
 

The Third Sunday in Advent 

Rugged Repentance 

Luke 3:7-20 
 

Occasionally I find myself driving, my mind elsewhere, keeping an eye on the road but 

heading in the wrong direction.  So, I turn around and head back the way I came.  In this 

regard psychologists speak of two kinds of attention: primary and secondary attention.  

Primary attention is that which is at the forefront of our thoughts.  Secondary attention enables 

us to do familiar things whilst our thoughts are elsewhere. 

 

Both these things, changing direction and paying attention is what Advent is all about.  John 

the Baptist interrupts our meandering thoughts with the call to repent, to turn around.  His 

language is harsh and arresting.  “You bunch of snakes!”.  Hardly the greeting we place on 

Christmas cards!  “Who told you to flee from the coming wrath?”  What’s good news about 

that you may well ask.  John’s stern proclamation is good not because it is nice but because 

it is true. 

 

“Produce fruit in keeping with repentance” not simply saying sorry, but doing something about 

it.  If we’re told over and over to repent, all too easily we build inner resistance, defence 

mechanisms if you will.  As one astute observer put it, “I don’t need to hear more exhortations 

to repent”.  Cajoling doesn’t work.  I need a presence and a power from outside myself to 

make me different.  Repentance cannot be manipulated.  Nor is it the fruit of our ecclesiastical 

heritage or family lineage: “Do not begin to say to yourselves ‘We have Abraham as our 

father’ “...”The axe is already at the root of the trees”.  Dead wood is thrown into the fire. 

 

The crowd is stunned, “What should we do then?”  People of the land, impoverished and 

exploited, are told to share their meagre resources with others, tax collectors, non persons in 

the eyes of fellow Jews, are called to be honest, soldiers, conscripts in an alien army, are called 

not to abuse and exploit.  John does not promote pacifism or anarchy.  He simply echoes the 

words of Jesus, “Do to others as you would have them do to you.” 

 

The spotlight changes in verse 15.  No longer shining on John, it highlights Jesus.  He is the one 

who makes repentance possible.  Hope placed in Jesus is never disappointed for “He will 

baptize you with the holy Spirit and fire”.  He is the one who makes us new people, who purifies 

and refines us. 

 

Luke summarizes John’s preaching in three verbs. (vv18,19).  He exhorts all, proclaims good 

news to the penitent and rebukes the impenitent.  The gospel continues to exhort us all.  Is it 

good news to us because our hearts are open to Jesus, or would John rebuke us because our 

hearts are closed and our minds preoccupied with secondary attention. 

 

Authentic preaching has a twofold thrust – comforting the disturbed, disturbing the 

comfortable.  John’s exhortation to us all remains, now is the time of salvation, not some time 

in the future which may not materialize.  The good news is for today because it is true.  
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