
Luke 3:1-20 “Repentance is Good News” 
The Messiah for the Rest of Us 

 

1. Introduction 

a. The prophets of today 
Doom and gloom, doom and gloom. The prophets are speaking! The environmental prophets 

speak of global warming and that we are facing the greatest crisis mother earth has ever 

encountered—will you do your part?! The economic prophets frighten us every day, after all the 

next Great Depression could is imminent! The nutritional prophets can’t make up their minds 

and we’re left not knowing whether or not eggs are good for us or bad for us?! 

 

Every day we hear news of “imminent danger that requires urgent action.”  Sometimes we listen 

to these prophets and sometimes we don’t? And by listen, I mean we hear their message and 

repent of our ways! If you’re convinced that global warming is really a problem, then you 

probably recycle, then you’d probably by a hybrid if you could. If you believe that we’re on the 

brink of another Great Depression, then you’ve probably spent less, saved more and worried a 

lot! I’d dare say that most of us have been doing some heavy-duty-repenting when it comes to 

our money, whether we like it or not! And eggs…who knows if we should eat ‘em or chuck 

‘em?! 

 

b. The prophet of God. 
But what would we do if God’s prophet spoke? Would we listen? Would we believe his 

message…and repent? 

 

Today we’ll hear from one of God’s prophets, his last prophet—John the Baptizer. Now don’t 

forget, we’ve been hearing about this guy since we started our series in the gospel of Luke.  

• His birth: miraculous! Remember his parents? Zechariah and Elizabeth. (1:13) 

• His calling: filled with the Holy Spirit since birth (1:15), would turn many of the children 

of Israel back to God (1:16), a prophet in the spirit and power of Elijah, in order to “make 

ready for the Lord, a people prepared” (1:17). The prophet of the Most High (1:76). 

• His message: “Repent! You’re in danger of God’s wrath.”  His sermon intro was 

anything but seeker-sensitive… “You brood of vipers!” (3:7). 

 

And yet it says in 3:18 that John preached “good news” to the people. He is message of 

repentance was good news. My friends, repentance is good news! Today we’re going to see how 

John prepared people for the coming of the Messiah, God’s appointed rescuer and ruler, Jesus. 

The gospel writer Luke tells us so much three ways. 

• Don’t forget God’s story—it’s your story, too. 3:1-6 

• Repentance really is good news—it’s only good if you repent. 3:7-14, 18 

• The Messiah is Coming—he’s greater than you can imagine. 3:15-17 
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Let’s ask God for some help as we learn from his Word, the story of his grace: 

Guide us, O God, 

by your Word and Spirit, 

that in your light we may see light, 

in your truth find freedom, 

and in your will discover your peace, 

through Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen. 

 

2. “Don’t forget God’s Story!” It’s your story, too. Luke 3:1-6 
If you’re not there already turn to Luke 3 because we’re going to pick up at v.1. As we read 3:1-

6, remember, Luke is telling us “Don’t forget God’s Story”.  Read 3:1-6. 

 

a. Politics and Religion, 3:1-3 
Christopher Wright has said, “We often ask, ‘Where does God fit into the story of my life?’ 

When the real question is ‘Where does my little life fit into the great story of God’s 

mission.’”
1
 

 

The truth of the matter is that God’s story and our story are connected. Luke’s retelling of John 

the Baptist’s ministry is knee-deep in politics and religion as well as God’s ancient Scriptures.  

 

Vv. 1-3 locate John’s ministry around AD 27.  And we find that John’s world was not that unlike 

ours. Full of political and religious upheaval. Israel was occupied by the pagan superpower, 

Rome. Israel was ruled by imposter kings, the Herods. And Israel was being served by corrupt 

priests,  

 

It’s in the midst of this “mess” that God sends his prophet, John, to speak to his people, Israel. 

Like the ancient prophets Isaiah, Jeremiahs, Ezekiel, Hosea, Joel, and Zechariah “the word of 

God came” to John (3:2). And he proclaimed a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sin.  

 

b. The gospel in the Old Testament, 3:4-6 
Like the Matthew and Mark, Luke tells us that those who heard and saw John preaching and 

baptizing were witnessing an ancient prophecy be fulfilled before their eyes. Hundreds of years 

before Jesus, before John, the prophet Isaiah foretold that a messenger would come, before the 

Messiah arrived, preaching the gospel! He would bring good news, comfort to the people of 

Israel that their time of Exile was coming to an end, that God would bring about his promised 

restoration, send his Spirit to cleanse his people from their idolatrous hearts (which is why they 

were exiled!), and send his Messiah to rule over the righteous and to judge the wicked.  

