
Sermon Notes 12-09-2018 
 

Luke 3:1-6 
 

 

 

 

 1 In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar—when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, 

Herod tetrarch of Galilee, his brother Philip tetrarch of Iturea and Traconitis, and Lysanias tetrarch of 

Abilene— 2 during the high-priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John son of 

Zechariah in the wilderness. 3 He went into all the country around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of 

repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 4 As it is written in the book of the words of Isaiah the prophet: “A 

voice of one calling in the wilderness, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him. 5 Every 

valley shall be filled in, every mountain and hill made low. The crooked roads shall become straight, the rough 

ways smooth. 6 And all people will see God’s salvation.’” 

 

===== 

 

1.  In these opening verses of Luke’s gospel, he lays out the primary dramatic tension that will occupy 

the remaining chapters in his gospel.  

 They are  

 A.  John the Baptist comes preaching repentance and forgiveness,  

 B.  And the one who follows John will be even greater than him.  

 C.  Jesus will even pray for the forgiveness of those who crucified him.    

 D.  Both John and Jesus will end up dead, but their deaths, and even more, Christ's 

resurrection, will shake the foundations of power these seven people  

       represent and rely upon.  

 E.  Indeed, by the time Luke writes his gospel, all seven people mentioned are dead, a fact not 

lost on the community for whom Luke writes,  

       while those who follow Jesus continue to persist, and even flourish. 

 

2.  But Luke's bold evangelical reinterpretation of history stops here. 

 A.  Luke is a Gentile, the only Gentile to author a New Testament book.  

 B.  Both in Luke and Acts, he makes frequent positive references to Gentiles.  

 C.  Luke also does not include parallels found in both Matthew 10:5 and 15:24, which exclude 

Gentiles.  

 D.  Luke makes it clear that Christ has eliminated barriers to the salvation of all people.  

  1)  That might seem like a dead issue today, because the church has included Gentiles for 

twenty centuries.    

  2)  However, we live in a highly polarized world in which people are still divided by race, 

religion, education, politics, and wealth.  

  3)  People need to hear that God calls all people in every land, of every race, and of every 

persuasion.  

  4)  According to God, nobody is excluded from salvation.  

  5)  The call of God is that all of us would repent and receive the forgiveness of our sins. 

 E.  In the beginning of Luke’s gospel, he reaches across history to claim all of his readers, both 

then and now, who have put their faith in Jesus  

      to actually know the Prince of Peace, Jesus Christ the Messiah. 

 
3.  Of the four Evangelists, Luke operates not only as a gospel writer but also as a historian.  



 A.  For this reason, Luke highlights several characters in the larger historical framework and 

narrative of the Roman world.    

 B.  Hence, John the Baptist is born “in the days of King Herod of Judea”, and Mary and Joseph 

set out for Bethlehem  

       because of the census ordered by Emperor Augustus, “when Quirinius was the governor of 

Syria”.  

 C.  While the details of Luke's history are far from precise, factual accuracy is not his primary 

concern.  

  1)  We are reminded again and again that God chooses unlikely people.   

  2)  Someone has said, “How odd of God to choose the Jews!”   

  3)  It was odd of God to choose David, a young boy whose father did not even include 

him among the sons whom he presented to Samuel  

   for consideration!   

  4)  How odd of God to choose Mary, a young unmarried girl!   

  5)  How odd of God to choose John!   

  6)  Those of us in ministry wonder at our own calling.   

  7)  We also wonder at the common, everyday people who do most of the work in most 

churches.   

  8)  God has, indeed, “exalted the lowly.” 

 D.  But rather in the text, Luke is making a confession of faith.  

  1)  The events he narrates, though apparently small on the world stage, the birth of a son, 

John to a priest, Zachariah and his barren wife, Elizabeth,  

   to the fortunes of a pregnant young woman and her fiancé, are of global significance. 

 

4.  The same is true of today's reading, where Luke pulls out all the stops, and names not just one or two 

historical figures to anchor his story,  

      as in previous scenes, but rather lists seven leaders, both secular and religious.  

  A.  Placed along side this notable company,  

  1)  John is nothing. 

  2)  He is the son of a small town priest 

  3)  Furthermore, he is located nowhere of significance, but rather he operates out in the 

wilderness.  

 B.  But Luke’s readers will recognize that this story is the setting for prophecy. 

  1)  Because it is to this John in the wilderness, rather than to the mighty located in places of 

power,  to whom, as Luke simply narrates, “the word of God came.” 

