them for the 

coming of God’s Kingdom in the person of Jesus.  But there were others there that day who rejected John’s 

message, who saw no need for them to repent and they refused baptism, because they felt they had no sins to 

wash away. 

     So where do we fit in with this message from John at this time of the year?  Do we take repentance and the 

forgiveness that it brings from God seriously?  Or do we just tell God that we want to repent, that we want to 

change, but continue to do the same thing or behave in the same way over and over again? 

     A friend of mine once told me that his parents did a great job of instilling in him and his sister the concept of 

repentance and forgiveness.  He said his parents told him and his sister that if they were truly sorry for 

something they had done, they could always ask for forgiveness and they would be forgiven.  It was a mutual 

obligation that each person had to accept – the one who was hurt and the one who caused the pain.  My friend 

said that this system worked very well over time, until he abused the system.  He explained how one time he 



took something that belonged to his sister when they were having an argument, thinking that all he had to say 

was, “I’m sorry” and she would then have to forgive him. 

     When his mother broke up their argument she demanded that he apologize to his sister.  When he said, “I’m 

sorry” in a rather sarcastic way, his mom then punished him.  Immediately he insisted that he shouldn’t be 

punished, because he said, “I’m sorry,” but after a long discussion he learned that simply saying the words, “I’m 

sorry,” with no meaning or intent to change was wrong.  He was finally forgiven, but not so much for taking the 

item from his sister, as he was for abusing the ability to repent and say, “I’m sorry.” 

     Are there times when we have abused the repentance and forgiveness that God has given to us through His 

Son Jesus?  Have we taken advantage of our relationship with Christ with half-hearted requests for forgiveness? 

     There’s a touching story of two brothers – one who experienced the power of God’s forgiveness in his life 

and one who did not.  The two brothers were convicted one day of stealing sheep from several farms.  The 

brutal custom of their time demanded that their foreheads be branded with the letters “ST,” which stood for 

“Sheep Thief.” 

     One of the brothers tried to run from his past sin, but someone would always ask what the letters “ST” stood 

for on his forehead.  He would tell them what he had done and then, out of guilt, he would move to a different 

city to avoid being ridiculed.  Life became unbearable for him as he constantly moved from place to place, and 

he died a bitter, despised man. 

     But the other brother repented of his sin, lived his life in the grace and forgiveness of Jesus, stayed at home, 

and worked hard to recapture the trust and respect of his neighbors.  Years later, a stranger came into town and 

saw the man with the letters, “ST,” on his forehead.  The man asked someone standing near him what those 

letters meant on the man’s head.  And this person said, “I’m not sure.  It happened a long ago, but I think the 

letters are an abbreviation for “Saint.” 

     John the Baptist came with a message of glad chidings.  He laid down the fundamentals of our faith: Repent 

– meaning turn away from the things that stand between you and God; and be baptized for the forgiveness of 

your sins.  When people asked what else they should do, John told them to share what they had with others and 

to serve one another. 

     Jesus came with a message of glad tidings.  Repent – but not in response to a command, but repent as in 

return to God, who made you; repent as a response to what Jesus has done for you and live in Him.  This Jesus 

offers to us sinners every week His body and blood in bread and wine for the forgiveness of our sins.  So every 

week we have an opportunity to repent of our sins, to leave them here at this altar, and then to return to our 

communities as forgiven saints of God. 

     During this season of Advent, we prepare to celebrate Christ’s birth, but we also wait for His coming again 

to this world.  We prepare in repentance and wait for something we already possess.  Through baptism and 

faith, the kingdom of God is already ours.  We are citizens of heaven, waiting here on earth for Jesus to take all 

of us home.  So as we prepare for Christmas and for Jesus’ return to this earth, let us live in repentance and 

forgiveness, as we share God’s blessings given to us and serve one another.     


