
Sermon 10: Luke 3:1-14: The Ministry of John the Baptist
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INTRODUCTION

On the big screen at the moment is the latest instalment in the Downton Abbey world.  The 
latest movie revolves around the King and Queen coming for a one day visit to the Crawley 
family estate.  The movie opens up for us a little window into what an event a royal visit 
really was.  Back in the day the whole town would have to prepare for the coming royalty, 
things would get freshly painted, roads would be repaired, and uniforms would be remade 
all in preparation of the visit.  On the Island of St Helena they painted a giant welcome 
message on the side of the mountain above Jamestown ‘Welcome Prince Andrew’ in the 
1980s which can still be seen today.

In Downton Abbey, the royal butler, or The Page of the Backstairs with his entourage goes 
ahead of the royals to prepare the way.  John the Baptist is a very different sort of one who 
prepares the way for a different sort of King.  If royalty were coming to our town we would 
be paying attention to external things like slapping on a fresh coat of paint and making sure 
all the garden’s presented well.  How do you prepare for the King of the universe to come 
and visit you?  This was the role given to John the Baptist, and it is to him that we turn our 
attention this morning.  

John we know is a prophet, and He is preparing the way for the holy God to come to visit 
His people.  However, a visitation from God is never what we think it is because we always 
forget who God is.  If God comes down to be among us, He comes in the purity of His 
holiness, He comes to judge the wicked and bless His people.  We forget how serious sin is 
and how sinful we really are, and so John prepares Israel for the coming Messiah with a 
particular message, 3:3 says, ‘And he went into all the region around the Jordan, 
proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.’  Verses 4-6 are a quote 
from Is. 40:3-5 calling for people to ready themselves to meet with God who is coming as 
Savior, ‘As it is written in the book of the words of Isaiah the prophet, “The voice of one 
crying in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.  Every valley
shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low, and the crooked shall become
straight, and the rough places shall become level ways, and all flesh shall see the salvation 
of God.’’  Today as we look at John the Baptist we want to consider the three aspects of his 
message, baptism, forgiveness and repentance.

Baptism

 Our portion begins with the historical setting, v1-2, ‘In the fifteenth year of the reign of 
Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate being governor of Judea, and Herod being tetrarch of Galilee,
and his brother Philip tetrarch of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias tetrarch
of Abilene, 2 during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to 
John the son of Zechariah in the wilderness.’  Luke puts us about 18 years after the last 
recorded event of Jesus life in the temple.  He mentions 7 rulers, 5 are Gentile, 2 are Jewish
moving from the most powerful to the least.  Tiberius Caesar is first, then Pontuis Pilate, 
then Herod and brother, then a lesser known ruler and finally Annas and Caiaphas.  You will 



notice in the last instance that they are both mentioned as being highpriest.  Ordinarily the 
Highpriest was to serve until death but during the first century Roman authorities had 
ousted Annas as Highpriest and Caiaphas was presently serving.  Despite his official removal
he still held the office in the eyes of the people.  

Now John arrives as a prophet, and what we want to know is, where did his baptism come 
from and what sort of a baptism was it?  It is commonly taught that John, since he dwelt in 
the wilderness probably got his baptism from the Qumran community, or borrowed it from 
Proselyte Baptism, the process whereby a Gentile would become a Jew.  It has been 
commonly believed that proselyte baptism cast the mold for John’s Baptism.  We have no 
early evidence that in order for a gentile to become a Jew they had to be circumcised and 
then washed by full immersion, and not only him but his family with him, as part of a 
conversion experience.  We only have late evidence of these practices, post first century 
sources.  The reasoning goes however, that since the Jews were in antithesis to the 
Christians they would never borrow anything from them, so since they have a later practice 
this must infer an earlier practice which is unborrowed, so the conclusion is made that there
must have been a pre-John baptism of Proselytes that John borrowed from.  And since this 
baptism included families, therefore John practiced the baptism of repenting adults with 
their children.  I hope you can see the tenuous nature of such an argument.

