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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 As I was thinking about the sermon this week, I thought that I might 

introduce it by saying that in the lesson today we come to the start of John 

the Baptist’s ministry—but then it occurred to me that such is not the case.  

The ministry of John began some thirty years earlier when, still in the womb, 

he leapt up for joy when Mary, newly pregnant with Jesus, visited his mother 

Elizabeth.  From before his birth John had prophesied and his message 

remained the same throughout his life.  He always and ever pointed away 

from himself to the Lord Jesus, proclaiming, “Behold the Lamb of God, who 

takes away the sin of the world.” 

 What we have in our lesson today is not the beginning of John’s 

ministry, but the beginning of his public ministry.  For this ministry he had 

spent years alone in the desert in rigorous, spiritual preparation and now, 

dressed just like Elijah and speaking with the forcefulness of that prophet of 

old in fulfilment of the prophecy of Malachi that ends the Old Testament, he 

bursts onto the scene to awaken the people to their need for conversion and 

to introduce them to the Messiah.   

Let’s turn to our lesson.  In the first verses we will see why it was that Israel 

needed waking up from her spiritual torpor.  Luke writes,  



 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—during 

the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John 

son of Zechariah in the desert.     

The political leaders Luke names were noted for little other than their 

corruption and degeneracy.  Let me give you some background.  In the first 

verse you’ll see the name of Herod, tetrarch of Galilee.  This is not King 

Herod who was on the throne when Jesus was born, the one who ordered the 

slaughter of the boy babies at Bethlehem.  It was a son of his, as was the 

Philip mentioned.  When King Herod the Great died shortly after the birth of 

Jesus, his kingdom was divided up among his sons.  His son Archelaus was 

given the territory of Judea, along with Samaria to the north and Idumea to 

the south.  He was such a nasty, brutal and corrupt ruler that not even the 

Romans could stand him.  He was deposed and sent off into early retirement. 

The territory he ruled was given over to a governor from Rome.  Pontius 

Pilate was the fifth governor in that line.  The Herod mentioned in our 

lesson, who was also known as Herod Antipas, was given the territory of 

Galilee which he ruled as a tetrarch.  The word “tetrarch” literally means 

“ruler of a fourth.”  A fourth part of a kingdom, that is.  A tetrarch is 



someone we would call a prince.  Philip, known also as Herod Philip, was 

given Iturea and Traconitis, a territory north of Galilee.  Lysanias, of whom 

we basically know nothing, was given Abilene to rule.  Abilene was to the 

west of Damascus.   

 Now if the political rulers of the land were brutal and corrupt, so too 

were the religious authorities.  Luke mentions the high priests Annas and 

Caiaphas.  Annas was high priest from the year 6AD to the year 15AD.  Four 

of his sons then served in the office of high priest in quick succession.  In the 

year 18AD his son-in- law Caiaphas became high priest of Israel, a post he 

held until the year 36AD.  Now there could only be one high priest in Israel 

at a time.  That Luke speaks of the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas 

together indicates that while he did not hold the official title, Annas was the 

power behind the scene.  The priesthood of Israel had become a den of 

nepotism and corruption.   

 Looking at the situation, with wickedness on every side, a person 

could be moved to despair.  But don’t fret.  I like very much what J. C. Ryle 

has to say about this.  He wrote, 

The earth seemed to be given into the hands of the wicked.  When such were 

the rulers, what must the people have been?--Such was the state of things 



when Christ’s forerunner was commissioned to begin preaching.  Such were 

the times when the first foundation of Christ’s church was brought out and 

laid.   We may truly say that God’s ways are not our ways.   

 Let us learn never to despair about the cause of God’s truth, however 

black and unfavourable its prospects may appear.  At the very time when 

things seem hopeless, God may be preparing a mighty deliverance…. The 

darkest hour of the night is often that which just precedes day. 

 Into this dark world a ray of light dawned.  John the Baptist was given 

the word of God and in the Spirit’s power he “went into all the country 

around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of 

sins.”  And so it was that the prophecy of Isaiah given so many years earlier 

was fulfilled.  Isaiah had said this to his people: 

 A voice of one calling in the desert, “Prepare the way for the Lord, 

make straight paths for him.  Every valley shall be filled in, every mountain 

and hill made low.  The crooked roads shall become straight, the rough ways 

smooth.  And all mankind will see God’s salvation.” 

