
Luke 3:1-20 
A New Start 

 
I don’t know how many of you have an eccentric relative, but those of you who do 
know how interesting they can make life, I have an aunt (bless her heart) who keeps 
loaded guns in her house just in case alien invaders try to break in. Eccentric relatives 
can liven things, that’s for sure. 
 
Did you know that Jesus had a relative that many people would classify as atypical to 
say the least. This is how Matthew describes him: he was clothed in camel’s hair, with a 
leather belt around his waist; and his food was locusts and wild honey. 
 
That’s definitely not your average guy is it? And to top it off this man, who was 
actually a cousin of Jesus, lived in the desert and called people snakes. 
 
The truth is, we’d all be better off having at least one friend like John the Baptist. I 
know this is the man who wore strange clothing, and who ate locusts and wild honey. 
This is the man who shouted at people, and strode through the desert regions crying, 
"Prepare ye the way of the Lord!" But when I say we could use a friend like John, it 
isn't his appearance or his diet, or even the fact that he was a great prophet or 
preacher that I'm thinking about. Just what kind of friend would John the Baptist be? 
 
He’d be a friend would have the courage to be real.  
 
He would accept me as I was, but at the same time, he would have enough respect for 
me to tell me where he thought I might be headed for trouble. A friend like John the 
Baptist would lay it on the line: "This is how it is!" But the best thing about a friend 
like John the Baptist, if we ever had one, would be a confidence that God wanted to 
make a difference in my life! With a friend like that there would always be room for 
hope!  
 
Luke first introduces us to John the Baptist as an adult  in chapter 3 of his gospel.  
Turn Luke 3 pg 993 
 
I’m always fascinated by people who try to attack the historicity of the Bible. I hear 
people making off the wall statements claiming that there is no proof of the accuracy 
of the biblical record. Along with the overwhelming manuscript evidence that shows 
that our copies are true to the original writings, the Bible is filled with historical 
markers to help us navigate along the way. 
 
John the Baptist is a guy upon whom the hinge of history turned. He was the 
forerunner of Jesus Himself. He came along after 400 years of prophetic silence on 
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God’s part. There had been no prophets in Israel for 4 centuries. The people were 
wondering, “Has God had forgotten us?” when along comes John. 
 
This event is so important historically that Luke dates it in no less than seven different 
ways. 
 
Read vs 1 + 2 

 
God is always right on schedule when it comes to fulfilling His promises.  
 
With a broad brush stroke Luke paints a picture of the cruel and political scene and 
the spiritually corrupt religious setting which John the Baptist and his cousin Jesus 
were destined to impact. In the year 29 A.D., the Roman Empire was ruled by Caesar 
Tiberius (14-37 A.D. ). His 23-year reign was characterized by cruelty. Israel, together 
with the other Roman colonies, suffered under his heavy hand.  
 
The Romans divided the nation into different territories. Pontius Pilate (26-36 A.D.) 
was the military governor of Judea, the southern part of Israel that included the city 
of Jerusalem and the Temple; Herod Antipas (4-34 A.D.), whom Jesus would later call 
"the fox," was governor of Galilee in the north; Philip II (4-34 A.D.), son of Herod the 
Great and Cleopatra, was responsible for the area north of Galilee, which is now 
modern Syria; and Lysanias was responsible for the area north of Mount Hermon and 
west of Damascus. All four governors were responsible to the Roman Emperor to 
govern their territories under Roman law, a harsh system which produced 
tremendous pain and grief for the citizens of the world, especially Israel. 
 
The religious scene in Israel was dominated by the high priesthood of Annas and 
Caiaphas, who in turn were dominated by the Romans.  
 
John started his ministry in the 15th year of Tiberius’ rule which was 29 AD. We get 6 
additional names to confirm the dating. The last two Annas and Caiaphas the high 
priests. 
 
Actually there originally was only one Jewish high priest and that was a lifetime 
position but under the Romans all that changed. Between 37 BC and 26 AD there 
were 28 different high priests! 
 
Annas was no longer “the” high priest but he was the power behind the office. 
Caiaphas was his son-in-law. 
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Now let’s suppose you had an announcement to make. You believed this 
announcement was the single most important announcement in the history of the 
human race. 
 