There are several things we need to assert in response.  Firstly, the bible tells us that John’s
baptism is not borrowed but from God, Matt. 21:24-27, ‘Jesus answered them, “I also will 
ask you one question, and if you tell me the answer, then I also will tell you by what 
authority I do these things. 25 The baptism of John, from where did it come? From heaven or
from man?” And they discussed it among themselves, saying, “If we say, ‘From heaven,’ he 
will say to us, ‘Why then did you not believe him?’ 26 But if we say, ‘From man,’ we are afraid
of the crowd, for they all hold that John was a prophet.” 27 So they answered Jesus, “We do 
not know.” And he said to them, “Neither will I tell you by what authority I do these things.’ 
Jesus Himself sets John’s baptism up in such a way that shows that it is not sourced from 
man, but given by direction of God.  He was a prophet and was given his work by God 
directly. 
 Secondly, in my research I discovered a Jewish scholar from the University of Jerusalem, 
Yair Furstenberg, who has written a journal article called The Christianisation of Proselyte 
Baptism in Rabbinic Tradition.  In this article he claims that the later forms of Jewish 
Proselyte baptism which claim to show an earlier practice which John borrowed from are 
false.  Instead of arguing the Proselyte baptism shaped Christian baptism by influencing 
John and Jesus, rather he argues that Christian baptism shaped the practice of proselyte 
baptism.  

We can also see by the nature of the things that John says that his message to repent and 
be baptised was to be responded to individually, that any claim to covenantal rights by 
virtue of being a child of Abraham are excluded by the way John administered his baptism, 
v7-8, ‘He said therefore to the crowds that came out to be baptized by him, “You brood of 
vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? 8 Bear fruits in keeping with 
repentance. And do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ For I 
tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children for Abraham.’  What qualifies a 
person to receive John’s baptism?  Is it a baptism only for those who repent, or are there 
those who are entitled to receive it due to racial and family ties?  John makes it quite clear 
that the baptism he is administering is for those whose hearts are seeking to repent before 
God.  



Some might want to say, ‘Yes, but John’s baptism is not Christian baptism, it is not in the 
name of the Trinity, it is only a temporary sort of baptism that Jesus would replace with 
Christian baptism, and Jesus would have baptized children, if John did not.’  We call John’s 
baptism a kingdom baptism, it is preparatory for the kingdom but it is closely associated 
with it.  John proclaimed repent and baptized because the kingdom is at hand, in other 
words the Kingdom is drawing near; Jesus preached repent and be baptized because the 
Kingdom is here, and the apostles preached repent and be baptized because the kingdom is 
already but not yet.  Added to that we see that John’s ministry of baptism though not 
explicitly Trinitarian does anticipate the Trinity as his baptism is appointed by the Father, to 
prepare the way for the Son, who will baptize with the Spirit, 3:16.  Added to that none of 
John’s disciples who followed Christ are recorded as needing to be rebaptised with Christian 
baptism but for those in Acts 19:1-6 who clearly had an inadequate knowledge.  Added to 
that why would people mistake Jesus to be John the Baptist resurrected if His ministry 
differed so drastically to John’s?  We understand John’s baptism of repentance to be a 
preparation for the New Covenant, a preparation for how all nations will be included in the 
people of God, and how racial and familial ways of belonging to God’s people must now be 
stripped away replaced solely with spiritual birth and adoption.  John called these covenant 
people, these previously circumcised people to commit themselves to God personally in 
repentance by baptism.  They were not to trust in heritage or tradition but to present 
themselves personally before God in repentance, commitment and in baptism.  

Forgiveness

We must note that John’s baptism is called a baptism of repentance for forgiveness.  For 
this reason baptism, which is associated with many rites of purification and cleansing has an
obvious and universal meaning of washing away sin.  Let us make two points about 
forgiveness here, firstly, the surprise of needing forgiveness preached in Israel, and 
secondly, the wonder of forgiveness.  

Not everyone in Israel thought they needed forgiveness of sins.  We see that many heard 
john and accepted that they were sinners who needed forgiveness from God, but there were
those who did not.  Luke 7:28-30, ‘I tell you, among those born of women none is greater 
than John. Yet the one who is least in the kingdom of God is greater than he.” 29 (When all 
the people heard this, and the tax collectors too, they declared God just, having been 
baptized with the baptism of John, 30 but the Pharisees and the lawyers rejected the purpose
of God for themselves, not having been baptized by him.)’  One of the things that Israel was
waiting for was the coming of the New Covenant promised by Jeremiah and Ezekiel.  The 
New Covenant would be different to the Old Covenant in that God Himself would cause His 
people to walk in His ways, the old covenant which resulted in constant judgement upon 
God’s people could not yield a situation where God would not punish His people.  So God 
promised a time when He would give us hearts of flesh, a time when the Spirit would be in 
us, and all our sins will be forgiven, Jer. 31:34, ‘And no longer shall each one teach his 
neighbor and each his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they shall all know me, from the 
least of them to the greatest, declares the Lord. For I will forgive their iniquity, and I will 
remember their sin no more.”  John has come preaching a message about who will bring 
these realities to pass and baptize with the Holy Spirit, 3:16.  

