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Inclusive or Exclusive?

I realize that human nature being what it is, singling out and excluding some
people from the group has been a problem ever since groups of people have
existed. It’s just sinful nature. Someone has always been left out, not able to join
in any of the reindeer games. And like I said, I know it’s always been this way, but
I’ve noticed it a lot more these past few years. Well... that’s not exactly correct.
What I’ve noticed is the rank hypocrisy of those who single out and exclude
others. “Everyone is welcome in our group. We love and accept everyone...
except you. You're racist and homophobic and xenophobic. You're a straight,
white, Christian male. You 're not welcome here!” “We’re all about loving
everyone. We're against all forms of hate... but we hate you because you say
women can’t get prostate cancer and men can’t get pregnant. Monsters like you
need to be rounded up and taken out of society!” So... inclusive and welcoming to
everyone... except to those who have a different opinion (or who choose to not
affirm mental illness and instead believe in biological facts)? Okay... got it.

And I already know what some honest Christians are already thinking:
“Such exclusionary hypocrisy exists within the walls of the Church too. Christians
are guilty too!” You’re absolutely right! I’m not going to try and deny it either.
The Church is made up of sinful people, and ever since groups of sinful people
have been gathering together to worship, there have been some made to feel not
welcome; prevented from joining in. “Everyone is welcome in our church...
except you.”

Now, right off the bat, you know this country club, “mean-gir]” behavior
isn’t right. For whom did Jesus die—everyone or just certain folks? 1s the
forgiveness that Christ won on His cross for all or for some? The Good Physician
comes to heal and give life, not to those who are healthy, but those who are sick
and dead in their sin, and last I checked, ALL have sinned and fallen short of the
glory of God, and God Himself desires the death of no one. Look at the ministry
of Jesus Himself. Prostitutes, tax collectors, lepers... sinners... our Lord
welcomes all the untouchables with open arms. In fact, Jesus rebukes His own
disciples when they were trying to exclude little children and nursing infants from
coming into His presence, as if He had better, more important things to do. “Let
the little children come to Me, and do not hinder/exclude them.”

Listening to the words of our Old Testament and Epistle lessons appointed
for this morning, we hear more of the same. The Messianic shoot from the stump
of Jesse (King David’s dad) will come forth into this fallen and sinful world... for
all peoples/nations. “With righteousness He will judge the poor, and decide with
equity for the meek of all the earth”... not just certain demographics or lineages.
Clearly, our Lord welcomes everyone. In the great day of the Lord, when He
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comes in all glory, the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the
waters cover the sea, and in that day He will stand as a signal—a beacon; a
lighthouse—for all the peoples. That’s pretty inclusive, isn’t it? St. Paul says
much the same. “May the God of endurance and encouragement grant you to live
in such harmony with one another, in accord with Christ Jesus, that together you
may with one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. Welcome
one another as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God.... Rejoice, O
Gentiles, with His people. Praise the Lord, all you Gentiles, and let all peoples
extol Him.” “In Him will the Gentiles hope.” Again, that’s pretty all-inclusive.

Okay... so what do we do with John the Baptist? St. Matthew tells us very
simply/plainly (v7) that Pharisees and Sadducees came out to John to be baptized,
and he immediately let them have it both barrels. It was like John just flipped out
on these guys for no reason at all. The old adage says that you catch more flies
with honey than with vinegar. John skips the vinegar and goes right for the
napalm. Not very inclusive, is it?

But... there’s always more to the story than what meets the eye, isn’t
there? These weren’t poor innocent victims. When these guys went out into the
Judean wilderness to be baptized, it was for all the wrong reasons, and they made
no bones about it either. Why would they need a baptism for the forgiveness of
sins if they had no sins that needed forgiving? They weren’t seeking to be
baptized for the forgiveness of sins. They were simply going out to be baptized by
John because that’s where all the action was happening.

Just consider the profound and exciting things that were happening. It really
is impressive! As a direct result of John’s preaching, teaching, and baptizing,
absolute reprobates were having life-changing experiences. Tax collectors were
immediately ceasing their shady behaviors. Some were even giving full refunds of
all the money they had stolen over the years. Prostitutes were quitting their jobs,
and instead seeking honest, respectable employment. Even Roman soldiers—the
foulest of pagan mercenary trash—were now coming to faith and treating others
with respect and honor and dignity. They were no longer blackmailing and strong-
arming/shaking people down in order to supplement their meager incomes.

The Pharisees and Sadducees wanted in on all this excitement... but they
had neither the desire nor the intention of changing anything in their lives. Why
would they? What sins did they have to repent for? They weren’t like the rest of
the trash coming to John. What sins did they need forgiving? What did they
possibly have to change in their already-perfect lives? They kept the laws of
Moses perfectly. They didn’t need to repent for anything. Repentance is what
sinners do.
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This is why John let them have it. They weren’t seeking a divine washing
of renewal and regeneration. Like I said, this was the “in” thing to do. If you
weren’t “in,” you were “out,” and nobody wants to be outside looking in. They’d
get baptized so as to be included; part of the “in” crowd. They’d get baptized and
make grandma happy. They’d also have great pictures for Facebook, and they’d be
able to show everybody just how good they were.

