REPENT, FOR THE KINGDOM OF HEAVEN IS NEAR 
Matthew 3:1-17 
Key Verse: 2 

And saying, "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near."
Happy New Year! This is the second Sunday of 2010. Last week we learned Psalm 1, Who Blessed is. Who is blessed? Blessed man does not follow the wrong ways. Delight of the blessed man is in the law of the LORD. Do you enjoy word of God? Then, congratulations! You are the blessed. This is our annual key verse of the ministry. Psalm 1:2 “But his delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law he meditates day and night.” May God give each and all of us the heart of the blessed and help us to meditate God’s word day and night!
From today we keep studying Matthew Gospel following the Christmas messages. In Matthew chapter 3, Matthew starts story of John the Baptist. Look at verse 1.

3:1 In those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the Desert of Judea

Those days tell about the situation people had. What kind of situation did they have? They were in darkness. People in Israel were oppressed under Babylon, Assyria, Greek and Roman Empire one after another. Their lives were miserable as those of colony people. However, more miserable thing was they couldn’t find spiritual comforts. After the prophet Malachi, there was no prophet during 400 years. They were under spiritual darkness before the Messiah came. God sent one last prophet in those times. Who was he?
John the Baptist was the son of Zechariah the priest. However, he did not stay in the temple. Where was he? He was in the Desert. Why was he in the desert? He was preaching. Why was he preaching in the desert? In verse 3, Matthew tells John was fulfilling the prophecy of Isaiah. "A voice of one calling in the desert, 'Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him.'"
He was preparing the way for the Messiah. For this purpose, he lived in the desert wearing clothes made of camel’s hair and eating the minimum food of locusts and wild honey in verse 4.
Then, what did John the Baptist preach? Look at verse 2.
3:2 and saying, "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near."

His message consists of two parts: Repentance and imminent kingdom of heaven. 
The kingdom of heaven or the kingdom of God is one of the main themes of the Gospel and we can study deeper later. For today we will focus on repentance.

John the Baptist’s first message was very simple, but it is also very important even now. Repent! What does it mean? Repent in Greek Bible is μετανοέω {metanoeh'o}. Greek dictionary explains the word as “to change one's mind for better, heartily to amend with abhorrence of one's past sins”  Repent in American Heritage dictionary also has meaningful definitions. 

1) To feel remorse, contrition, or self-reproach for what one has done or failed to do; be contrite.
2) To feel such regret for past conduct as to change one's mind regarding it:
3) To make a change for the better as a result of remorse or contrition for one's sins.
The definitions in the dictionary show what repentance really is.  It is not only feeling sorry for the sins or wrong-doings, but also is changing mind and making real change of life. Generally speaking, repentance has four steps: Realization of sins, broken heart for the sins before God, confession of sins before God and men and finally, change of life. 
1. We should realize our sins. 
Repentance is connected to sacrifice regulations in Old Testaments. Especially Leviticus tells many things about the sacrifices to God. When I read Leviticus first, it was very interesting with the sentences. “When he is made aware of the sin he committed” (Lev 4:28). There are many similar verses in Leviticus. “To make aware of the sin”, in other words, realization of the sin should come first. Then, somebody can have a question. What is sin? That is a very good question. Sin is different from crime. Do you know the differences? Crime is to break the social laws and rules and sin is to break or to do against the religious, ethical and moral laws. I’m not the expert of the criminology and cannot define more, but we should know the sins that bible says. Sin is against God and God’s law. Usually we know what sin is through our consciences, but sometimes we don’t know. Sometimes we realize sins later or when somebody points our sins or when we read the Bible. In any cases, repentance should start from the realization of sins. How can we repent even if we don’t know what we’ve done wrong? So, we should pray that God may help us to realize what I did wrong. After when we know we committed sin, what should we do? 

