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Luke 3:1-14 “Preparing to Meet God” October 21, 2012 

OT Lesson: Isaiah 40:1-11, 27-31  Brian M. Sandifer 

As John the Baptist faithfully discharged his prophetic calling to prepare people to meet God, so must we, 

called as Christ’s ambassadors and followers, faithfully discharge our duties to repent and bear the fruit 

of repentance, urging others to do the same, in order to prepare ourselves and others to meet God.  

Introduction – There’s a prophet in town!  Who will go see him?  (1) I go to church every Sunday and 

give money, occasionally I read my Bible and pray, and I try to be a good person.  (2) I can’t seem to 

straighten out my life no matter what I do.  (1&2) But why can’t I shake this nagging thought that God 

wants more from me?  What more could he want?  What else do I have to do? 

I. The Prophetic Call 

A. John’s call as prophet and herald (vv. 1-6) 

1. Date. Luke dates John’s ministry in secular and sacred history during the reigns of 

contemporary rulers and high priests.  The 15
th
 year of Tiberius Caesar, when God called John as 

a prophet, was A.D. 25/26 or 28/29. 

2. Call. Luke uses language that places John the Baptist in the long line of true biblical 

prophets.  He was Isaiah’s prophecy coming true (Isa 40:3).  He was proof that the old age of the 

law and promise was coming to a close, and the new age of fulfillment was dawning (Lk 16:16). 

3. Method. When kings were about to travel, they would send messengers ahead to clear the 

roads, repair them, make them passable without trouble, and arrange to bring honor to the king 

(cf. Lk 19:36-38).  John was calling the crowds to make their hearts and lives ready for the king. 

4. Purpose. Notice the apocalyptic language from Isaiah 40:3-5 describing the prophetic 

ministry that the prophet heralding the Christ would fulfill.  The imagery is of cosmic upheaval, 

cosmic judgment, and the salvation of God revealed to all flesh (Jew and Gentile; clean and 

unclean). 

B. The minister’s call as ambassador (2 Cor 5:16-6:2) 

Gospel ministers are the “prophets” of today.  The word of the Lord does not come to us like God 

spoke to the biblical prophets, so we dare not presume to say, “Thus says the LORD…”  But we are 

ambassadors of Christ, sent to his people (you!) to deliver and apply his message of reconciliation. 

C. Every Christian’s call as minister (Eph 4:1-3, 11-13; 1 Pet 3:15) 

Through teaching, discipleship, and mentoring in the church, God is equipping every believer for the 

works of ministry to build up the body of Christ.  This includes the ambassadorial role of personal 

evangelist, giving to anyone who asks you for the reason why you hope in Jesus Christ. 

II. The Urgent Message 

A. Repent and be baptized for the forgiveness of sins (v. 3) 

1. John’s baptism is not Christian baptism.  It was historically prior to, and not as great as, 

Christian baptism.  John the Baptist made this distinction clear when he noted the difference 

between his baptism and Jesus’ baptism (Lk 3:16).  John’s baptism is an old covenant symbol 

building upon the sign of circumcision.   
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2. John’s “baptism of repentance” was a cleansing ritual that signified the repentant person 

returning to God with the expectation of forgiveness.  Jews were “baptizing” proselyte Gentiles 

as a prerequisite for entrance into the covenant community because they viewed Gentiles as 

spiritually “unclean.”  Some fringe Jewish groups required a ritual baptism as a prerequisite for 

entrance into the remnant community.  But John’s baptism was not of man but of God (Lk 20:1-

8).  He confronted them with their “unclean” lives, and declared that this placed them “outside” 

of God’s grace, so they needed to take a “bath” to prepare for the coming of the Lord. 

B. Good fruits, not religious heritage nor ritual, are the evidence of salvation (vv. 7-8) 

Many Jews were outward law-keepers who came to identify with John and participate in the latest 

spiritual fad.  They viewed John’s baptism as a vaccination or a fire insurance policy protecting them 

from God’s wrath.  They believed their physical ancestry was a substitute for repentance.  John 

wanted to clear away their self-righteousness, smug complacency, greed, cruelty, and slander (Lk 

3:13-14).  “The Christ is coming!  You believe this but you don’t understand how soon!  God is at the 

door!  He has picked up his axe and laid its head at the tree root.  You are that tree!  If you don’t bear 

the fruit of repentance NOW he is about to chop you down and cast you into the fire.” 

C. Time is almost up (v. 9) 

The judgment of God is not future anymore.  The tree that does not bear good fruit will not be (future 

tense) cut down and burned.  No, such a tree is (present tense) cut down and burned.  Judgment is 

beginning now.  In other words, repent because it’s too late to wait! 

III. The Prepared Life 

A. Share what you have with those who need what you have (vv. 10-11) 

John gives a general and practical example of the good fruit of repentance.  Repentance necessarily 

leads to consistent action, helping those truly in needy (the hungry and naked).  You don’t have to be 

rich to share.  If you have one more than is absolutely necessary, then you ought to share.  On the 

other hand, a person might wear two tunics to keep warm (Mk 6:9).  If John had this in mind, then he 

commanded the one with two to sacrifice comfort for the one who is cold. 

B. Do your job well, fair, and with contentment (vv. 12-14) 

1. Tax collectors had an earned reputation for dishonesty.  They routinely collected excess 

money to pad their wallets.  People despised and shunned them.  But notice that John legitimizes 

their occupation.  He commanded them to collect taxes honestly, and left them no room for 

compromise, delay, or half-way obedience. 