But the Pharisees and the lawyers thought they were ok.  Who needs a message of 
forgiveness?  ‘Well only the bad people who do bad things’, but they thought of themselves 
as good people.  Is this you?  What do you see as your biggest problem?  What would be 
the foremost on your mind if you knew God was visiting?  Some think that if they had a 
chance to stand before God they would stand before Him with a long list of accusations, 



questions, suggestions about how He should have done things.  But if you know who God is,
no matter how good you have been in this life you know that if you were to stand before 
God you would not be in an argumentative mood but would be laid bare for the sinner you 
are before Him.  You would know what Isaiah experienced when He saw a vision of God, Is.
6:5, ‘And I said: “Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in 
the midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!”   
John came preaching an unpopular message, that we are sinners who need to be forgiven, 
that our biggest problem is our sins.  It is just as unpopular today as it was back then, it will
be just as offensive to our proud hearts as it was then.

John may present as an unfriendly character, as a typical ‘fire and brimstone’ preacher, he 
would have been offensive to many, but that would be to evaluate him in a very shallow 
light.  John was a messenger of grace, he was a messenger of peace, he was a messenger 
of the possibility of forgiveness.  We cannot miss this, John is the messenger of a forgiving 
God.  When Moses asked to see God, God showed him His back and spoke His name before 
Moses, ‘The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in 
steadfast love and faithfulness, 7 keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and
transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the 
fathers on the children and the children’s children, to the third and the fourth generation.”  
Did you hear that, He forgives, but He by no means clears the guilty.  So which is it?  Does 
He forgive or does He punish?  If you will see your own sins, confess them and come before
God in humility asking for His forgiveness, He will freely give it. 

 David after committing adultery with Bathsheba experienced this writes of the blessed 
experience, Ps. 32:1-2, ‘Blessed is the one whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is 
covered.  Blessed is the man against whom the Lord counts no iniquity, and in whose spirit 
there is no deceit.’  How did he get to experience this forgiveness, even though his sin was 
so serious, v5, ‘I acknowledged my sin to you, and I did not cover my iniquity; I said, “I will 
confess my transgressions to the Lord,” and you forgave the iniquity of my sin.’  Do you 
know what it means ‘to cover my iniquity.’  The word cover is a semi-technical term for 
forgiveness, as blood was sprinkled over the mercy seat so the life of the dead substitute 
was seen and not the violated law of God in the mercy seat, it is possible that we can try 
and cover our own sins.  Like Adam and Eve who attempted to cover their own nakedness 
and shame.  We do this by saying they are not sins, we make excuses for them, we call 
them something else, we justify ourselves by shifting blame or pleading extenuating 
circumstances.  If this is what you are doing then you need to know that God is the only one
who can forgive you and you must never be satisfied until you know He has removed the 
stain of your guilt.  This is true freedom for God will take you as you are, full of all the sin 
and shame, if you will come pleading no righteousness of your own, owning the sin that is 
yours, with a heart that is broken over that sin and seeking it to be washed away by Him.  
Is. 43:25, “I, I am he who blots out your transgressions for my own sake, and I will not 
remember your sins.’  Psalm 103:8-14, ‘The Lord is merciful and gracious, slow to anger and
abounding in steadfast love.  He will not always chide, nor will he keep his anger forever. He
does not deal with us according to our sins, nor repay us according to our iniquities. For as 
high as the heavens are above the earth, so great is his steadfast love toward those who 
fear him; as far as the east is from the west, so far does he remove our transgressions from
us.  As a father shows compassion to his children, so the Lord shows compassion to those 
who fear him. For he knows our frame; he remembers that we are dust.’  Psalm 130:3-4, ‘If 
you, O Lord, should mark iniquities, O Lord, who could stand?  But with you there is 
forgiveness, that you may be feared.’  Did you hear that, if you want to fear God dwell on 
His forgiveness.  Ponder the fact that a God so holy yet so gracious could love you and 
forgive you.  True fear results for we do not diminish this God to fit our fallen condition, but 



we see His holiness satisfied in Christ.  He does not become less than He is to condescend 
to forgive and adopt me, He becomes more than I ever could have conceived and fear and 
worship and reverence flow naturally.

