God’s Early Warning System

Matthew 3:1-17


Q:  Why did so many people die in the tsunami in Asia two weeks ago?   


A:  There might be a number of scientific answers to that question, but the simple answer is this.  They died because they had no warning.


This has been one of the great emotional struggles around the world for these past two weeks.  If only the word could have gotten to them, if only. . .


That begs yet another question, of course, and that is, “If the warning had come, would they have heeded it?”  


I remember back in 1980 when I was living in Washington State, and Mt. St. Helens was about to blow her top.  Scientists were taking measurements and reporting on an hourly basis at least, as the mountain came closer and closer to erupting.  Then came the day when it was clearly going to blow, and people who lived in the near vicinity were told to evacuate.  Most of them did.  But a few refused.  They stayed with the mountain, and perished.  


Here’s a story I just read about this week.  A Catholic priest and his friend the local Presbyterian pastor were fishing on the side of the road, when an idea came to them.  They carefully made a sign saying, “The End is near! Turn yourself around now before it’s too late!”  Pretty soon a car came by and they displayed the sign so the driver could see.  The driver rolled down his window and yelled, “Leave us alone, you religious fanatics!”  All of a sudden they heard a big splash, looked at each other, and the priest said to the pastor, “Do you think we should just put up a sign that says, ‘Bridge Out’ instead?”  (parables, 22.6.3)


Of course, to be fair to the skeptics I need to acknowledge that sometimes it’s tough to know which warnings to believe.  I regularly get e-mails warning of virus threats, for instance.  The most recent one came this week.  This e-mail warned of an e-mail with an attached Power Point presentation titled, “beautiful.pps”  The warning said:  If you receive it, DO NOT  OPEN THE FILE UNDER ANY CIRCUMSTANCES, and delete it immediately.  If you open this file, a message will appear on your screen saying:  “It is too late now, your life is no longer beautiful,” subsequently you will LOSE EVERYTHING IN YOUR PC and the person who sent it to you will gain access to your name, e-mail and password.  This is a new virus which started to circulate on Saturday afternoon.  WE NEED TO DO EVERYTHING POSSIBLE TO STOP THIS VIRUS. AOL has already confirmed the severity, and the antivirus softwares are not capable of destroying it.  The virus has been created by a hacker who calls himself “life owner.”  PLEASE MAKE A COPY OF THIS EMAIL TO ALL YOUR FRIENDS AND PASS IT ON IMMEDIATELY.  


Sounds ominous, doesn’t it?  But I checked it out at Snopes.com, and found that this e-mail warning has been circulating for two years, and it’s BOGUS.  


So, maybe a little healthy skepticism is ok.  The word “discernment” comes to mind.  Listen.  Think.  Consider the source.   


Today’s source is a man by the name of John the Baptist, whom I am calling “God’s Early Warning System.”   John was an open-air preacher in Israel in the first century.  His message challenged people to “repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.”  He spoke in ominous tones about the “wrath to come.”  In essence, he said, you need to change your ways if you want to be a part of the coming kingdom.  And if you don’t change your ways, you will perish.  His message was tough enough to take, yet he pointed forward to One who would baptize with the Holy Spirit and with fire.  “I’m just the warm-up band,” John said.  I would not even qualify as a roadie for the main event.  “His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and will gather his wheat into the granary; but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.”  In other words, God’s judgment is at hand, and how people respond to the Coming One is a matter of life or death.  So, heed the warning and live.  Ignore the warning and be swept away with the leavings of the wheat.  


And you’re worried about a little tsunami!  


John’s words had the ring of truth.  In fact, John both looked like and sounded like the Old Testament prophets who boldly spoke God’s word.  And even though there had not been a prophet for a few hundred years, that look and that voice were still recognized.  John’s message was stirring and people heeded his warning.  They came to him in droves to be baptized as a sign that they were turning their lives around.  Many had lived their whole lives in immoral behavior, but they were sincere in their repentance.  And John baptized them all:  tax collectors and prostitutes, along with ordinary sinners like you and me.  It may well be that John’s message frightened them, but I think even more they heard a note of hope as well:  repentance would not just give them “fire insurance.”  It would give them a new lease on life.  They could breathe again, be free again; they could sleep at night instead of being wracked with guilt.  They would be among the good wheat that was to be gathered up into God’s barn for safekeeping--forever. So they came, and they told their friends, and they came, and John accumulated quite a following. 