2. Soldiers were prone to loot, and most people had little redress against a soldier using violence 

or false charges to rob them.  They were often disgruntled, unscrupulous, cruel, and even 

inhumane.  John commanded them to avoid these occupational hazards, instead acting uprightly 

and contentedly.  He commands them to be honest and content with their pay. 

Conclusion –John the Baptist was a prophet who prepared the way for the Great Prophet, Jesus Christ.  

His message prepares us to meet God.  He was (and is) a herald preparing the way for the Lord’s coming.  

When Jesus finally arrived, he came with a new message: the gospel of the kingdom.  Compared to John’s 

message, the gospel Jesus preached is exceedingly greater news with exceedingly greater demands.  You 

and I still need the message of John the Baptist to prepare our hearts and lives for the coming of the king, 

to make us humble and willing servants ready to meet the Lord Jesus, God in the flesh. 
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1 Original Language, Personal English Translation, and Textual Notes 

Verse Greek Literal Translation Textual Notes 

Luke 3:1 VEn e;tei de. pentekaideka,tw| th/j 
hg̀emoni,aj Tiberi,ou Kai,saroj( 
hg̀emoneu,ontoj Ponti,ou Pila,tou th/j 
VIoudai,aj( kai. tetraarcou/ntoj th/j 
Galilai,aj ~Hrw,|dou( Fili,ppou de. tou/ 
avdelfou/ auvtou/ tetraarcou/ntoj th/j 
VItourai,aj kai. Tracwni,tidoj cw,raj( 
kai. Lusani,ou th/j VAbilhnh/j 
tetraarcou/ntoj( 

In the fifteenth year of the rule of Tiberius 
Caesar, when Pontius Pilate was governing 
Judea, and when Herod was tetrarch of 
Galilee, and his brother Philip was tetrarch 
of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and 
Lysanius was tetrarch of Abilene, 

 

Luke 3:2 evpi. avrciere,wj {Anna kai. Kai?a,fa( 
evge,neto rh̀/ma qeou/ evpi. VIwa,nnhn to.n 
Zacari,ou uìo.n evn th/| evrh,mw|Å 

at the time of the high priesthood of Annas 
and Caiaphas, the word of God came to 
John son of Zechariah in the wilderness. 

 

Luke 3:3 kai. h=lqen eivj pa/san Îth.nÐ peri,cwron 
tou/ VIorda,nou khru,sswn ba,ptisma 
metanoi,aj eivj a;fesin àmartiw/n( 

And he went into all the region around the 
Jordan preaching a baptism of repentance 
for the forgiveness of sins. 

 

Luke 3:4 ẁj ge,graptai evn bi,blw| lo,gwn VHsai<ou 
tou/ profh,tou\ fwnh. bow/ntoj evn th/| 
evrh,mw|\ ètoima,sate th.n od̀o.n kuri,ou( 
euvqei,aj poiei/te ta.j tri,bouj auvtou/\ 

As it is written in the book of the words of 
Isaiah the prophet, “The voice of one crying 
out, ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his 
paths straight! 

 

Luke 3:5 pa/sa fa,ragx plhrwqh,setai kai. pa/n 
o;roj kai. bouno.j tapeinwqh,setai( kai. 
e;stai ta. skolia. eivj euvqei,an kai. aì 
tracei/ai eivj od̀ou.j lei,aj\ 

Every valley will be filled, and every 
mountain and hill will be leveled, and the 
crooked will become straight and the rough 
roads smooth. 

 

Luke 3:6 kai. o;yetai pa/sa sa.rx to. swth,rion tou/ 
qeou/Å 

And all flesh will see the salvation of God.’”  

Luke 3:7 :Elegen ou=n toi/j evkporeuome,noij 
o;cloij baptisqh/nai up̀V auvtou/\ 
gennh,mata evcidnw/n( ti,j up̀e,deixen ùmi/n 
fugei/n avpo. th/j mellou,shj ovrgh/jÈ 

Accordingly he said to the crowds who were 
going out to be baptized by him, “You brood 
of vipers!  Who warned you to flee from the 
wrath to come? 

 

Luke 3:8 poih,sate ou=n karpou.j avxi,ouj th/j Therefore bear fruits worthy of repentance,  
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Verse Greek Literal Translation Textual Notes 

metanoi,aj kai. mh. a;rxhsqe le,gein evn 
eàutoi/j\ pate,ra e;comen to.n VAbraa,mÅ 
le,gw ga.r um̀i/n o[ti du,natai ò qeo.j evk 
tw/n li,qwn tou,twn evgei/rai te,kna tw/| 
VAbraa,mÅ 

and do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We 
have Abraham for a father.’  For I say to you 
that God is powerful to raise up from these 
stones children of Abraham.” 

Luke 3:9 h;dh de. kai. h ̀avxi,nh pro.j th.n rì,zan tw/n 
de,ndrwn kei/tai\ pa/n ou=n de,ndron mh. 
poiou/n karpo.n kalo.n evkko,ptetai kai. 
eivj pu/r ba,lletaiÅ 

And even now the axe is laid at the root of 
the trees.  Therefore every tree that does 
not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown 
into the fire.” 

 

Luke 3:10 Kai. evphrw,twn auvto.n oì o;cloi 
le,gontej\ ti, ou=n poih,swmenÈ 

And the crowds asked him, saying, “What 
then shall we do?” 