 
Repentance

The final part of John’s message is repentance.  V7-14 outlines his message.  There are 
various aspects of repentance we can list from here.  Firstly, baptism does not save, all true 
conversion to God must include repentance, v7, ‘He said therefore to the crowds that came 
out to be baptized by him, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to 
come?’  John sensed that there were those who were getting baptized for the wrong 
reasons.  There was a habit in Judaism to go through cleansings a washings to be clean and
by them to be acceptable before God.  Baptism is not magical bath that removes sin, it is a 
symbol of what God does for us when we truly believe and repent.  He accuses those who 
have come to be baptized but who are only using it for a quick fix and not because their 
hearts are for God of being offspring of satan, vipers!
Secondly, true repentance is not a one off thing but must go on to bear fruit, v8, ‘Bear fruits
in keeping with repentance.’  There is temporary repentance which may appear as sorrow, 
tears, emergency turning from sin in a bid to avoid judgement, but when the emotions die 
down and the emergency is gone the heart that has not truly disowned its sins will return to
them.  Instead of bearing the ongoing fruit of repentance, the fruit of sin reappears.  
Repentance includes two aspects, it is a turn from sin but also a return to God.  If someone 
stops a certain type of activity but does not produce a life of obedience to God that is not 
repentance.  
Thirdly, there are none who are excluded from repenting, and submitting to a baptism of 
repentance, ‘And do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ For I 
tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children for Abraham.’  John talks here 
about a conversation we have with ourselves in our hearts.  The Jews would have thought 
to themselves that they did not need to repent in this fashion because of their Jewish 
heritage, because of their association with Abraham, and his merit.  You cannot depend on 
another’s faith to get you into heaven, you must stand before God individually and repent 
and be baptized as a sign of your repentance personally.  Repentance and an outward 
showing of your loyalty to God is required of all.  

Some might be concerned about all this talk of repentance but not talk of faith.  This should 
not be a concern.  Firstly, John preaches about the coming Messiah and any baptism done 
by John was one of identification with the coming Savior.  Secondly, a dominant emphasis 
on repentance is often needed when religious sinners are being addressed.  They have a 
true understanding, but they have grown apathetic in the truth, the key issue is not what 
they believe but their belief producing true fruit.  You will notice in the book of James that 
faith producing fruit is the central message when addressing religious hypocrites.  Thirdly, 
some might feel uncomfortable so with much emphasis on repentance and desire more talk 
on God’s mercy.  We need to remember that John is addressing a particular problem among
those who knew the truth of God’s mercy.  It is not God’s mercy that is in doubt but man’s 
religion, when this is the case a message of this nature is the cure.  

In v10-14 we have those who are truly repentant asking, ‘what then shall we do?’ and John 
addresses three groups of people.  ‘And the crowds asked him, “What then shall we do?” 
11 And he answered them, “Whoever has two tunics is to share with him who has none, and 
whoever has food is to do likewise.” 12 Tax collectors also came to be baptized and said to 
him, “Teacher, what shall we do?” 13 And he said to them, “Collect no more than you are 



authorized to do.” 14 Soldiers also asked him, “And we, what shall we do?” And he said to 
them, “Do not extort money from anyone by threats or by false accusation, and be content 
with your wages.”  What is interesting about this portion is that all three groups are 
addressed on the matter of their finances as well as other areas.  In general we are called to
be generous with our surplus and share; those in office are told not to abuse their authority;
and soldiers are told not to extort money and be content with their wages. If the change 
affects your spending and how you view your money, then it is a true change.

All these life changes have a double motivation because all true repentance has a double 
motivation.  Firstly, repentance because it has given its heart back to God and agrees with 
God about sin recommits itself to the right and walks in the ways of God, the ways of love.  
Secondly, repentance has just freshly drunk of the forgiving grace of God and has a new 
love and fire in its breast and offers a grateful and willing service to the God who has served
us in Christ.  The base motive of, ‘I better do this or I am going to go to hell’ is not true 
repentance for all true repentance is also a believing repentance.  If you do your good to 
avoid hell, you are trying to save yourself by your works.  True repentance sees a holy God 
who hates sin, but also a gracious God who loves sinners, and because it believes God is not
a liar it believes He will judge, but that He also forgives the contrite.  True repentance is 
only possible for those who have a hope of being forgiven, for true repentance is a return in
love to a good God not a grudging subservience to a tyrant.            
 
                      
       


