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There are some words in the Bible that have been used in ways that destroy the human soul. 

We meet one of those words in our New Testament passage today. 

It is the word “repent.” 

Do you cringe like I do whenever you hear the word “Repent.” 

People come to John the Baptist and he seems to yell at them like a doom and gloom, fire and brimstone 
preacher saying that you better repent or you will burn in hell forever! 

Repentance carries with it this fear based idea that you are a sinner and that you need to repent from your 
sins so that you will be saved.  

But that’s a misunderstanding of the word “repent.” The word repent in the original Greek language of the 
New Testament in the word “Metanoia.” It literally means “change your mind.” 

It does not mean that you should feel really guilty because you are a shameful person. That religious 
message is destructive and it needs to stop. The word “repent” primarily means “change your mind.” 

But what are we supposed to repent from? What are we supposed to change our minds about? 

John the Baptist and Jesus the Christ want us to change our minds about God. 

John tells a group of people that they need to repent, they need to change their minds. He then says that 
they shouldn’t just say that Abraham is their ancestor because God can take stones and turn them into 
children of Abraham. 

Let’s just state the obvious: John was a pretty weird guy. 

But there is a point to the weirdness. 

The whole point of this passage is that John the Baptist wants us to repent, or change our minds about 
God, so that we can truly be children of Abraham. But we like asking questions at this church, so a good 
question to ask is, “What does it mean to be a child of Abraham?” 

We meet Abraham right in the beginning, in the book of Genesis. God came to Abraham and his wife Sarah 
to bless them. Abraham and Sarah were really important people because they were the first couple to 
receive this kind of blessing from God. And this blessing to Abraham and Sarah wasn’t just for them. It was 
for their descendants, or their children, too. 

Now, in order to really understand the blessing God gaven to Abraham, Sarah, and their children, we need 
to understand something about religion in the ancient world. The word religion comes from the Latin word 
“legare,” which means “to bind” or to “unite.” 

So religion is supposed to unite or bind us together. And that’s generally a good thing. But here’s the catch. 
Anthropologists (like Rene Girard) tell us that there has been some form of religion from the very beginning 
of human history. Indeed, ancient religions have united a group of people together in rituals and 
ceremonies, but those rituals and ceremonies generally involved a form of sacrifice. 

But here’s the catch: This sacrifice wasn’t a nice grain offering or an offering of your first fruits or even an 
animal sacrifice. It was a human sacrifice. 
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Because religion often led people to bind or unite ourselves against a common enemy. There were tribes 
that fought against other tribes. Often in ancient warfare, one tribe would capture someone from another 
tribe and sacrifice that victim to their gods. This sacrifice of another in the name of the gods was a 
communal religious event that led to a frenzy and a sense of unity among the people. Think of Roman 
gladiator events, or even modern-day sporting events. 

This way of finding unity against a common enemy has been with us from almost the very beginning of 
human history. It is ingrained in the human psyche. It is part of our social DNA. It helps us to know who is in 
our tribe and who isn’t in our tribe. And because it is tied to religion, it has appeared to have the divine 
stamp of approval. For most of human history, we have thought that the gods were on our side, and thus 
against our enemies. 

But then along came this couple named Abraham and Sarah. They were not particularly special people. 
They were pretty common. But God came to them and decided to change the whole tribal religious pattern 
of uniting against a common enemy. In the foundational story that’s told in Genesis chapter 12, God came 
to Abraham and Sarah and blessed them, but God said that through Abraham and Sarah God would bless 
all the families of the earth. 

God blesses Abraham and Sarah not so that they would keep the blessing for their tribe, or that they would 
sacrifice members of other tribes. The blessing wasn’t intended to lead them to unite against a common 
enemy. Rather, God blessed Abraham and Sarah so that through them God would bless all the tribes, all 
the families, of the earth. 

So when John the Baptist says we need to repent so that we can truly be children of Abraham and Sarah, 
he is saying that we need to repent from the idea that some people on this earth deserve to be blessed and 
some people don’t. We need to repent from forming unity by being against a common enemy. We need to 
repent from the idea that God only loves our tribe and not their tribe. Because in reality, we are all part of 
one big massive human tribe. 

The blessing of Abraham is our blessing, too. God blesses us so that through us God can bless all the 
families of the earth. 