Around the edges of the crowd one day were some other faces.  The skeptical faces of the Pharisees and the Sadducees.  In my mind I imagine them standing on the banks of the river, aloof, with their arms crossed and their noses in the air.  Some of them are dressed in very sophisticated, aristocratic clothing that would not fare well in the muddy water of the Jordan.  And all of them come with a sense of self-righteous curiosity.  They, after all, are the scholars, the religious leaders, the ones who have been talking about, and anticipating the Messiah.  They are the ones who have been keeping themselves pure and spotless for the day of his arrival.  Surely they should be advised when he shows up!  They should be in attendance so that he can give them the accolades they deserve.  Then they can write up their critique of the event for the monthly Sanhedrin Press Journal.  


Into that scene, Jesus arrives with a great sense of purpose.  He bypasses the religious leaders and steps down among the sinners in the murky water with John.  Over John’s protests, the Son of God insists on being baptized.  In doing so, he identifies himself, not with the self-satisfied religious elite, who feel confident of their own goodness, but with the ones who know for certain that they need saving.  And that pleases God.  Because that is what it is all about.  And that’s what it could have been about for the Pharisees and the Sadducees, too.  If they too had heeded John’s warning.


But they didn’t.  And as the gospel story continues to be played out in the chapters to come, John’s prophetic word about Jesus’ ministry proves true.  Some will come to him gladly and follow him into life; others will turn their backs and walk away.  Jesus is the Great Divide.  


What’s interesting about this is that by and large, the people who turned their backs on John’s message, and ultimately gave Jesus the boot as well, were the ones who had the most theological education and who outwardly speaking, lived the most religious lives.  They were the leaders, the movers and shakers in the Jewish community at the time.  


Those who heeded John’s warning and then became followers of Jesus were by and large less educated and most of them had a few skeletons in their closets.  


Hang onto that thought for a moment while I take you back to where we began this message.  The tsunami.  I began by saying the reason why so many died in the tsunami was because they had no warning.  But I’m sure that you have heard by now that very few animals perished in the disaster.  And there is evidence that certain aboriginal tribes also survived by fleeing to high ground.  It seems that the animals and the aborigines both have an instinct, a sixth sense that warned them trouble was coming.  They are more connected to the earth and its movements than the more sophisticated and educated people who saw nothing, felt nothing, and perished.  


I mean no disrespect or blame on those who lost their lives in the tsunami by bringing this up.  It wasn’t their fault.  But it illustrates that as civilization has increased, something has been lost.  Human beings, a part of God’s creation, have lost touch with the natural world.  This reminds me of the poem written by William Wordsworth in the mid-1800’s:

The world is too much with us; late and soon, 

Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers;

Little we see in Nature that is ours;

We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon!

This sea that bares her bosom to the moon;

The winds that will be howling at all hours,

And are up-gathered now like sleeping flowers;

For this, for everything, we are out of tune;

It moves us not. -- Great God!  I'd rather be

A Pagan suckled in a creed outworn;

So might I, standing on this pleasant lea,

Have glimpses that would make me less forlorn;

Have sight of Proteus rising from the sea;

Or hear old Triton blow his wreathed horn.


In a similar way, the Bible story suggests that it’s not just nature that civilized people have lost touch with.  Through this story we see that many people, though very educated and sophisticated, and outwardly very religious, have lost touch with God. They can no longer hear God’s voice, and so they do not heed the warning given by God’s servants.  


So. . .can 21st century people go back and re-connect with nature along with the aborigines and the animals?  No longer depend on computers and satellite photography?  I honestly don’t know.  But this I do know:  You can re-connect with God.   The message of John the Baptist is as true and as effective today as it was back then.  Repent, John said, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.  Jesus is right here, right now, standing with you in the murky waters of your life.  The power of the Holy Spirit and fire is in his hand.  The power of choice is in your hand.   Repent, John says.  That simply means, ‘turn around.’ Turn your life around, away from the false gods, false hopes, addictive choices, unproductive schemes, away from do-it-yourself religion and turn to Jesus, who will save you from destruction, and lead you into life.  
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