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December 4, 2016 

Isaiah 11:1-9 

Matthew 3:1-12      The Light of Fire 

 

During Advent, we think about light. Though the world is dark, we hope 

for the light. We pray for the light. We live as if we are in the light 

though the night of fear and doubt surrounds us. Every Sunday, we 

strike matches and light candles and watch the flames and slowly add to 

them on our Advent wreath each week. The candles are lit with fire. 

Real fire, not battery-powered bulbs, or LED flames-- in spite of the fire 

hazard. The candles are real fire. Because the fire of the light is 

important too. The heat and the burning of the light remind us of God’s 

burning desire to love us no matter the cost. 

Today, we talk about the light of fire. And John the Baptist bring us fire 

today. His voice is a voice of heat and flame. His words blister all of 

those around him. “Hey, you. Yeah you, stop sinning! And you, repent! 

And you, change! Turn your life around. Get straight before it’s too late. 

The kingdom of God is near. Do you hear me? It’s almost here! Repent 

or else!” John the Baptist scorches us with the fiery revelation that we 

could do better for God. 
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Here on this second Sunday of Advent, John the Baptist can be a bit of a 

shock. We are preparing for Christmas and the soft fluffiness of angels 

and the glow of a star and a tiny baby. And we get the flame-thrower, 

John the Baptist, shouting at us from the edge of the wilderness. Blasting 

us in his prophet Elijah costume of camel hair, carrying his lunchbox of 

locusts. He rails against the status quo. He shrieks about sin and 

judgment. He demands our repentance. Here he is in church this 

morning. Our church. Like he is every Advent, a firebrand from God, 

preparing the way of the Lord, making his paths straight. And I worry 

that John might burn someone. I wonder if his fiery words will cause 

some people pain. 

John the Baptist has the fire of the light. And part of me wants to avoid 

him and the hot flames of his preaching. I would rather not have the fire. 

I would rather have the safe incandescent lightbulb version of Advent. 

But John reminds me that Advent is about preparation. It’s about getting 

ready for the Kingdom and for the light that shines in the darkness. And 

that that light brings heat. And it brings fire. And it brings John the 

Baptist, a bonfire in the gloom. And we need him to be who he is. We 
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need him to be on fire with the fire of God. The fire of God’s truth. The 

fire of justice that rages against the injustice of the world. God’s 

righteous fire is in John’s heart, like all the prophets before him. John’s 

burning desire is God’s burning desire for creation to be good again. 

John’s light is the light of fire. It is a light of destruction and revolution 

and change. And that light is part of Advent and part of our preparation 

for the coming Kingdom.  Every spring where I grew up in Kansas, they 

would burn the prairies--on purpose. They would set fire to the dead dry 

grass and the wheat stubble in the fields. From one edge of the horizon 

to the other, you would see the orange glow on the hills in the carefully 

controlled burns. Farmers did it for two reasons. First, the fire burned off 

the dead plant material on the top. And second, it prepared the ground 

and activated the seeds underneath. The fire was necessary because 

without the fire, the plant matter would pile up and the new grass 

wouldn’t be able to grow. And the cattle would have nothing to graze 

on. The fire was necessary for life to continue. 

John the Baptist brings us fire.  He exposes us to the fire of God’s 

judgment. The fire of God’s desire for creation to be good again, God’s 
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desire to wake us up and give us life. Because God doesn’t want us to 

live in darkness or in death. God doesn’t want there to be hurt or 

destruction on his God’s mountain. And God wants to torch the old 

hurtful, painful dead stuff. In us and around us. It needs to go. It needs to 

be burned away to make room for life. To make room for God. To make 

room for the kingdom. For the Kingdom of Heaven is near.  

We need the fire of the light. Because we all carry stuff around with us. 

Useless stuff. Dead stuff. Old mistakes. Old grudges. Negative thoughts. 

Our tendency to expect the worst of others. To presume that our 

presumptions are correct. To believe we are good without having to 

really be good. I want us to notice who John the Baptist directs most of 

his comments to. Notice he is talking mostly to the Pharisees and 

Sadducees. About ninety percent of his words are directed to the 

religious people. The ones who followed all the conventional rules and 

prayed and fasted and gave alms and sacrificed and went to the Temple 

regularly. Who tried very, very hard to be godly and holy. They were 

trying their best and getting the worst from John. “Children of Abraham, 

ha!, says John. You are children of snakes! You think you’re something 
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special. You think you’re special to God! But God could turn these rocks 

into something special. Repent! Change!” John blasts the Pharisees and 

Sadducees. Maybe because all that religious stuff in their lives was just 

stuff. Maybe they had piled up on them all the things they ought to do 

and should do like a safe pile of old dead leaves. And John, John was 

trying to light that risky dangerous fire of love and life in their hearts. 