 

Luke 3:11 avpokriqei.j de. e;legen auvtoi/j\ o ̀e;cwn 
du,o citw/naj metado,tw tw/| mh. e;conti( 
kai. o ̀e;cwn brw,mata òmoi,wj poiei,twÅ 

And he answered, saying to them, “The man 
having two tunics must give to the one who 
does not have, and the man having food is 
to do likewise.” 

 

Luke 3:12 h=lqon de. kai. telw/nai baptisqh/nai kai. 
ei=pan pro.j auvto,n\ dida,skale( ti, 
poih,swmenÈ 

And tax collectors also came to be baptized, 
and they said to him, “Teacher, what should 
we do?” 

 

Luke 3:13 o ̀de. ei=pen pro.j auvtou,j\ mhde.n ple,on 
para. to. diatetagme,non u`mi/n pra,sseteÅ 

And he said to them, “Collect no more than 
what has been commanded of you.” 

 

Luke 3:14 evphrw,twn de. auvto.n kai. strateuo,menoi 
le,gontej\ ti, poih,swmen kai. hm̀ei/jÈ kai. 
ei=pen auvtoi/j\ mhde,na diasei,shte mhde. 
sukofanth,shte kai. avrkei/sqe toi/j 
ovywni,oij ùmw/nÅ 

And even soldiers were asking him, saying, 
“What shall we do?”  And he said to them, 
“Do not extort money from anyone or 
accuse anyone falsely, and be satisfied with 
your wages.” 
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2 Exegetical Outline – Luke 3:1-14 (verse summary) 

V1. Luke the careful historian records the year (and introduces important characters in the story) 

when God’s word came to the prophet John the Baptist: the fifteenth year of Tiberius Caesar 

when Pilate, Herod, Philip, and Lysanius ruled in the land of Israel. 

V2. Luke the careful history continues to record the timeframe (and introduce important 

characters in the story) when God’s word came to the prophet John the Baptist in the wilderness: 

when Annas and Caiaphas share Israel’s high priesthood. 

V3. John the Baptist began his itinerant ministry by roaming the region around the Jordan river 

and preaching a message of baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 

V4. Luke the biblical scholar quotes a prophecy from Isaiah that predicts John’s role in God’s 

plan as one shouting in the wilderness to prepare the Lord’s way and make his paths straight. 

V5. Luke continues the quotation from Isaiah’s prophecy that describes John’s message in 

seismic imagery: huge changes are ahead as valley will be filled, high places leveled, the 

crooked straightened, and rough places smoothed. 

V6. Luke continues the quotation from Isaiah’s prophecy that describes John’s message as 

preparing all flesh to see Jesus, the salvation of God. 

V7. John called the crowds that came to be baptized by him in the wilderness a “brood of 

vipers,” demanding to know who had warned them to flee from God’s coming wrath. 

V8. John warned the crowds that they must show the fruit of repentance and not trust in their 

Abrahamic lineage because God is not impressed with one’s ancestry, for he is able to create 

children of Abraham from stones. 

V9. John declared that God’s axe of wrath is even now laid at the root of the trees, and every tree 

that does not bear the fruit of repentance is cut down and burned in judgment. 

V10. The crowds responded to John, asking what they should do in light of this warning. 

V11. John answered the crowds by commanding them to give of their possessions to others who 

need them to live, particularly clothing and food. 

V12. Approaching him as a teacher, tax collectors also came to John to be baptized and also 

asked what they should do in light of this warning. 

V13. John answered the tax collectors, commanding them to take no more money from people 

than the amount they are authorized to collect. 

V14. Likewise, John answered the soldiers who came and asked him what they should do, 

commanding them to not extort money from anyone, but instead to be satisfied with their wages. 



Luke 3:1-14 Brian M. Sandifer 

Heritage Presbyterian Church 4 10/21/2012 

3  Exegetical Outline – Luke 3:1-14 (full) 

I. The prophetic calling of John the Baptist, predicted by Isaiah the Old Testament prophet 

(vv. 1-6). 

a. The calling and message of John the Baptist, prophet of the Lord God, set in history 

(vv. 1-3). 

i. V1. Luke the careful historian records the year (and introduces important 

characters in the story) when God’s word came to the prophet John the 

Baptist: the fifteenth year of Tiberius Caesar when Pilate, Herod, Philip, and 

Lysanius ruled in the land of Israel. 

ii. V2. Luke the careful history continues to record the timeframe (and introduce 

important characters in the story) when God’s word came to the prophet John 

the Baptist in the wilderness: when Annas and Caiaphas share Israel’s high 

priesthood. 

iii. V3. John the Baptist began his itinerant ministry by roaming the region 

around the Jordan river and preaching a message of baptism of repentance for 

the forgiveness of sins. 

b. The Old Testament prophet Isaiah predicted the identity and message of John the 

Baptist (vv. 4-6). 

i. V4. Luke the biblical scholar quotes a prophecy from Isaiah that predicts 

John’s role in God’s plan as one shouting in the wilderness to prepare the 

Lord’s way and make his paths straight. 

ii. V5. Luke continues the quotation from Isaiah’s prophecy that describes John’s 

message in seismic imagery: huge changes are ahead as valley will be filled, 

high places leveled, the crooked straightened, and rough places smoothed. 

iii. V6. Luke continues the quotation from Isaiah’s prophecy that describes John’s 

message as preparing all flesh to see Jesus, the salvation of God. 