Wouldn’t you go to the people in authority? Wouldn’t you go to the political or 
religious leaders who would have the most influence? 
 
It was time to announce the start of the ministry of Jesus Christ. Emmanuel, “God 
with us.” But just like God by-passed all those types at the birth of His Son, He by-
passed them all at the start of Jesus ministry. God’s Word is not sent to any of the 
“important people.” Instead the message of God came to John, a humble Jewish 
prophet. 
 
And John takes it to the people:  Read 3-6 
 
Here’s what’s happening. Centuries before this God had made promises to the Jewish 
people. They would be blessed and the whole world would be blessed through them.  
The greatest blessing of all would be the coming of Messiah. 
 
The term Messiah comes from a Hebrew word xyvm which means “one who is 
annointed.”  To anoint with oil was to designate someone in an official position.  
The Greek term is the word Χριστοv which is where we get the word Christ. 
 
The Christ was God’s provision for the forgiveness of sin. He was also Israel’s hope of 
national exaltation. Now God’s ancient promises were being fulfilled. 
 
One of those promises comes from the OT the book of Isaiah. John quotes from Isaiah 
40 and applies those words to himself. He’s the voice of one crying in the wilderness: 
‘Prepare the way of the LORD; Make His paths straight. 
 
Something happened to Israel over the years they waited for God. Some Israelites 
remained faithful but most did not. Even many of the religious notables had become 
lax in their faith. 
 
They really did need someone to prepare the way. They need to make a fresh start. 
 
The heart of this prophecy was a metaphor drawn from an ancient custom. When a 
king visited an area people were assigned to  go before the royal procession to make 
sure the roads were ready for the king. 
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Warren Wiersbe writes, “Spiritually speaking the nation of Israel was living in a 
wilderness of unbelief, and the roads to spiritual reality were twisted and in disrepair. 
The corruption of the priesthood and the legalistic hypocrisy of the scribes and 
Pharisees had weakened the nation spiritually. The people desperately needed to 
hear a voice from God, and John was that faithful voice.” 
 
There’s a consistent theme that’s played out through the Bible: God is a God of new 
beginnings.  
 
Eze 33:11 ...As I live,’ says the Lord GOD, ‘I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked...’ 
 
Joe 2:13 So rend your heart, and not your garments; Return to the LORD your God, For He 
is gracious and merciful, Slow to anger, and of great kindness; And He relents from doing 
harm. 
 
In other words, God is holy. He is the holy one of Israel, who sits on a holy throne, is 
anointed with holy oil. His Spirit is holy. He has a holy name and makes holy 
promises. 
 
But God in His holiness provides a way of forgiveness for unholy people. His 
constant desire is that we make a new start in life. Too often we think life is hopeless. 
We give up.  
 
Last week a guy named William Bartron in PA was working alone in a basement 
when he cut his hand off with a miter saw. He figured that he wasn’t going to make it 
and he was in such pain that he tried to commit suicide by shooting himself in the 
head with a nail gun. 
 
Man, that’s got to be one of the ultimate examples of hopelessness. Fortunately 
someone found Bartron and got him to the hospital where doctors were able to 
reattach his severed hand and treat him for the dozen nail wounds in his head.  You 
have to admit, he was persistent with that nail gun. 
 
I have to tell you I really debated about telling that story from the pulpit.  
I wrestled with whether it was too gory. But I kept coming back to it because, what a 
picture of the way we deal with pain and hopelessness in our lives. 
 
Think of our tactics. Aren’t they  just as destructive? Our marriage seems hopeless so 
we get a divorce. We loose our job and can’t keep up with the bills so we turn to  
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alcohol.  We’re unpopular in high school so we get into drugs. We feel unloved or 
unwanted so we get involved in an adulterous situation. 
 
All of a sudden we realize, we’re in no position to call shooting yourself in the head 
with a nail gun outrageous. Many of us have delt with our personal pain in ways that 
are just as outrageous. Just as destructive. Instead of going for healing we’ve assumed 
there’s no hope so we go for just the opposite of healing. 
 
William Bartron needed hope. He saw no other way out. We need hope too.  That’s 
what makes the message of the Bible so exciting. God is a God of hope. 
 
Israel needed hope. Jer 17:13  calls God the hope of Israel...  
 