 

So John is to act like an ancient herald who would have literally go ahead on the road, in front of 

a King to announce his arrival. But he’s not working for the Department of Transportation. 

Making sure every pothole from Jerusalem to Galilee is filled. The road that he is preparing is 

the road of the human heart. So he preaches an urgent message of REPENTANCE. Because the 

day that God comes to town there will be both judgment and salvation. 

                                                 
1
 Christopher Wright, “An Upside Down World”, p.4. 
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And one more thing. Isaiah 40 contains a magnificent glimpse of the gospel, the gospel in the 

Old Testament. The word “gospel” simply means “good news”. To “evangelize” simply means 

to “tell good news.” Reread 40:9-11.  

Get you up to a high mountain, O Zion, herald of good news; lift up your voice with 

strength, O Jerusalem, herald of good news; lift it up, fear not; say to the cities of 

Judah, "Behold your God!" 10 Behold, the Lord GOD comes with might, and his 

arm rules for him; behold, his reward is with him, and his recompense before him. 

11 He will tend his flock like a shepherd; he will gather the lambs in his arms; he 

will carry them in his bosom, and gently lead those that are with young. 

 

Notice, it isn’t supposed to be John’ job alone to “preach the gospel”! Zion, Jerusalem…all of 

God’s people are to be herald’s of the gospel…the good news that God would act in a new and 

powerful way to rescue sinners through his Messiah, Jesus.  

 

Luke gives us this extended quote from Isaiah 40 to remind us “Don’t forget God’s story! It’s 

your story, too!”  John’s life was part of a big story: bigger than the story of Caesar and Pilate, 

bigger than the story of Isaiah, bigger than the story of Israel. John’s story was part of God’s 

magnificent Redemption Story. As Christians, as people who follow Messiah Jesus, we have 

“seen the salvation of God” (3:6). John knew that there was a bigger and better story unfolding 

than Caesar, Pilate, Herod, or Caiaphas knew.  God’s story was John’s story; and we’re in the 

same story still…and we have a part to play! The right thing to do in light of God’s story and the 

coming Messiah is…REPENT! 

 

3. “Repentance is Good @ews!” It’s only good if you repent. Luke 3:7-14, 

18 
Knowing that our story is part of God’s bigger story (and his story sweeps through Creation, 

Fall, Redemption and will someday end in New Creation) gives us a better and proper context to 

understand John’s message.  And his message was clear: “Repentance is good news!” But how 

can repentance be good news?!  

 

Look again at 3:18 (just so you know I’m making this up). 

So with many other exhortations he preached good news to the people. 

 

Now look at 3:7-9. Read 3:7-9. 

 

John’s exhortations in vv 7-9 were good news. To the crowd back then and us today, 

“repentance” may seem like “bad news” but that’s only because we probably don’t want to 

repent of/ turn away from something we love! And John says that the stuff we love more than 

repentance will bring God’s wrath, not mercy.  

 

a. False Repentance: a religious resume, 3:7-9  
So John tells the crowd, that there are 2 kinds of repentance, True and False repentance. First he 

warns them about the dangers of false repentance.  

 

Calling a bunch of first-century Jews, a “brood of vipers” was more than an insult. Calling them 

“sons of snakes” was more than a wilderness metaphor, it was a theological statement. As Jews 
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they would have known and believed the books of Moses…and the story of the Garden and how 

the Serpent had deceived Eve and led her and Adam to commit treason against God, to sin. They 

would have known how the seed of the woman would be at war against the seed of the serpent. 

He was saying that they were “children of the devil”! But then again, Jesus himself gave the 

same assessment to the unrepentant religious leaders (Matthew 12:34; John 4:44-45). How fitting 

that just as John is preparing people for the Messiah, the promised seed of the woman who would 

crush the serpents head and reverse the curse (Genesis 3:15) that John the Baptist confronts them 

with the reality that unless you’re repent, you’re still a child, a servant of satan.  

 

Most likely John is speaking to a mixture of Jews who were mostly “religious.” And he calls 

them to something radical: baptism. But Jews didn’t get baptized back then, only Gentiles, non 

Jews, who wanted become Jews! For a Jewish person to submit to John’s baptism was equal to 

saying “Being Jewish is not enough to save me from the wrath of God; I’m as lost as a Gentile.” 