II. John the Baptist calls the crowds who come to be baptized to repentance because God’s 

wrath against sin is at hand (vv. 7-9). 

i. V7. John called the crowds that came to be baptized by him in the wilderness 

a “brood of vipers,” demanding to know who had warned them to flee from 

God’s coming wrath. 

ii. V8. John warned the crowds that they must show the fruit of repentance and 

not trust in their Abrahamic lineage because God is not impressed with one’s 

ancestry, for he is able to create children of Abraham from stones. 
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iii. V9. John declared that God’s axe of wrath is even now laid at the root of the 

trees, and every tree that does not bear the fruit of repentance is cut down and 

burned in judgment. 

III. John the Baptist answers questions from different people in the crowd regarding what 

God requires of them in this message of repentance (vv. 10-14). 

a. The crowds ask John what they must do, and John answers (vv. 10-11). 

i. V10. The crowds responded to John, asking what they should do in light of 

this warning. 

ii. V11. John answered the crowds by commanding them to give of their 

possessions to others who need them to live, particularly clothing and food. 

b. Tax collectors ask John what they must do, and John answers (vv. 12-13). 

i. V12. Approaching him as a teacher, tax collectors also came to John to be 

baptized and also asked what they should do in light of this warning. 

ii. V13. John answered the tax collectors, commanding them to take no more 

money from people than the amount they are authorized to collect. 

c. Soldiers ask John what they must do, and John answers (v. 14). 

• V14. Likewise, John answered the soldiers who came and asked him what 

they should do, commanding them to not extort money from anyone, but 

instead to be satisfied with their wages. 
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4 Exegetical Outline – Luke 3:1-14 (abbreviated) 

Exegetical Proposition: John the Baptist, a historical prophet called by God and predicted to 

come by the Old Testament prophet Isaiah, preached in the wilderness (immediately prior to the 

coming of the Christ) a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins, calling the Jewish 

people to prepare for the Lord’s coming by fleeing from God’s imminent wrath. 

I. The prophetic calling of John the Baptist, predicted by Isaiah the Old Testament prophet 

(vv. 1-6). 

a. The calling and message of John the Baptist, prophet of the Lord God, set in history 

(vv. 1-3). 

b. The Old Testament prophet Isaiah predicted the identity and message of John the 

Baptist (vv. 4-6). 

II. John the Baptist calls the crowds who come to be baptized to repent because God’s wrath 

against sin is at hand (vv. 7-9). 

III. John the Baptist answers questions from different people in the crowd regarding what 

God requires of them in this message of repentance (vv. 10-14). 

a. The crowds ask John what they must do, and John answers (vv. 10-11). 

b. Tax collectors ask John what they must do, and John answers (vv. 12-13). 

c. Soldiers ask John what they must do, and John answers (v. 14). 
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5 Theological Outline – Luke 3:1-14 

Theological Proposition: As the prophet John the Baptist faithfully discharged the calling he 

received from God to prepare God’s people for God’s coming, so must all who are called as 

ambassadors of Christ faithfully discharge their duty to repent and believe the gospel, and urge 

others to do so as well, in order to escape God’s wrath upon sin. 

I. As the Lord God called John, the son of Zechariah, as his prophetic ambassador, 

assigning him to (and equipping him for) a unique identity, role and message in salvation 

history, so he continues to call preachers and evangelists as his “prophetic” ambassadors, 

servants of God preparing his people’s hearts and lives for his coming (vv. 1-6). 

II. As John the Baptist’s urgent message of repentance to the crowds prepared the way for 

the Lord to bring judgment and salvation (both of which were at hand because God was 

coming soon), so preachers and evangelists today must urge sinners (especially those 

who are comfortable) to escape God’s judgment by repenting of their sins (vv. 7-9). 

III. As John the Baptist answered questions from different people in the crowd regarding 

what God required of them in his message of repentance, so preachers and evangelists 

today must apply the message of repentance to diverse people, explaining the particular 

demands that the law and gospel make on their lives  (vv. 10-14). 
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6 Notes on Luke 3:1-14 

1. Eighteen years have passed since the last episode in Luke’s gospel.  Jesus has grown from 

twelve to thirty, from a fledgling adult male Jew to a man old enough to qualify as a rabbi.  

Jesus’ time of preparation is nearing its end.  His heavenly Father has been preparing Jesus’ 

human nature for some thirty years, and now he is nearly ready to begin his public 

ministry—to assume the duties of the great Prophet, Priest, and King. 

2. Vv1-2.  The beginning of John’s ministry is situated in history during the reigns of 

contemporary rulers and high priests. 

3. V1. Luke’s historical accuracy is confirmed by extra-biblical sources.  Tiberius Caesar (AD 

14-37) was the Roman emperor during both John’s and Jesus’ public ministry.  Pilate was a 

Roman official holding the position of governor of Judea (AD 26-36).  He took over the rule 

of Judea from Archelaus, son of Herod the Great, who ruled so badly that Roman deposed 

him when petitioned by the Jews and subsequently installed Pilate.  Herod Antipas (tetrarch 

of Galilee and Perea; 4 BC-AD 39) was a son of Herod the Great.  Herod Antipas’s brother 

Philip was tetrarch of northern Transjordanian territories, including Ituraea and Trachonitis (4 

BC-AD 34).  Interestingly, Herod the Great was granted the title “King of the Jews” by the 

Romans, but his son Herod Antipas unsuccessfully sought the title.  The title subsequently 

was granted by the Romans to Jesus, secured to his cross as his criminal charge.  Lysanias 

ruled a northeastern territory called Abilene near Damascus until AD 37 when it was given to 

Herod Agrippa I.  The fifteenth year of Tiberius, when John was called as a prophet and 

began his public ministry, was AD 28/29 (some dating methods of the life of Jesus propose 

AD 25/26). 