 

5.  While Luke gives less attention to John's clothing or diet than either Matthew or Mark, Luke 

nevertheless sees John as a representative  

      of the Old Testament prophets.     

 A.  John was of priestly lineage on both sides of his family, and is also named by the angel 

Gabriel as having  

           the spirit and power of Elijah, and fulfills the prophecy of Isaiah.  

 B.  Similarly, John, moved by the word of God, plays two characteristically prophetic roles. 

  1) He calls for repentance of the people, and indeed, proclaims a baptism of repentance for 

the forgiveness of sins,    

  2) And John also precedes, prepares the way,and foretells the coming of the Messiah, the one 

who is the salvation of Israel. 

 C.  In this way, John serves as the hinge of history, drawing to a close the age of the law and the 

prophets,  and inaugurating the age of redemption,  

       when, in the words of John's spirit-filled father, “by the tender mercy of our God, the dawn 

from on high will break upon us…” found in Luke 1:78. 

 



6.  In a world where religion and politics are often intermingled, with confusing, alarming, and even 

devastating results, and in a nation such as ours that defines    

     itself in large part, by claims of separation of church and state, the 3rd Chapter of Luke may well 

sound like the advent of the four horsemen of the  

     apocalypse. 

 A.  As is often noted, the staging of Luke's Gospel  employs temporal markers to situate the 

Good News within a historical landscape.  

 B.  Here, the arrival of the word of God to John the Baptist is not just "in the wilderness" 

around the Jordan, but in the wilderness of the political world, 

       during the reigns of emperor Tiberius,  governor Pilate, and “ruler” Herod.  

 C.  This is a top-down look at the political reality of the day.  

  1)  In a sense, this would place the prophecy, which comes to John, in very bottom-up terms. 

  2)  Therefore it is the small, the unexpected, the apparently trivial, who comes as the answer 

to the problems of the top heavy hierarchical political structure. 

 E.  But Luke doesn't stop there.   

  1)  He goes on to list the “religious” power structure as well.  

  2)  Not only are Tiberius, Pilate, and Herod noted, but the high priests Annas and 

Caiaphas are highlighted as well.          

  3)  Now, it may be that these religious leaders are situated where they are because at that 

time the high-priesthood was subject to annual re-appointment  

   by the Roman authority.  

  4)  It may be, then, that Annas and Caiaphas are referenced merely as another part of the 

political hierarchy.    

  5)  But there may also be a sense in which the religious parallel to the political hierarchy is 

intentional. 

 

7.  The word comes to John the Baptist in the midst of the messy reality of a world defined by both 

secular and religious powers.  

 A.  In the Old Testament books of Haggai and Zechariah, the re-building of the Temple in 

Jerusalem is set with a similar context of secular and religious    leadership, but in a 

positive and hopeful way.  

  B.  But here, the tension here seems quite different.  

  1)  Like a two-edged sword, the word comes to John the Baptist, dividing religion and 

politics, and speaking directly to a wounded world. 

  2)  So what is the word which comes to John, in both the political and religious realms?  

 C.  Perhaps this is why Luke proclaims a verse found in Isaiah.   

  1)  This quotation from Isaiah is also used by Mark and Matthew.    

  2)  The advent of who John anticipates, Jesus Christ the Messiah will not only straighten 

paths, but will also fill valleys, bring down mountains, straighten what    is crooked, and 

smooth that which is rough.  

  3)  In this light, it is perhaps not surprising that further on in Luke’s gospel, John's preaching 

will ultimately lead to his beheading by one of those Luke named,  

   while Jesus will later be crucified by another person that Luke names here.  

  4)  It seems that those who are threatened by repentance and forgiveness, after all, will not go 

without a fight. 

 D.  There are two things that also stand out in this story.  

  1)  First, is the quotation found in Isaiah 40:3-5.  

   -  This quotation, in Isaiah, has to do with a promise of the return of the jews from 

Exile.  

   -  God will make straight paths through the wilderness, a smooth and easy return. 

   -  In essence this is God marking out their “exodus”. 

   -  God is bringing the people of Israel out of bondage and back to the Promised 

Land.  



   -  The path is for the people is both God made and God led.    

             

      -  This is the proclamation of the prophet Isaiah, made to 

the people during his time. 

   -  It is declarative, promising, and hopeful. 

 

   -  But in Luke, the quotation works somewhat differently.  