This act symbolized in front of the whole world, their friends and their family that their religion 

couldn’t save them, their ethnic heritage couldn’t save them, only true repentance and faith in the 

promises of God could save them. 

 

That’s why John says that being Abrahams’ kids doesn’t cut it. It’s not enough. They thought 

that God’s promises to Abraham got them off the hook from being excluded from God’s 

promises and experiencing his wrath. They thought that God would never wipe them out or 

remove him from his plan. But John says “Don’t trust in your family tree! Because the axe is laid 

to the root of it. God will make children of Abraham from these rocks if he has too!” 

 

 

b. True Repentance: a way of life, 3:10-14 
Remarkably, God must have been at work in their hearts because they beg John to tell them more 

about this true repentance—“to bear fruits in keeping with repentance”. So we see a Q&A 

Session with John the Baptist in vv. 10-14. Read 3:10-14. 

 

Tell me, what’s true repentance look like, here? Can one simply look back to their “religious 

experience” IE baptism for proof? Walking down an aisle? Years of attending “church”? Daily 

devotions? Being a pastor?! What really counts, what really shows that repentance is real is a 

changed live, a way of life, a life of repentance.  True Repentance is a way of life, not mere 

moral reform, or reciting your religious resume. True Repentance changes the way look at and 

use our possessions, our money, our power, and other people.  

 

That’s why John tells the crowd, “If you see someone in need of clothing or food, and you’ve 

got extra…don’t ignore the need, share.” 

 

That’s why John tells the tax, or toll, collectors, “Do your job, and do it well; but don’t get 

rich by ripping people off!” 
 

That’s why John tells the soldiers, “Continue being soldiers; but don’t abuse your power or 

your people! Don’t use your low pay to rob and pillage.” 
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When Martin Luther called the entire Roman Catholic Church to repentance in his famous 95 

Theses, he started if off with this: “Our Lord and Master Jesus Christ…willed the entire life 

of believers to be one of repentance.”  

 

So here’s a trick question, should a healthy Christian find him/herself repenting more often or 

less often as the years go by? 

 

I hope that you’ll read Tim Keller’s article “All of Life is Repentance”. He offers this answer: 

 

“In religion we repent less and less often. But the more accepted and loved in the gospel 

we feel the more and more often we will be repenting….This creates a radical new 

dynamic for personal growth. The more you see your won flaws and sins, the more 

precious, electrifying, and amazing God’s grace appears to you But on the other hand, 

the more aware you are of God’s grace and acceptance in Christ, the more able you are 

to drop your denials and self-defenses and admit the true dimensions of your sin. The 

sin under all other sins is a lack of joy in Christ.”
2
 

 

John’s invitation to be baptized was not an invitation to become more religious. Christianity is 

not an invitation to become more religious. It’s an invitation to live by faith in God’s promises 

and to learn to walk in his ways. It’s an invitation to find joy in bring God glory by finding our 

joy in Christ…and not in the fleeting pleasures of sin or in the misplaced joys of loving our stuff, 

our money, our power, our comfort, our approval too much.  

 

That’s why repentance really is good news! Repentance sets the heart free. It reveals our heart’s 

treasure. And we have John to thank for preparing the hearts of Israel 2000 years ago and our 

hearts today for the greatest treasure our hearts could ever be given to…the Messiah Jesus.  

 

 

4. “The Messiah is Coming!” He’s greater than you can imagine. Luke 3:15-17 

To put it mildly, John the Baptist stood out in the crowd?! We know from the other gospels that 

John wore a camel hair leisure suit complemented by a leather sash. His diet of locust and wild 

honey certainly associated him with the poor, but more importantly links him to the prophet 

Elijah. Remember the angel Gabriel said John was going to be a spokesmen for God in the power 

and spirit of Elijah. Both Elijah and John had stern ministries in which their dress and their diet 

confirmed their message; both of them rebuked ungodly kings and called the people away from 

the idolatry of their day. But unlike Elijah, John pointed people towards Jesus. He was only a 

messanger, the carpenter’s “goffer-boy”. And he never forgot.  

 

But the Holy Spirit worked so powerfully through John that people began to wonder if maybe he 

really was the Messiah-in-disguise. 