4. V2. The high priests Annas (AD 6-15) and Caiaphas (AD 18-36) were appointed annually by 

Rome and were subject to removal by Rome.  Apparently Annas had been deposed by the 

Roman authorities and replaced him with his son-in-law Caiaphas.  But since the Jews 

regarding the position of high priest as life-long, they continued to consider Annas high 

priest, a man who continued to wield great influence behind the scenes.  Compare the calling 

of John to the callings of various OT prophets (1 Sam 15:10; 2 Sam 7:14; 24:11; 1 Kgs 

12:22; Jer 1:4, 11; Ezek 1:3; Hos 1:1; Joel 1:1; Jonah 1:1; Hag 1:1; Zech 1:1; Mal 1:1).  John 

the Baptist is in a long line of prophets called of God.  The word of the Lord coming to John 

as a prophet was amazing since the prophets had been silent for about 460 years.  The voice 

of God was being heard once again by his people.  No wonder they flocked to the wilderness 

to John, for it was an indication that Isaiah’s prophecy was coming true (Isa 40:3).  It was 

proof that the old age of the law and promise was coming to a close, and the new age of 

fulfillment was dawning (Lk 16:16).  John was both the fulfiller of prophecy and the last of 

the pre-Christian “old covenant” prophets. 

5. V2.  Pilate, Herod Antipas, and Caiaphas were the power brokers in the land of Palestine.  

Yet the prophet in the wilderness surpassed their greatness.  This is another example how 

Luke demonstrates that those who are great in this world are not great in God’s eyes.  The 

people of God didn’t understand this.  They thought John was perhaps the Christ who would 
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depose the great ones in political power and usurp their positions.  But John’s power was a 

spiritual power, and he used his power to discharge his prophetic calling—to prepare the way 

of the Lord and to make his paths straight.  O that God’s people would quit their infatuation 

with worldly power and give their efforts to God’s kingdom where the greater (spiritual) 

power exits in Christ. 

6. V3.  John’s “baptism of repentance” was a cleansing ritual that signified the repentant person 

on the outside, washed of defilement, returning to God with the expectation of forgiveness.  

Jewish religious practice by this time included additional ritual washings originally 

associated with temple worship (Ex 30:18-21; Num 19:9-22).  Jews were “baptizing” 

proselyte Gentiles as a prerequisite for circumcision as entrance into the covenant community 

because they viewed Gentiles as spiritually “unclean,” and some fringe Jewish groups 

required a ritual baptism as a prerequisite for entrance into the remnant community.  John 

burst upon the scene in the first century calling the people to repent, to clean up their lives in 

preparation for the Christ’s imminent arrival.  His message of baptism was a new 

requirement for God’s people—a new law given them by God.  It was unlike the proselyte 

and remnant baptisms in that its origin was not of man but of heaven (Lk 20:1-8).  In essence 

John declared to the Jewish people that God was at their door, and they were not ready.  This 

was an offensive message to the moralistic religious people of the day.  John confronted them 

with the truth that their hearts and lives were still dirty with sin, and this placed them 

“outside” of God’s grace, so they needed to take a “bath”—to be baptized into repentance to 

prepare for the coming of the Lord. 

7. V3.  John’s baptism is not Christian baptism.  It was historically prior to, and not as great as, 

Christian baptism.  This is clear since Christian baptism is a once-received sacrament, yet 

John’s disciples who later followed Jesus had to receive his baptism—just once.  This is 

contrary to Baptist doctrine and practice.  John the Baptist made this distinction clear when 

he noted the difference in his baptism and Jesus’ baptism (Lk 3:16).  John’s baptism is an old 

covenant symbol, like unto and building on circumcision, that called God’s people to rend 

their hearts in repentance.  John’s baptism points forward to Christian baptism—the baptism 

given by Jesus who pours out the Holy Spirit and fire upon his children, and symbolized in 

Christian baptism.  Also note that the mode of John’s baptism is not clear because it is not 

important.  Whether people went out to John to be baptized by him in the Jordan river were 

immersed, had water poured on their heads, dipped their bodies in the water, or had water 

sprinkled on them, the point is that all of these modes are equally symbolic and point to an 

inward baptism through an outward washing.  R.C. Sproul even goes so far as to call John 

“the Presbyterian” to remind us that John the Baptist was not in agreement with modern-day 

Baptist teaching on the meaning and mode of baptism! 

8. V3.  The nature of repentance is two-fold.  It entails a turning away from sin in decision and 

action, and a turning toward God in faith.  Merely saying sorry and stopping your sinful 

action, resolving to do better is not Christian repentance because it is not God-ward focused 

and therefore cannot bring forgiveness of sin.  Sorry without change is licenciousness and 

cheap grace.  Sorry with change but without God is moralism and pharisaical religion.  WSC 

87: “Repentance unto life is a saving grace, whereby a sinner, out of a true sense of his sin, 

and apprehension of the mercy of God in Christ, doth, with grief and hatred of his sin, turn 

from it unto God, with full purpose of, and endeavour after, new obedience.” 
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9. V4.  How did people in ancient times prepare the king’s way when he arrived from a distance 

country?  Remember the scene in the movie The Princess Bride when Fezzig the giant was 

trying to get the crowd out of the road so he and his friends could pass.  “Hey everybody, 

move!”  And the crowds quickly cleared out of the way.  This is the scene that immediately 

came to my mind, but this is not the case.  When kings long ago were about to travel, they 

would send messengers ahead to clear the roads, repair them, make them passable without 

trouble, and arrange to bring honor to the king (cf. Lk 19:36-38).  John was calling aloud to 

the crowds to make their lives ready for the king.  “Repair your life, clear any obstacles of 

grace, and prepare to meet the king!  You are unfit as you are.  Take a bath and cleanse your 

life for the coming of the Great King!”  We are to respond the same way by focusing our 

attention on Jesus, listening to his teaching, and responding as we tell our children “right 

away, all the way, and with a happy heart.” 