Maybe John is talking to us. Maybe there is stuff piled up in our spirits. 

Things the world says we ought to do. What others think we ought to be. 

Guilt about things that don’t matter, that we let matter too much to us. 

Shame about things that should have mattered, that never did. Our spirits 

are heavy. And maybe we added some pious, churchy things. We 

repeated the right beliefs and did the right holy things. But we still felt 

cold. And weighed down by sin and fear. But what if God’s light was a 

fire? What if it was a little bit risky? What if it burned and consumed all 

the dead stuff and exposed you and healed you all at once? What if it set 

you on fire with hope and joy and life unlike any life you’d felt before? 

The Kingdom of heaven is near, says John the Baptist. The Kingdom of 

heaven is so close, you can smell it. You can feel it prickling your skin. 



6 
 

You can see the waves of heat shimmering in the air. You can hear it 

crackling, burning away all the dead things stands in the way of life. 

Repent, says John. Embrace the fire. Change is coming. God is coming. 

We need the fire of the light. Even though fire can be risky and it can be 

hurtful. John is on fire with the fire of God. And we’ve felt that fiery 

judgment before. We’ve seen it over and over again with prophets like 

Elijah and Isaiah. Over and over the prophet comes with destruction and 

death. God has been faithful. The people have not. God’s love is a flame. 

The people’s love is a fake lightbulb. Today that’s what the prophet 

Isaiah is talking about-- deadly judgment. How there will be war and 

devastation. Foreign armies will invade; everything will lie in 

smoldering ruins. Because of the people’s failures, because of their sin. 

And God hates sin. God hates it so much God will burn everything to the 

ground. But out of that charred ruin will come a branch, says Isaiah. A 

green shoot will rise from the scorched stump of God’s people. 

John the Baptist expects the burning wrath of God’s judgment. God’s 

fiery anger. God’s deep disappointment. That is all heat and no light. All 

heat, no light. So often that ends up being the message of the church. A 
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fiery condemnation of others and ourselves. The ‘good news’ is that God 

despises us. But there are a few who might just be barely good enough. 

All heat, no light, no grace or joy or peace.  

Out of the charred ashes comes the green shoot. The Kingdom of heaven 

is near. God is near. The light will shine in the darkness. And it will be a 

fire. But the good news is that it will not be a fire that burns us to the 

ground. It will be a fire that kindles us. That ignites us but does not 

consume us. It will be the fiery love for a little baby that will change us. 

The burning love of a terrified new mother and a trusting adoptive 

father. The love of a child who had come to love us and give himself for 

us. For God so loved the world. God so loved us that God gave God’s 

only son. Because God’s heart is on fire for us. God’s desire is for us. 

And the light of God’s passionate love for us burns in the darkness. In 

spite of our cold rejection. In spite of our dark anger. In spite of our fear 

that would do everything to hide from him and snuff him out and 

extinguish him on a cross. The light of God, the flame of God’s love for 

us will not go out. That light will shine in the darkness. And the 

darkness will not overcome it. 
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The light of fire that is coming into the world is not God’s rage. It is 

God’s love for us. It is God’s desire for life for us. It is God’s fiery 

determination to be God with us and to never be God without us. 

Because God loves us and we are worth it to God. We are worth giving 

up heaven for. We are worth coming to earth for. You are worth God 

being born in a stable for. You are worth fleeing to Egypt as a refugee 

for. You are worth searching for and waiting for and praying for and 

living for and dying for. You are worth going to the deepest depths of 

hell for. At this table Jesus says my love is for you. God’s kingdom has 

come for you. Can you see it? Can you taste it? Can you feel the fire of 

my love for you? 

The light shines in the darkness. That light is the fire in God’s heart for 

you. It is there for you and for all of creation. And if we let it, it will 

consume us and burn in us. That fire, it will ignite us. As it has ignited 

so many people to do what is right and good; to do what’s risky, to love 

their neighbors and their friends and even their enemies. Can you feel it 

in you? Can you sense it? The fire of God’s love burning within you? To 

bring light into the darkness. To be a force of justice and mercy. To have 
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life beyond plain old life. There is a fire in your heart, burning for 

something more. What it is that consumes you? What risky way are you 

being called to share God’s love in the world? 

The Kingdom of God is at hand. God’s love is at hand. Come to the 

table. Feel the fire. Let the light of God’s grace burn in your heart and 

consume you now and forever more. 