That was, in the first instance, a prophecy indicating that though the people 

of Israel would be taken into captivity in Babylon, a long captivity and hard, 



a way back home from Babylon to Jerusalem would be made.  God would 

lead them through desert ways back home to Zion.  In the second place, 

though, with the preaching of John, we find that the return of the captives 

from Babylon is a figure or a type of a much greater release.  It points to the 

release that Jesus brings as he takes us from the bondage of sin and brings us 

home to the Father’s house.  It is a picture of the Lord taking us from the 

kingdom of darkness into the kingdom of light, from the kingdom of death 

into the kingdom of life, from the place of sin and despair into the realms of 

holiness and victory.   

 John preached a baptism “of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.”  

Now baptism was not something entirely new to Israel.  They had any 

number of ceremonies in which they had to wash to make themselves 

ritually clean.  There were ritual washings that needed to take place after 

childbirth, or after someone had touched a dead body.  And there was this as 

well: When Gentile converts sought to become Israelites, because they were 

regarded as unclean they had to be baptised—washed.  When John calls for 

Israelites to be baptised, he is saying to them, “Look: spiritually speaking 

you are no better off than Gentiles.  You are just as dirty.  Don’t fool 

yourselves.  You need to be washed too.  You must openly acknowledge 

your sins and turn from them.  You need to undergo a radical change of mind 



and heart that completely turns your life around.  Break with the evil past 

while you still can and start to live a fruitful life that is pleasing to God.  And 

let this outward washing be the sign of that inward change.”     

 Thousands flocked to the Jordan to hear him preach.  After all, there 

had been no voice from God to Israel in four hundred years.  Thousands 

came and thousands were baptised, committing themselves to the ways of 

the Lord.  But there were many coming to him who were insincere.  John 

had a word for them too: 

 You brood of vipers!  Who warned you to flee from the coming 

wrath?  Produce fruit in keeping with repentance.  And do not begin to say to 

yourselves, “We have Abraham as our father.”  For I tell you that out of 

these stones God can raise up children for Abraham.  The axe is already at 

the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be 

cut down and thrown into the fire. 

John was not “seeker sensitive.”  He was not afraid to bruise feelings and he 

didn’t care to tickle itchy ears with soothing and empty words.  He spoke 

with a holy boldness.  He spoke plainly of the wrath of God.  He lifted up 

the truth about the reality of hell and its dangers.   



We need more of such preaching today.  For too long many pulpits have 

been silent on the subject.  The watchmen have not been awake on the city 

walls, but have slumbered away.  “But Ken,” you might say, “such preaching 

is so unsophisticated and fundamentalist.  And when you get right down to 

it, you can’t scare a person into heaven.”  Now I quite agree with that.  It is 

unsophisticated and plain and you can’t be scared into heaven.  But it is also 

true that no one will flee God’s wrath until he sees there is real cause to be 

afraid.  No one will seek heaven until he is convinced that there is a risk of 

his falling into hell.  And beloved, that risk is real and it is a risk that you 

may be running right now and I promise you, on the authority of God 

himself, that if you are not right with the Lord, when you die you will go to 

hell and everlasting punishment and sorrow will be your portion.  And it will 

be your own fault.   

   

Let me say this about God’s wrath.  The wrath of God is his settled 

indignation against sin that ever rests upon the unregenerate sinner.  His 

wrath is experienced here and now, in this life.  His wrath will be 

experienced in its fullness in the future when the Lord comes a second time.  

It is a wrath that cannot be escaped, because the Lord cannot be escaped.  

Psalm 139 is a blessed psalm of comfort for all those who know and love the 

Lord.  It promises that no matter where we are or what trials we face, our 



God will be there to comfort and bless, to glorify and to bring us safely 

home.  But it is also a psalm of utter horror and distress for those who cling 

to their sin and want nothing to do with a holy God.   

Lord, you have searched me and you know me. 