There’s also the bigger reason they would seek baptism: they were suck-ups
and sycophants. They wanted to be included with the “right people.” They had
heard John preaching that the Messiah was coming; that His kingdom was drawing
near, and they wanted to get in on that action. I remember in the Marines
whenever we’d get a new commanding officer, some of the junior officers would
suddenly be interested in the same things he was. If he liked golfing, these guys
suddenly became golf nuts, brand-new bags and clubs and shoes to boot. If he
liked surfing, they suddenly became surfing nuts, brand-new surfboards and
wetsuits and even a new way of speaking. Overnight they became “‘surfer dudes.”
They did whatever they could do to get in to his good graces.

It was no different with the Pharisees and Sadducees. John the Baptist is
preaching a baptism of repentance because the kingdom of God is drawing near.
The King is about to arrive! If the King is a fan of baptism for repentance... then
suddenly they were too... except they really weren’t. They would go through all
the right motions, say all the right things, and then go right back to doing what
they were doing all along. Change? In their arrogance, they had no desire and no
intention of changing their works-righteous, sinful ways. They saw no reason to
change. This is why John laid into them. He wasn’t excluding them. He was
trying to include them, but you don’t get included on your terms. Inclusivity with
God happens on His terms, or it doesn’t happen at all. In love, John was
warning them of how they and their self-righteousness were excluding themselves
from the kingdom.

Now... I want you to consider that this lesson has been appointed for ALL
of God’s people to hear during the Advent season for a long, long time. This
includes each and every one of us today. Ask yourself: Do you need to change?
Examine yourself through the lens that is God’s Law. I don’t care what the rest of
the world tells you. I don’t care what the liar in the mirror tells you. What does
God say? Are there sins you need to repent of?

This Gospel lesson is meant to serve as a sobering wake-up call to all of
God’s people who’ve gotten comfortable in their ways, foolishly believing that
they’re the cream of the crop (or at least better than most), all the while faithlessly
going through the motions in their own lives, never really intent on changing their
own sinful ways. Whether we want to admit it or not, John’s brutally honest but
necessary call to repentance still calls out to us today, and why not? We still need
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to hear it! If we’re honest with ourselves and with God, each and every
one of us must confess that there are times in our lives, no different than the proud
Pharisees and Sadducees, that we fall into that mindset of, “Change? Me? Why?
Repent? For what? I haven’t done anything wrong! The problem is with you,
not with me!”

Folks: The call to repentance, as unpopular and politically incorrect as it is
nowadays, is still absolutely necessary for our ears, and it has everything to do
with the true Christian understanding of Advent—the coming of Christ. Repent!
For the Kingdom of God; the Almighty reign and rule of Christ Himself, is at
hand. Yes: These words sting when they confront us in the midst of our sin.
Recognized through the lens of sin—the wage of which is death—these words are
terrifying. But at the same time, when understood through the gift that is repentant
faith, these words are also healing Gospel balm for the soul. As children of God
who know and trust in the eternal victory that has already been won for us in
Christ’s first Advent; victory that He shares with us this very day in His second
Advent as He comes to us this morning and feeds with His Word and Sacrament,
we no longer fear and tremble at the knowledge of His future Advent in Judgment
and power and glory. With the eyes of repentant saving faith, we can look with
hope and joy and peace to this future adventing of Christ, when He comes again in
all His glory with a winnowing fork in His hand to separate us from the sinful
chaff and take us home—body and soul complete—to live with Him and all the
faithful saints in Heaven for all eternity. “The day of the Lord is at hand! The
King and His kingdom are at hand!” Great! Come, Lord Jesus!

Until that blessed day, though, your Lord still desires the death of no man.
He desires no one to be excluded from this great and glorious day of the Lord. He
desires no one to remain in their sin, and thereby exclude themselves from His free
gifts of mercy, grace, and love, and life. That’s what I often refer to as “the
tragedy of justification.” Christ died for all people. He victoriously cries out
from His cruciform altar, “It is finished!”” which was spoken for all people for all
time. All sins have been paid for in full in Christ... and yet so many still choose to
reject the gift and live in their death sentence. It’s so unnecessarily tragic! This is
why we pray for faithful confidence to speak and stand like John; to speak the life-
changing, life-saving Word of Christ and shine the Light of Christ into the
darkness of sin. Faith comes through hearing, right? Just ask the prostitutes, tax
collectors, and Roman soldiers that John ministered to. May God grant us all the
faithful courage and wisdom to simply let His light shine by standing firm and
speaking His Word of Truth in all times and circumstances so that all may hear and
turn and walk in the Light and Life of Jesus Christ.

AMEN