10. Vv4-6.  John is in a sense the last of the OT prophets, and the greatest according to Jesus (Lk 

7:28).  He is the last of the old covenant prophets who is the one with the privilege of 

preparing the way for God’s imminent coming.  Notice in the quotation from Isaiah 40:3-5 

the apocalyptic language describing the prophetic ministry that John the Baptist would fulfill.  

The imagery is of cosmic upheaval, cosmic judgment, and the salvation of God revealed to 

all flesh (Jew and Gentile; clean and unclean).  This is another hint for how we are to 

interpret apocalyptic language in the OT prophetic writings.  In John’s baptism and preaching 

ministry, Isaiah’s prophecy was fulfilled: every valley was filled, every mountain and hill 

was leveled, that which was crooked was straightened, that which was rough was smoothed, 

and all flesh saw the salvation of God.  Of course we know that this prophecy was not 

fulfilled literally, but symbolically and spiritually in a cosmic fashion.  Thus we ought to 

expect similar apocalyptic prophecies in the Bible to be fulfilled in symbolic and spiritual 

forms. 

11. V5.  The language is apocalyptic with an ethical purpose.  Obstacles will be removed from 

the Lord’s path (mountains, valleys, the crooked and rough), the proud will be humbled, and 

the crooked will be straightened. 

12. V6.  Isaiah is a book about the salvation of God’s people—from the Jewish people and from 

the Gentiles.  God’s call is for the nations.  If you feel like you are on the outside of God’s 

grace.  That his call doesn’t extend to you because you’ve disqualified yourself because of 

your past, or your present.  Think again.  Luke shows us more than all the other gospels that 

God’s heart is for the outsider, the sinner, the downcast in this world.  God’s  heart is to bring 

you near.  No one who decides to follow Jesus, confessing their sin and coming to him in 

repentance and faith, will be excluded from his kingdom, from his table, from his family. 

13. Vv7-9.  John discerned the hearts of those Jews who had come out to the wilderness to be 

baptized by John.  They weren’t completely sold on his message.  These were for the most 

part outward law-keepers who were coming to identify with John, with being a Jew, and 

doing the latest popular religious work of the day.  They had no intention of completely 

reforming their hearts and lives because they were blind to the urgency of John’s message.  

They viewed John’s baptism as a vaccination or fire insurance policy protecting them from 

God’s wrath, a ritual that could substitute for reformation.  John sought to wake them up 

from their spiritual stupor.  He was interested in their repentance first followed by the sign of 
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it—baptism.  Yet the people were toying around with the sign of baptism without bothering 

with the substance of repentance.  John wanted to clear away their self-righteousness, smug 

complacency, greed, cruelty, and slander (Lk 3:13-14).  “The Christ is coming!  You believe 

this but you don’t understand how soon!  Stop your lukewarm and half-hearted pursuit of 

God, living your life selfishly and pursuing your sinful pleasures!  God is at the door!  He has 

picked up his axe and laid its head at the tree root.  You are that tree!  Judgment is imminent.  

If you don’t bear the fruit of repentance NOW he is about to chop you down and cast you 

into the fire.”  Wow.  This sounds a lot like Jonathan Edwards’ sermon Sinners in the Hands 

of an Angry God.  Many Christians think Edwards went too far, over the top, with the 

imagery in this famous sermon.  Most non-Christians think Edwards is hilarious, imagining 

him as a buffoonish Bible-thumping fundamentalist puritanical preacher.  But John the 

Baptist was the original Jonathan Edwards, and he was right!  Judgment was imminent!  

Jesus Christ was about to bring the kingdom of God, tearing down all other kingdoms that 

stand in his way.  And it is the same today.  Because Christ has come, judgment for you is 

imminent.  Paul preached this way to unbelievers (Acts 17:30-31). 

14. V7.  Luke calls the people who came out to the wilderness to be baptized by John “the 

crowds.”  Later we discover that among these people are tax collectors and soldiers.  