   -  Here, the promise is reinterpreted to apply to John.  

   -  John is the one who is out in the wilderness, preparing the way of the Lord.  

   -  The path for the people, who are called to repentance, is to return themselves to 

their Lord. 

   -  It is now a God focused and human centered action.  

   -  This is the promise of John, who calls for a different kind of return to God. 

   -  His message is now exhortation, challenge, and command. 

   -  One promises God's action, the other calls for human action.    

 

   -  But there is no reason the two understandings cannot be held together in tension.  

   -  In the midst of a world divided by politics and religion alike, the word that comes 

to John is a call to return to the Lord. 

 

  2)  The second key aspect is the summary of the content of John's preaching, as of a “baptism 

of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.”    

   -  John’s invitation is to a new ritual action, and to a new ritual cleansing, which is 

symbolic of a turning from sin and a returning to God.  

   -  This too can be seen as a new “exodus” back to God.  

   -  There is ample scriptural support for such human-oriented  action, things which we 

do in order to reorient our lives toward our God.  

   -  Consider the following: 

    *  Hebrews 9:10, which talks about "various baptisms" 

    *  Isaiah 1:16-17, which is a summary of ritual cleansing from sin 

    *  Ezekiel 36:25, which talks about new hearts,  

     clean spirits, and cleansing from sin 

 

8.  Therefore, the baptism that John proclaims is not to be confused with the baptism, the one 

baptism, which Jesus Christ brings.  

 A.  Rather, what John is proclaiming might best be understood as the daily efforts to live by 

grace, which comes from Christ Jesus alone. 

 B.  John is “preaching the baptism of repentance for the remission of sins.”    

  1)  The Jews were familiar with baptism, because they required Gentiles who would become 

Jews to undergo a proselyte baptism to cleanse them of their sins.    2)  However, John’s 

baptism is not a proselyte baptism.  

  3)  Instead, he requires Jews to repent and baptizes them for the forgiveness of their own 

sins, a concept quite unusual among the Jews. 

  4)  This fulfills the angel’s prophecy that John will “give knowledge of salvation to his 

people by the remission of their sins” found in Luke 1:77. 

 C.  Further in Luke 3, John then spells out the ethical requirements of repentance. 

  1)  It requires bearing fruit worthy of repentance (Luke 3:8) and sharing with those in need 

(Luke 3:11).  

  2)  When tax collectors and soldiers ask what they should do, John tells them to deal honestly 

with people and not to use their power in abusive ways  

   (Luke 3:13-14). 

  3)  If Advent is a time of preparation for the Lord so that “All flesh will see God’s 

salvation”, we find in Luke Chapter 3, the way to prepare for Christ is to, 



   -  bear fruit worthy of repentance 

   -  share with those in need 

   -  and deal with people honestly, using power justly. 

  4)  The reward of your repentance is the “remission of your sins”not just the forgiveness of 

your sins, but also a release from sin’s grip upon you. 

  5)  You can now experience freedom from the compulsions and addictions and habits that 

threaten to undo you. 

 

9 .  So hear all the verses that proclaim Jesus Christ and His Peace 

 Isaiah 9:6-7 

“For unto us a Child is born, unto us a Son is given; and the government will be upon His shoulder. And His 

name will be called Wonderful, Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. “Of the increase 

of His government and peace there will be no end, upon the throne of David and over His kingdom, to order it 

and establish it with judgment and justice from that time forward, even forever. The zeal of the LORD of hosts 

will perform this.” 

John 14:27 

“Peace I leave with you, My peace I give to you; not as the world gives do I give to you. Let not your heart be 

troubled, neither let it be afraid.” 

John 16:33 

“These things I have spoken to you, that in Me you may have peace. In the world you will have tribulation; but 

be of good cheer, I have overcome the world.” 

Romans 5:1 

“Therefore, having been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.” 

Romans 14:17 

“For the kingdom of God is not eating and drinking, but righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.” 

1 Corinthians 14:33 

“For God is not the author of confusion but of peace, as in all the churches of the saints.” 

2 Corinthians 13:11 

“Finally, brethren, farewell. Become complete. Be of good comfort, be of one mind, live in peace; and the God 

of love and peace will be with you.” 

 

 A.  So, just like John the Baptist who was a contrast to the world around him, so should we. 

 B.  And if Jesus is the Prince of Peace, and if He truly lives within us, then people should be able 

to see and experience our Peace  

       because of God’s “baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.” 

•  

•  •  •   