Now the question is how does God bring us this hope when we’re hopeless? Hope 
comes from seeing life the way God sees it and participating in life the way God 
would have us to. 
 
John the Baptist said, “I’m here to pave the way for our hope.  I’m here to prepare the 
way of the Lord. We’ve been heading down the wrong path for too long. It’s time for 
a change.” 
Verse 3 says he went into all the region around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of repentance 
for the remission of sins... 
 
One of the most misunderstood terms in the Bible is the word repentance. Webster 
defines repentance “ as contrition, remorse, and turning from sin.” 
 
The NT Greek word translated repentance is metanoia. It’s actually made up of two 
Greek words,  meta  which is a preposition meaning after and noiew which is a verb 
meaning to think. Repentance actually means to change one’s mind, to reconsider, to think 
differently. 
 
It was John’s task to prepare the nation for the Messiah and then present the Messiah 
to them.  
 
The unique thing about John’s approach was he baptized people. This just blew 
everybody away! In Judaism baptism had one main significance: it was the symbolic 
rite that non-Jewish proselytes had to go through to become Jewish. It was to 
ceremonially show the removal of all the pollutions of the Gentile world. 
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This made John's baptism offensive. It implied that unless the Jews were willing to 
have a radical change of mind they couldn’t count on the promised blessings God had 
made to his chosen people. Or to put it another way, in calling Jews to accept a 
baptism of repentance John was telling them that they couldn’t rely on their 
Jewishness for salvation; they have to be changed in their attitude toward God. 
 
And here was the crux of the problem. They figured, “We’re God’s chosen people and 
that’s enough to make us ready for Messiah. Bring Him on if He’s coming, we’re 
ready to see these Romans get what they deserve.” 
 
That’s why John’s message was a call to repentance. He was saying stop going in a 
destructive, self-righteous direction and realize your true standing before God.  
 
What happens next seems unimaginable.  Read 7-9 
 
John is an amazing preacher, isn't he? Not many would start out the way he does. He 
stands before the assembled crowd, stares at them with a look of scarcely-disguised 
disgust, then bellows, "You are a bunch of SNAKES!!!" Wow. That should get a 
congregation's attention. 
 
The crowd is equally amazing. After this phenomenal insult, they must know that it is 
downhill from here, but they stay. "Vipers...the wrath to come...repentance...trees cut 
down and burned." What was John trying to do?  
 
 And then there is Luke’s remarkable conclusion to this drama:   Read vs 18 And with 
many other exhortations he preached to the people. 
 
The word preached is the word euaggelizw which literally means “to announce good 
news.” 
 
What do you think? Was John's preaching "good news?"  
 
It was good news and here’s why, because John, in his unique way, was saying there 
is hope for us. 
That despite all the evidence to the contrary, we are not stuck with our worst selves. 
We can change. We can be different. We can be better...better, perhaps, than we ever 
thought possible. That’s real good news. 
 
Now, to get a better understanding of John’s audience we need to put together  
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information from the other gospel accounts. We have 4 gospels that give us events 
from 4 different perspectives. 
 
It’s kind of like 4 people viewing an accident and then giving their accounts. Each 
includes details that are unique to their perspective. 
 
John writes, “Now this is the testimony of John, when the Jews sent priests and Levites from 
Jerusalem to ask him, Who are you, that we may give an answer to those who sent us? What 
do you say about yourself?” 
 
Matthew explains things this way: Then Jerusalem, all Judea, and all the region around the 
Jordan went out to him and were baptized by him in the Jordan...But when he saw many of the 
Pharisees and Sadducees coming to his baptism, he said to them, “Brood of vipers! Who 
warned you to flee from the wrath to come? 
 
John’s most searing words weren’t preached to the average people. They didn’t 
deserve pronouncements like that.  They knew they weren’t where they should be 
spiritually. Those scathing words were directed to the religious leaders of the nation. 
 
Before the Savior of the world was to appear, a housecleaning was in order. For these 
Pharisees and Sadducees it was like they had cut their hand off and were bleeding to 
death but they weren’t doing something crazy to try to end the pain. They didn’t even 
know they were terminal. They were so anesthetized by religion they were numb. 
 
It was like John was trying to verbally grab them by their tunics and wake them up. 
 