Presumably, they are common people.  But we know from Matthew that a number of 

Pharisee and Sadducees also came out to John (Mt 3:7).  The prophet knew that many of 

these in the crowd were insincere in coming for baptism.  This is why he sternly rebuked 

them.  William Hendriksen paraphrases John, “Who deluded you into thinking that it is 

possible to evade God, and encouraged you to try it? (Cf. Ps 139; Jonah 1:3)”
1
  Matthew 

Henry notes that John is not a respecter of persons.  “As he did not flatter the great, so neither 

did he compliment the many, but gave the same reproofs of sin and warnings of wrath to the 

multitude that he did to the Sadducees and Pharisees; for if they had not the same faults, they 

had others as bad.”
2
 

15. V8.  The crowds were correct that they were physical descendants of Father Abraham, the 

forefather of the nation of Israel.  But John shook the crowds from their trust in physical 

ancestry, for it is no substitute for repentance.  It is possible to be of the “seed of Abraham” 

yet be of the “seed of the Serpent” (Jn 8:39-45, 53).  This truth is especially important for 

children and young people to grasp.  The faith of your parents will not shield you from God’s 

wrath.  Your upbringing in a Christian home and in the church will not save you from God’s 

punishment for your sin.  Not even your baptism and church membership will ensure your 

name is written in the Lamb’s Book of Life.  You are not a member of the family of God by 

natural descent.  All of these are wonderful blessings of God, graciously given to you, and 

calling you personally to repent and believe in Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of sins.  John 

is calling the children of Israel to bear the fruit of repentance that is worthy of the blessings 

you freely received.  Otherwise, if you squander these blessings and do not count them as 

God’s ways of calling you personally to himself, then Jesus says that even what you have 

                                                 

1
 William Hendriksen, Luke, NTC, 205. 

2
 Matthew Henry, Commentary in One Volume, 1421. 
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will be taken away from you (Lk 8:17-18).  Following Jesus means more than saying the 

right words or even agreeing that Jesus tells the truth.  Following Jesus also means you must 

put his words into action in your own life.  Otherwise you are demonstrating a “said faith” or 

what James calls a “faith without works” which is a dead faith than cannot save from God’s 

wrath upon sinners (Jas 2:17). 

16. V8.  What did John mean by God being able to raise up children of Abraham from these 

stones?  He knew that God created Adam from the dust, and was certainly able to create new 

people from the stones that were children of Abraham from the heart.  John was also familiar 

with the symbolic imagery of the prophet Ezekiel who declared that only God can change 

hearts of stone into hearts of flesh—raising from that which is dead new life.  “He can 

change hearts of stone into obedient hearts (Ezek 36:26), entirely regardless of the nationality 

of these hearts of stone.”
3
 

17. V9.  John lambasted the crowds who were coming to escape God’s wrath by merely 

undergoing the rite of John’s baptism.  You brood of vipers (poisonous snakes)!  John is 

identifying the people with the seed of the Serpent (Gen 3:15).  Fire is an apt biblical image 

for God’s judgment (Deut 32:22; Isa 26:11). 

18. V9.  The judgment of God is not future.  The tree that does not bear good fruit will not be 

(future tense) cut down and burned.  No, such a tree is (present tense) cut down and burned.  

Judgment is beginning now.  In other words, repent because it’s too late to wait! 

19. Vv10-14.  The people asked John what they should do.  How many times do preachers 

answer this question, “Nothing, just believe in the Lord Jesus and you will be saved.”  This is 

an absolutely true answer for how we may be saved from the wrath of God.  Christ is our 

shield and high tower.  He alone is our savior.  We cannot save ourselves by taking a bath, 

“baptizing” our lives with good works and kicking bad habits to make us appear clean before 

God.  Why?  Because we are dirty on the inside (Lk 11:37-41).  But John doesn’t answer the 

question this way.  Why does he give them works to perform?  Because the people already 

confess to believe (Lk 3:8a) but do not bear the fruit of a believing heart (Lk 6:43-45).  James 

makes the same point as John the Baptist (Jas 2:14, 17, 26).  The Protestant Reformers 

agreed with John the Baptist: “salvation is by faith alone, but not by a faith that is alone.”  

Even the apostle Paul, who wrote, “For we hold that one is justified by faith apart from 

works of the law” (Rom 3:28), also wrote, “Do we then overthrow the law by this faith? By 

no means! On the contrary, we uphold the law.” (Rom 3:31).  In fact, Paul upholds the law of 

Christ as God’s righteous standard for the Christian life.  The law of Christ is the content of 

the imperative “therefores” in his letters.  Paul habitually instructs believers in the truths God 

declares about their forgiven status as children of God, and then exhorts them to live lives 

worthy of God’s calling on their lives—in thanksgiving to God, by doing good works that 

adorn the gospel, their witness as God’s children, and to bring glory to God. 

20. Vv11-14.  John’s responses to the crowds demanded three specific responses.  They illustrate 

a “work of love” that goes beyond the perceived minimal requirements of the law. (1) 

                                                 

3
 William Hendriksen, Luke, NTC, 205. 
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Voluntarily share what you have with those who need what you have. (2) Do your job well 

and fair. (3) Be content with your job earnings.  John demands that you steward your time, 

your talent, and your treasure to the glory of God and the good of your neighbor.  But notice 

that John’s responses lack the penetrating insight of Jesus.  His answers to what repentance 

means for you are simple and practical.  He sounds like an OT prophet calling people to 

return to faithful law keeping.  John is reading his Bible, concentrating on the demands of the 

covenant relationship with God, and identifying areas where the people are lacking.  Whereas 

the people recognized in John the voice of a true prophet of God; they knew that Jesus was 

different immediately.  John is a servant in God’s house; Jesus is the son in God’s house.  

Jesus reveals the will of God in a fresh, deep, spiritually unique way because he is God.  The 

mind of Jesus is the mind of God!  Remember that Luke omits the detail that Pharisees, 

Sadducees, priests, and Levites came to be baptized by John.  Perhaps he omitted them 

because these self-styled religious people didn’t ask him what must they do?  We know they 

came to John with accusatory questions: “Who do you say you are?  Are you the Prophet?  