2. We should have broken heart for the sins before God. 
When we are aware of our sins, we should feel the wrong from heart. Bible says this “broken spirit” or “broken heart”. When David realized his sin, he cried many tears and said in Psalm 51. “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.” (Ps 51:17)
3. We should confess our sins before God and people of God.
We should bring our broken heart to God and confess our sins before God and people. Some can wonder, “Why should confess sins to people? Isn’t it enough to confess to God only?” Yes, God only can forgive our sins. However, we need to confess our sins before sincere people of God who can pray for us. We cannot confess all our sins to public or to strangers, but we need spiritual helps from other mature Christians. In today’s passage, verses 5 and 6, people went out to him from Jerusalem and all Judea and the whole region of the Jordan. Confessing their sins, they were baptized by him in the Jordan River. People came to John to confess their sins. They wanted spiritual helps from John. John gave them baptism meaning their sins were washed by water. Our testimony sharing is a very good way to repent because we confess our sins before God and before people of God.
4. We should bear fruit of repentance - Change of Life
John the Baptist rebuked Pharisees and Sadducees with very strong words and said in verse 8.
3:8 Produce fruit in keeping with repentance.
True repentance should be followed by producing fruit of changed life. If we know to lie is a serious sin, we should stop lying. For example, even if telling the truth can bring us harm or loss, we should not lie if we repented. However, it’s not easy. Even though we confessed our sins with broken hearts, we fall again into the same sins. Some people give up finally to struggle with their chronic sins. What can we do in that case? The only way is to repent again and again – keeping with repentance. If we keep repenting, we can produce fruit someday. However, we need to be careful to bear fruit. If we cut the whole branches everyday, we cannot bear any fruit but kill the tree. To bear fruit, we need give the tree water, fertilizers, bright sun shine, and fresh air, and sometimes change good soils or move it to the good places. Likewise, even if there are some weak areas to the sins in our lives, we cannot focus on the sins only. We need spiritual milk (word of God), encouragement, fellowship, training, and many other things in Christ. When we struggle in Christ in keeping with repentance, we can produce fruit of the Holy Spirit in our lives finally. The more you keep repenting, the more you will be different person - so beautiful mind and Jesus-like good person. 
Then, why do we have to repent? Repentance is a painful process. However, we should repent. Why? The reason is clear: For the kingdom of heaven is near. To enter the kingdom of heaven, we should repent. What is the kingdom of heaven? Kingdom of heaven is same with the kingdom of God – the perfect world God governs. That’s the whole new world. We don’t know many about it, but one thing we know from the Bible - It is so beautiful and full of joy. Revelation 21:3-5 show the hints of the kingdom of heaven. 
"Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away. "He who was seated on the throne said, "I am making everything new!"

Would you like to enter the kingdom of heaven? Do you want to live with God in the place no tear or pain or death? All the earthly old orders will pass away and all new perfect orders in God will come. Then, what we should do? Yes. We should repent. When can we enter the kingdom of heaven? After death? Yes or no. If we accept Jesus as our Christ, we can enter the kingdom of heaven anytime. Jesus will come again to lead us to heaven. If we die before he comes, we will go to the kingdom of heaven in spirit. If we live until he comes, we will be changed with whole new body and live in the kingdom of heaven with Jesus. So, we should accept Jesus and be baptized by him. Jesus will baptize us with the Holy Spirit and fire (11). Water is very good to sanitize, but the fire of the Holy Spirit is more powerful to cleanse our sins. 
From verses 13 to 17, Jesus came to be baptized by John. John tried to deter Jesus because Jesus was the innocent Son of God and needed no baptism. However, Jesus got baptized by John. Why? It was because Jesus respected John as the servant of God and wanted to succeed his work of God. God confirmed Jesus in verse 17. “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.”
In conclusion, we learned about repentance through John the Baptist. We should repent before God and men. We should keep repenting until we bear fruit. Let us repent everyday by meditating God’s word day and night. Let us bear fruit through repentance and be beautiful men and women of God. May God give each and all of us the joy of the kingdom of heaven through the life of repentance!
Let’s read key verse. (2) 

And saying, "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near."
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