  

a. John’s Humility, 3:15-16 

                                                 
2
 Tim Keller, “All of Life is Repentance”, p. 1. 
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With great humility he says “Absolutely not!” John hadn’t come to talk about himself; he didn’t 

try to rob the Messiah’s glory and go Toby-Keith on them, singing “Let’s Talk About Me.” Read 

3:15-16.  

 

What’s going with those sandals? There was a rule “back in the day” that a Rabbi’s assistant was 

to do every job for the Rabbi a slave would normally do, except untie the straps of his sandals. 

But John get’s it straight. He says even that is too much for him. He’s not even worthy to do the 

most demeaning job. That’s how awesome the Messiah is compared to him. 

 

b. Jesus’ Greatness, 3:16-17 
So in seeing John’s humility we’re drawn to the Messiah Jesus’ greatness. And we see in two 

ways: 1. Who he is and 2. What he will do. 

 

We don’t get too much information today about who the Messiah will be and do—that’s what the 

rest of the gospel of Luke is for! But we get just enough that we should clearly follow John’s 

advice and follow Jesus. 

 

• John baptized with water…Jesus would baptize with Spirit and fire.  

• John called people to repentance… Jesus would judge between true and false 

repentance. 

• John talked about the axe laid at the root of the tree… Jesus will swing the axe. 

• John threatened hypocrites… Jesus alone will separate the righteous and the 

wicked, the repentant and the unrepentant. 

• John preached good news… Jesus is the good news. 

 

We desperately need to see what John saw in Jesus! We need to see excellent greatness that 

caused John to respond with such profound and life-altering humility! We will not respond in 

true repentance until we truly see the Person who is worthy of our repentance. As Thomas 

Watson said, “Till sin be bitter, Christ will not be sweet.”  

 

We desperately need to realize our ultimate sin truly is “a lack of joy in Christ”. Otherwise… 

• We will toy with false repentance—sorry for the consequences of sin, but not sorry for 

the sin itself.  

• We will continue to play religious games—hiding, minimizing or blaming others for our 

sin. 

 

Repentance is good news because through repentance we get Jesus! So if repentance doesn’t 

seem like good news it’s probably because you love something or someone more than Jesus. In 

that case, you need to preach the gospel to your lust. No one says it better than John Owen: 

 

Look on him whom you have pierced, and let it trouble you. Say to your soul. What 

have I done?  What love, what mercy, what blood, what grace have I despised and 

trampled on!  Is this the return I make to the Father for his love, to the Son for his 

blood, to the Holy Ghost for his grace?  Do I thus requite the Lord?  Have I defiled the 

heart that Christ died to wash, that the blessed Spirit has chosen to dwell in?  And can I 

keep myself out of the dust?  What can I say to the dear Lord Jesus?  How shall I hold 
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up my head with any boldness before him?  Do I account communion with him of so 

little value, that for this vile lust’s sake I have scarce left him any room in my heart?  

How shall I escape if I neglect so great salvation?  In the meantime, what shall I say to 

the Lord?   Love, mercy, grace, goodness, peace, joy, consolation—I have despised them 

all, and esteemed them as a thing of naught, that I might harbor a lust in my heart.  

Have I obtained a view of God’s fatherly countenance, that I might behold his face and 

provoke him to his face?  Was my soul washed, that room might be made for new 

defilements?  Shall I endeavor to disappoint the end of the death of Christ?  Shall I 

daily grieve that Spirit whereby I am sealed to the day of redemption? Allow your 

conscience to consider these things everyday.”
3
 

 

 

5. Conclusion 
The economic prophets are telling us that the mountains of financial stability are falling all 

around us. And many of us have been altered our lives because of it—we’ve repented. But God’s 

word and God’s prophet John have warned us of a far more important upheaval. Jesus’ coming 

signaled that God keeps his promises and there is coming a day when every mountain will be 

leveled and every valley will be raised, when every high, arrogant, and unrepentant heart will be 

judged by King Jesus and every low, humble, and repentant heart will be rewarded. My friends, 

repent and believe this good news. 

 

Pray: 

 

God our Father work in us a more profound and abiding repentance. 

Give us the fullness of godly grief that trembles and fears, 

 Yet ever trust and loves, 

Which is ever powerful and ever confident; 

Grant that through the tears of repentance I may see more clearly 

 The brightness and glories of the saving cross. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
3
 John Owen, Overcoming Sin and Temptation, 105. 


