It is less than 3 weeks till Christmas. Why then are we talking about John the Baptist? Where is Jesus in the story? Where are the shepherds, the wise men, Mary and Joseph?
Well, this is the prologue, the overture, to Jesus’s ministry. It’s the bit that comes before the beginning, an introduction.
So instead of Jesus, we find John the Baptist, preparing the way for the Messiah to come; reminding us in this time of waiting, that we too need to prepare for the birth of the Messiah.
John, dressed in his camel hair clothes, with his diet of insects and honey, and his command “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.”
What does repent mean? It means to turn away from sin and to turn to God. Sin is the bad choices that we make that hurt God, hurt others and hurt ourselves. To repent means to be truly sorry for our sin, to turn our backs on it and to try really hard not to make the same bad choices again. To repent means to change our whole lives.
“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” 
Turn your back on your bad choices, because God’s time is coming! This may have been correct when John was preaching, but in fact, God’s time is now! John the Baptist was still waiting for the Messiah, the saviour of the world to come. He knew that Jesus was ready to start his ministry, and that people needed to be ready for the moment when God’s kingdom would be made reality through his death on the cross and his resurrection.
Because of that, we are in a time when we can experience glimpses of the Kingdom of heaven. But we must still be prepared, both for the “now” that we celebrate at Christmas, but also for the “not yet” that will come when Jesus comes again in glory and all is made perfect.
So we must “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” But what next? John the Baptist has the answer again!
“Produce fruit in keeping with repentance.”
Because we have turned our back on our bad choices, we have to make good ones instead. Those good choices are the “fruit” – the means by which other people may come to see the kingdom of God through us. It’s a big responsibility and definitely something we need help with. Thankfully God provides through the Holy Spirit. For the fruits of the spirit are love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.
We should act with love, for God, for all people, for ourselves and for creation.
We should show joy in our good times and also in our more difficult moments. Not necessarily happiness, but the deeper sense of joy that comes with faith in Jesus.
We will experience peace in our hearts, and should share this peace with others, acting as peacemakers.
We should be patient, slow to anger and willing to wait.
We are to act with kindness and goodness, so our actions towards others reflect God’s love.
We are to be faithful, choosing to trust in God at all times.
We are to be gentle, showing care for others. 
And we are to display self-control, following God’s desires above our own.
As we do these things, we will be transformed, changed into something new. This is essential. Our Bible passage ends with John the Baptist speaking of Jesus, who will come to baptise with the Holy Spirit. So far so simple, but then it gets somewhat more complex, at least for modern ears. And yet it’s really important.
“[Jesus] will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor, gathering his wheat into the barn and burning up the chaff with unquenchable fire.”
Essentially, John is saying that repentance and change are essential. Once a harvest of wheat had been gathered, it would be taken to the threshing floor is the space, where it would be beaten to remove the grain from the stalks. But at that point, the wheat was still mixed with the chaff, the inedible outer coating of the grain. A winnowing fork was then used to toss the wheat and chaff into the air; the chaff would blow away, leaving the wheat behind. Only then could the wheat be turned into flour, to make bread.
We are like the wheat. Our bad choices, our sins, are the chaff. When we repent, we let go of those things that hold us back, leaving only the goodness, like the wheat, which can be used for God’s kingdom.
This is what advent is for. It’s a time for getting ready, a time to repent and to be changed, to be transformed, into something far better. It is then that we will shine the light of God’s love in this world. It is then that the Kingdom of heaven will be revealed through us. It is then that we will be ready to welcome the Messiah.