The picture he envisions is of those desert grass fires that are nature's way of 
removing old dead growth to allow new grass to grow. When those flames sweep 
across the desert floor, indigenous creatures - including snakes - run for escape. It 
wouldn’t be unusual to come across a brood of creepy-crawlies where you might not 
expect them - like right beside the river where they would hope to be safe! 
 
John goes from calling them names to challenging their integrity. "Who warned you 
to flee from the wrath to come?" "Why are you here and what are your motives?" "Are 
you an observer?" "Who told you about this? I didn't send for you. I didn't put up 
posters and advertisements. Do you want to be entertained? Is that why you came? 
"Do you think this is some kind of sideshow?" "Am I just an amusement park 
attraction?" 
 
I'm not begging you to listen to me. In fact if your one of those religious guys always  
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strutting around town demonstrating how religious you are, then this message isn't 
for you. Your too proud to hear it."  
 
Or are you here because you really want to hear the word of the Lord? 
 
If there is one thing we can say about John's preaching. He knows his audience and 
he knows where their faith is, he'd heard it countless times before. "We're Abraham's 
children." They'd say that excusing them from everything. 
 
That doesn't do anything for you does it? It's not really relevant. How about this: "I'm 
a member of the church. To which John replies, if God wanted church members he'd 
raise up these pews and they'd join the church... and they'd probably be more faithful. 
 
The religious contingent is speechless, but the multitudes of people aren’t. They ask 
an obvious question: Read vs 10 
 
Never ask prophet anything, unless you're ready to hear his or her straight answer. 
They ask John, what should we do? Now that seems a good question.  
 
Clearly they recognize this man’s intellect and depth. He will bring them answer that 
they have never considered, something they never have thought of.  
 
Vs 11  He answered and said to them, “He who has two tunics, let him give to him 
who has none; and he who has food, let him do likewise.” 
 
That’s not to complicated but OK. Maybe he'll be more profound the next time. Read 
vs 12 + 13 
 
Hmm, well we already knew that... but ok. Read vs 14 
Now that's all great advice, but it seems a given don't you think. I mean if a guy is 
going to go into the wilderness and live, and eat locust and honey, and not shave. 
And if he's going to baptize to symbolize repentance and renewal... well if he's going 
to do all that it seems the least he could do is come up with something more thought 
provoking than that.  
 
You know it just seems that he could have said all that as a rabbi at the synagogue. I 
mean why in the world would you have to, with such passion and vision, and 
eccentricities challenge people to do, what they already know they're supposed to do. 
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Why do you think? Could it be... that we have educated ourselves beyond obedience 
that we would rather understand than trust, that really and truly many of the things 
we ought to do we already know about.  
 
I honestly believe that life and its challenges are that way and that sometimes we 
confuse difficulty with complexity.... Quitting smoking is not complex... but it is 
difficult. Being faithful to your spouse is not complex... but for some in tempting 
times it may be difficult. Not stealing or lying or cheating,  is not really complex, but 
it surely is difficult for all of us  at times.  
 
What is profound in what John says to do is that there is nothing profound about it. 
Live the life you know you're supposed to live without excuse. Don’t try to deal with 
problems by shooting yourself in the head with a nail gun! 
 
John was about to introduce Jesus to these people as the Lamb of God who takes away the 
sin of the world.  
 
He just said in verse 6 And all flesh shall see the salvation of God. 
 
Jesus Christ was about to start His public ministry which would culminate in His 
death on the cross for our sins. Why is it so difficult to live the way we’re supposed to 
live? Because we’re born into this world with a sin nature. 
 
Living God’s way isn’t complex but it’s real difficult. The people needed to see what 
they were doing was wrong. What had he just shown them? It’s wrong to take what’s 
not rightfully yours. It’s wrong to be discontent with what God has provided, and it’s 
wrong not to love your neighbor as yourself. 
 
Before they could see their need of a Savior they had to see themselves as sinners in 
the everyday things of life. That was what John’s baptism of repentance was all about. 
 
God was giving Israel an opportunity to make a new start. After centuries of rebellion 
and worshipping false gods God was giving Israel an opportunity to make a new 
start.  
 
