Look In The Mirror – Matthew 3:1-6

I’d like you to consider the following familiar scene. Think about the definitions for repentance it might suggest to a young child. A parent stands before two children, one is crying, the other has a smirk on their face. Big brother just hit little brother and knocked him down. "Tell your brother you're sorry!" The response comes back, "I'm sorry," but mom or dad responds, "You don't look sorry. You don't sound sorry. Get that smile off your face and tell your brother you're sorry!" On the second or third try they finally get a satisfactory "I'm sorry!" and life goes on.  So what conclusion about repentance might a child draw from such a scene? Is repentance the hard work of making yourself sad or look sorry after you've done something wrong? Is repentance perhaps the hard work of a making yourself suffer after doing something wrong, a way of making satisfaction? 

After such a scene, a child might well conclude they need to spend some time in front of a mirror. Life would be so much easier if they could just summon up the right look, the right facial expression on demand. With a little practice in front of a mirror, they could learn to produce a convincing "I'm sorry!" that would make life so much easier. 

In the Lutheran Church, we are very much used to calling God's Law a mirror. But we can still fall into a trap that's called measured repentance. We look at ourselves and conclude, "I need to be more sorry so God can forgive me," or think, "That's sad enough, now God can forgive me." That's kind of like looking into a mirror, trying to capture the right look, to come up with the right expression. The end result has little if anything to do with true repentance. Repentance is not the product of our spiritual will power. So today lets meditate on the theme: LOOK IN THE MIRROR.  Admit the depth of your sin and see the depth of God’s love.

When a parent confronts a child with something they have done wrong, they may find themselves looking at what we might call a…"Who me?" face. That's the face that claims innocence, that denies any involvement. It may harden into the…"What's your problem?" face.  But they all have to do with barriers to repentance. And they really have a lot in common with the…"Can't you see how sorry I am?" face. You know, the one with the bowed head, the sad eyes, the bit lip, and the quavering voice.  They all have to do with looking at the mirror of God's law and trying to create an appearance [either of innocence from guilt or of sufficient sorrow for guilt]. They all have to do with looking into a mirror and making a face, without ever really seeing what is there. 

The Pharisees of John's day were experts at looking into the mirror of what they thought was God's law and liking what they saw. You see they had come up with hundreds of rules that didn't expand the law, but rather cut it down to pocket size. Their approach to the Law kept it on the surface of things. They made God's Law a matter of appearance and worked at being experts at a “show” of righteousness. They washed their hands the right way and tithed the harvest from their herb gardens. The Sadducees of John's day were experts at looking at the Law with the relaxed view of the person who says there's nothing behind it, no God who punishes sin in an afterlife that doesn't exist. So I don't need to concern myself with what I see in the mirror. 

It’s so easy for us to, many times, excuse what we see in the mirror because it's so familiar. "Oh, that; it's nothing new." We've gotten used to our pet sins. Or we hide behind "family-arity." You look into the mirror and see your father's nose or chin, along with your father's temper. Or you focus your attention on the hair out of place, those minor problems we can handle. You'll work on that, but you don't see the cold, unloving exterior that darkens the life of your family and shows your distance from God. 

God gave John the Baptist a special gift that we might compare to being able to put a person in front of a spiritual triple mirror, kind of like what you'd find in a clothing store. He confronted people with that full view of themselves.  He showed them the depth of their sin and it worked.  They confessed their guilt.  But the questions remains…. WHY?  Why did people take the energy and time to walk out into the wilderness to find him? Would you walk half a day to find someone to confront you with your sins? But here were crowds of people who were tired of making faces, pretending that everything was fine between them and God. Their consciences kept telling them the Law of God was right. God had caused them to recognize they couldn't solve what was wrong with them. They had heard that John the Baptist had an answer that was not pretend. His message dealt with the true and honest depth of sin.  But John was more than a preacher of Law. He also proclaimed the Good News of the depth of God's love. Those who See the Depth of their Sin are prepared to See the Depth of God's Love. 

What are the most famous words of John the Baptist? He pointed to Jesus and said, "Look, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!" Recognize and see an be amazed at the depth of love a holy God has shown to a world, not of friends or strangers, but of enemies. He provided that sacrifice that has paid for sin completely. So don't think for a moment that you need to add your suffering or sorrow to pay for sin.  That actually would dishonor the perfection of Christ's payment. John was sent to proclaim a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. He told people that their sins were washed away. 

What is repentance? Repentance is a change of heart and mind about sin. First it is a change of mind that sees the depth of our own guilt.  God causes us to be sad at what we are and have done. He drives this message home through his Law, backed up by his gift of conscience, and often reinforced through life's difficulties. We stop seeing sin as reason for joy and see it as reason for sorrow.  Repentance also includes that change of mind about sin that takes us from sorrow to joy, the joy of forgiveness. God works that change through the Gospel of what He has done with guilt. In the Gospel He says, "I have washed all your sins away because of what Jesus did in shedding his blood. I claim you as my own and now I put my name on you." 

If you need to lead a child to repentance, don't point them to themselves and tell them to be sorry. Use the Law. If you're concerned by their “pretend face” tell them, "Look at what you did to hurt your brother. See their pain, their tears. A God of love has to condemn that." This is not pretend, it’s real and it’s hurtful.  But then don't leave them thinking that their proper sorrow could pay for sin. Don't point them to themselves. Point them to the cross of Christ. Point them to the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. Let them know how God sees them in Christ. Let the pretending stop. Let the celebration begin that only the peace of Christ can give.  Amen.