Are you Elijah?  Give us an answer so we may report to those who sent us” (Jn 1:19-28).  

They didn’t ask John what they should do because they thought they knew.  They possessed 

only a false assurance of salvation, based on their religious works, identity, and ancestry. 

21. V11.  John gives a general and practical example of the good fruit of repentance.  Repentance 

is a heart and mind change that necessarily leads to consistent action.  A tunic was a garment 

worn under the cloak.  It is somewhat equivalent to a body-length undershirt, the everyday 

garment worn in all seasons.  In John’s example, if a person has only two tunics, then he has 

a surplus of one that should be shared with the one who has none.  You don’t have to be rich 

to share.  You don’t need an abundance of possessions to share with others in need.  If you 

have one more than is absolutely necessary (John says that is only one!), then you ought to 

share to bear the good fruit of repentance.  On the other hand, a person might wear two tunics 

to keep warm on a journey or to sleep in (Mk 6:9).  If John had this in mind, then he 

commanded the one with two who is warm to sacrifice comfort for the one who is cold.  

Remember the scene from the movie Dumb and Dumber when the two characters are 

warming their hands by the fire in the middle of a Colorado winter.  Harry has no gloves and 

the fire fails to warm his hands, while Lloyd is wearing two pairs of gloves.  Harry: “I’m 

free-ee-zing Lloyd!”  Lloyd: “Here, take these extra pair of gloves.  My hands are getting 

sweaty.”  Harry: “Lloyd, I’m going to kill you!” 

22. V12-14.  Luke includes the examples of tax collectors and soldiers, while Matthew and Mark 

do not.  This is another example of the pastoral attention that Luke the theologian gives to 

those who are not on the approved list of good company.  Tax collectors and soldiers were 

despised by many and avoided by all, even though they were probably Jewish men (certainly 

the tax collectors were Jews; the soldiers were probably Jewish troops under Herod Antipas’ 

authority, perhaps assigned to protect tax collectors).  These men were ancestors of Abraham 

cooperating with the Roman occupation.  Note that John’s requirements for tax collectors and 

soldiers fit the reputations of these groups.  John is commanding righteousness and justice 

from people that counteracts the reputation their occupational groups earned.  They must do 

their jobs for good and not for evil. 

23. Vv12-13.  Tax collectors had an earned reputation for dishonesty.  They entered bids with the 

Roman government for the right to collect taxes in a city.  The winning bidder thus had a 
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strong temptation to enrich himself by over-collecting from city taxpayers.  People despised 

and shunned tax collectors for collecting the hated tolls, tariffs, and customs owed to the 

Roman government, for cooperating with the Romans, and for collecting excess money to 

pad their wallets.    But notice that John legitimizes their occupation (government employee).  

He did not take the opportunity to demand they quit and join a religious order or take some 

other career path.  Instead he commanded them to do their tax collecting honestly, and he 

does so with a curt, “black and white” answer.  John leaves them no room for compromise, 

delay, or half-way obedience.  The tax collectors must obey John’s command immediately, 

completely, and with all their heart.  You also must go and do likewise!  Do not let sin wreak 

havoc in your life by pampering it or just considering putting it all away.  Sin is too 

destructive for you to trifle with.  Substitute the right action for the wrong NOW! 

24. V14.  Soldiers were (are!) prone to loot, and most people would have little redress against a 

soldier’s violence or false charges employed to rob them.  Soldiers who were coupled with 

tax collectors would often “shake men down” into false testimony that their masters were 

under-representing their assets.  By these unscrupulous means soldiers would aid tax 

collectors in extorting money from others.  They were disgruntled and used to being 

dishonest, cruel, and even inhumane.  But hearing John’s preaching of impending judgment 

they quake with fear and ask what they ought to do.  John commands the soldiers to avoid 

these occupational hazards, instead acting uprightly and contentedly.  Furthermore, the 

soldiers are also not told to quit their jobs.  Instead John commands them to discharge their 

duties honestly and be content with your pay.   
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8 Sermon References 

2 Corinthians 5:16 - 6:2  From now on, therefore, we regard no one 
according to the flesh. Even though we once regarded Christ according to 
the flesh, we regard him thus no longer.  17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, 
he is a new creation. The old has passed away; behold, the new has come.  
18 All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself and 
gave us the ministry of reconciliation;  19 that is, in Christ God was 
reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, 
and entrusting to us the message of reconciliation.  20 Therefore, we are 
ambassadors for Christ, God making his appeal through us. We implore 
you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God.  21 For our sake he made him 
to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the 
righteousness of God. 1 Working together with him, then, we appeal to you 
not to receive the grace of God in vain.  2 For he says, "In a favorable time I 
listened to you, and in a day of salvation I have helped you." Behold, now is 
the favorable time; behold, now is the day of salvation. 

Luke 3:16  John answered them all, saying, "I baptize you with water, but 
he who is mightier than I is coming, the strap of whose sandals I am not 
worthy to untie. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. 

WSC 87 Repentance unto life is a saving grace, whereby a sinner, out of a 
true sense of his sin, and apprehension of the mercy of God in Christ, doth, 
with grief and hatred of his sin, turn from it unto God, with full purpose of, 
and endeavour after, new obedience. 

Acts 17:30-31  The times of ignorance God overlooked, but now he 
commands all people everywhere to repent,  31 because he has fixed a day 
on which he will judge the world in righteousness by a man whom he has 
appointed; and of this he has given assurance to all by raising him from the 
dead." 