The Messiah was coming. The salvation of God was at hand. John was faithful to his 
ministry to prepare the hearts of the people to meet their Messiah. 
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Now naturally there were some questions in the minds of the people about this guy.  
Read vs 15  
 
Their question was, “Is John our Messiah?”  To which he makes it clear:  Read vs 16-
17 
 
John’s baptism was important to help people prepare for Jesus. But John wasn’t Jesus. 
“In fact,” John says, “I’m not even worthy to be his lowest servant.” 
 
“His baptism is the one that really counts.”  Throughout his earthly ministry Jesus 
never water baptized any one. But John says, “He’s coming to baptize with the Holy 
Spirit and with fire.” 
 
Some people have interpreted John’s words to mean that Jesus would strengthen 
those who believed in Him with the power of the Holy Spirit and the power of 
symbolic fire. 
 
I don’t see him saying that at all. The fire is just as real as the Holy Spirit. For all who 
trust Christ as their Savior He baptizes them with the Holy Spirit. 
 
For all who reject Him there is unquenchable fire.  
 
You say, “Ed, are you trying to tell us there really is a hell?”  Let me encourage you to 
try an interesting experiment. Try using a concordance some time and looking up all 
of Jesus’ references to heaven and then compare the number with his references to 
hell. The references to hell outnumber the references to heaven almost two to one. 
 
The biblical declaration is there is forgiveness and eternal salvation for all who 
recognize their own sin and trust Christ as Savior. 
 
There is hell and eternal damnation for all who reject the Savior. Whether it’s the 
Pharisaical, self-righteous person who thinks they don’t need God or it’s the rebel 
who has no time for God.  
The wages of sin is death. He will thoroughly clean out His threshing floor, and gather the 
wheat into His barn; but the chaff He will burn with unquenchable fire.” 
 
If John were to show up today I could envision an interesting dialogue between him 
and someone from our supposed enlightened, post-modern generation. The  
discussion might go something like this: 
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John: (preaching) You people come out here to me to buy fire insurance. You're like 
snakes who swarm out of the forest when the fires run wild. 
 
Postmodern (stands up from the audience and speaks loudly enough for everybody to 
hear): Now, now, John. Let's calm ourselves down here for a bit, friend. You have 
obviously been out of the country for some time. 
 
John: Repent! See yourselves as sinners who need a Savior. 
 
Postmodern: What do you mean sinner? That can mean different things to different 
people, my friend. After all, one belief system is really no better than any other belief 
system, as long as we have a belief system. 
 
John: Just because Christianity is the religion of this culture doesn't make a person 
right with God. In fact, God is getting ready to cut down some of you so-called 
Christians and thrown you into hell because you don’t have faith in Christ. You just 
have a veneer of religion. 
 
Postmodern: Whoa, John! Wait a minute here! You don't believe in hell, do you? We 
believe in angels and we believe in a God who loves us. But don't give us this fear 
stuff. We don't need fear. We need love. We need people to feel good about 
themselves. Guilt is our enemy, John. Don't you know that? 
 
John: Guilt is the mechanism by which God tells us something is wrong with us. 
 
Postmodern: Ridiculous! Guilt is just a way for repressive religious cults to gain the 
upper hand in our lives. You sound just like a cultist to me, John. You fundamentalist, 
cult-types are dangerous. 
 
John: The Christian life is about generosity, honesty, integrity, and contentment with 
what you have. 
 
Postmodern: Now you're talking. Good things. You're finally getting it right. 
 
John: Someone is coming, the anointed one, who is going to baptize with God's Holy 
Spirit and with fire. He's going to clear out the chaff from the wheat and find the 
sincere ones and save them. The "self-righteous" are going to be burned in everlasting 
fires of punishment. 
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Postmodern: Just when I think you're getting this religion thing right, you step 
backwards into a repressive, guilt-driven, one-way-only gospel. Can't you just leave 
people to believe what they will. After all, there are so many ways to God. 
 
John sure comes across as a weird guy in our day and age dosen’t he? Jesus’ eccentric 
cousin. Don’t let his uniqueness hinder you from seeing the truth of his words. 
 
Luke 3:2 it was the word of God came to John the son of Zacharias in the wilderness. 
 
It’s the Word of God that is the standard we’ll be judged by in eternity. Where do you 
stand with the Word of God this morning? 
 
Remember, God is the God of new beginnings. 