I want you to notice the universal element in the phrase “all the families of the earth.” There are no 
distinctions. If we sit back and try to determine who deserves this blessing and who doesn’t, then we have 
entirely missed the point.  

The blessing includes all families. Indeed, all people. It includes black families and brown families and white 
families. It includes poor families and rich families. It includes documented families and undocumented 
families. It includes gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and queer families. It includes Republican families 
and Democratic families. It includes our drug families, drunk families, and sober families. It includes families 
living in houses and families living on the street and in cars. It includes Jewish, Christian, Muslim families, 
and atheist families. Why? Because it includes all of the families of the earth! 

Now, I don’t know about you, but to me, this religion ushered in by God through Abraham and Sarah is 
difficult. That’s because I have prejudices, misconceptions, assumptions, fears, and blind spots inside of 
me when it comes to many of these people. Despite the fact that I know God calls me to bless all of the 
families of the earth and so become true children of Abraham and Sarah, I also know that there are things 
inside of me that get in the way and block me from living into that mission. 

And so John the Baptist says that the Messiah will come with his winnowing fork and separate the wheat 
from the chaff and burn the chaff in the unquenchable. 
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We generally interpret the wheat and the chaff as people. You know, there are good people who are the 
wheat who will live in heaven and there are bad people who are the chaff who will burn forever in the 
eternal fires of hell. 

We need to repent from that idea. 

The wheat and the chaff are not individuals. The wheat and the chaff are inside of you and inside of me. 
The wheat is what leads us to fulfill the promise of Abraham and Sarah to bless all the families of the earth. 
The chaff is the stuff inside of us that leads us back to the ancient pattern of uniting against a common 
enemy. 

My chaff leads me to be judgmental against poor people, houseless people, and drug addicts. My chaff 
leads me to be judgmental against religious conservatives who I think give God and Christianity a bad 
name. My chaff leads me to be judgmental against those who are on the other end of the political 
spectrum.  

I don’t want to be judgmental, but the truth is that our faith calls us to be children of Abraham. Our faith calls 
us to bless all the families of the earth. When we don’t live into that as individuals, as a church, or as a 
nation, then the judgement will be that we are not true children of Abraham and Sarah. We are not true 
followers of Christ. 

When our nation allows child refugees to die from the flu because they were callously ignored after being 
put in a cell, then the judgment is that we are not a Christian nation.   

When our national leaders take food stamps away from 700,000 vulnerable people living in poverty and 
making less than $600 a month, then the judgment is that we are not a Christian nation. 

When it costs less to house the homeless than it does to have them living on the street, yet we refuse to 
house them because we think they don’t deserve it, then it shows we are not a Christian nation. 

Sometimes I look at the political and religious landscape of our nation and I think we are just as good as a 
dead tree stump. But as Isaiah said in our other passage today, a shoot will emerge from the dead stump. 
This moment in our history is ripe for new growth. And that growth is happening here. We have to do the 
difficult but important work of allowing Jesus to take the winnowing fork and separate the wheat from the 
chaff from our lives.  

There is work to do. Some of that work will make us uncomfortable, but being uncomfortable part of the 
excitement of the call to be a blessing to all the families of the earth. The only way to grow spiritually is to 
move beyond our comfort zones. Because since the beginning of human history our comfort zone has been 
to unite against a common enemy. It’s been to divide the world into who is worthy and who isn’t worthy. 
Who is in my tribe and who isn’t.  

Well, God is calling us beyond that pattern. God is calling us to take some risks. We are called to unite with 
the God of love who calls us to be courageous as we continue to seek to bless all the families of the earth. 

This call to be a blessing isn’t easy. It’s tough work. As our dear friends at King of Kings have shown us, 
when you try to bless all the families of the earth, particularly poor and houseless families, other families 
might not like it. And so we need to remind ourselves that this is tough work. But it was tough for Abraham 
and Sarah. It was tough for Mary. It was tough for Jesus and his disciples. But they were all tougher. 

And it has been tough for King of Kings. But they are tougher. 
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And it may be tough for us, too. But the good news is that we are tough people. 

God is calling us to repent, to change our minds, to be children of Abraham and Sarah, to continue to be 
followers of Christ, so that we can live into the mission to bless all the families of the earth.  

May we continue to live into that call, now and forevermore. Amen. 