You know when I sit and when I rise; 

you perceive my thoughts from afar. 

You discern my going out and my lying down; 

you are familiar with all my ways. 

Before a word is on my tongue 

you know it completely, O Lord. 

God searches the heart, so he knows our inmost thoughts.  We cannot hide  

from him on the inside.  And there is nowhere outside we can hide either: 

Where can I go from your Spirit? 

Where can I flee from your presence? 

If I go up to the heavens, you are there; 

if I make my bed in the depths, you are there. 

  If I rise on the wings of the dawn, 

if I settle on the far side of the sea, 

even there your hand will guide me, 



your right hand will hold me fast. 

If I say, “Surely the darkness will hide me 

and the light become night around me,” 

even the darkness will not be dark to you; 

the night will shine like the day, 

for darkness is as light to you. 

Beloved, one way or another everyone is going to have to deal with God.  

And without genuine conversion, there will be no escaping his wrath.  Don’t 

fool yourselves.  “But I have Abraham as my father.”  “I am a church 

member.”  “I have a godly mother and father and godly friends.”  These 

things are well and good, but they will not save you.  Our old friend Martin 

Luther once remarked that there are two things that everybody has to do 

alone.  We believe by ourselves and we die by ourselves.  Nobody can do 

these things for us.  And so I ask: Do you have a personal, saving 

relationship with Jesus Christ?  Has he given you a godly, repentant heart?  

Has the Holy Spirit’s inward change of you brought about outward actions 

that glorify God—generosity, fairness, thoughtfulness, contentment?  The 

axe is now at the root.  Now is the time to repent, while it still remains the 

day of grace. 



 John preached “a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.”  

Now I want to be very clear here, so as to avoid any mistake.  John is 

preaching a salvation that is by God’s grace alone.  He is not suggesting that 

repentance is a human work that earns or merits the forgiveness of God.  He 

is not saying that if we repent God then will look favourably upon us.  He 

knows that repentance does not merit forgiveness and forms no part of the 

price of our redemption.  It is only by God’s grace, provided in the sacrifice 

of Jesus and applied to the heart by the Holy Spirit, that anyone is saved.  

That is why we just sang the words of Augustus Toplady: 

Could my zeal no respite know, 

Could my tears forever flow, 

All for sin could not atone; 

Thou must save, and thou alone.  

You can think of it this way.  John’s ministry was entirely due to the working 

of the Holy Spirit.  The Spirit prepared John.  The Spirit called John.  The 

Spirit gave John the words to say.  And John preached not in his own 

strength but in the Spirit’s power.  And through this preaching the Holy 

Spirit effectually brought the conviction of sin to the hearts of those marked 

for salvation.  The Spirit gave them grace to believe and grace to repent and 

grace to live godly in Christ and grace to persevere until their journey was 



over and they had reached their God and their true home.  Salvation is of 

God from first to last.   

 But look: while repentance does not save, no one is saved who is not 

repentant.  It is the same with works.  You are not saved by works.  You are 

saved by grace.  But nobody who is truly saved is without works.  If you 

have been saved you will live in a way that is pleasing to the Father.  If you 

have been saved, you will have a repentant heart that produces “fruit in 

keeping with repentance.”  When those in the crowds asked John what that 

meant, this is what he said: 

 “What should we do then?” the crowd asked. 

 John answered, “The man with two tunics should share with him who 

has none, and the one who has food should do the same.” 

 Tax collectors also came to be baptised.  “Teacher,” they asked, “what 

should we do?” 

 “Don’t collect any more than you are required to,” he told them. 

 Then some soldiers asked him, “And what should we do?” 

 He replied, “Don’t extort money and accuse people falsely—be 

content with your pay.” 

I like what Kent Hughes says here.  He writes, 



 It is significant that all three sections of advice have to do with money 

and material possessions.  Private citizens are to share with others, tax 

collectors are not to take more than is proper, and soldiers are not to extort 

money.   

 The Holy Spirit through John is telling us that the way we hold on to 

money and material things in relationship to others is a good indicator of the 

authenticity and health of our spiritual lives.  Therefore, we must understand 

that high among the observable fruit that is “in keeping with repentance” is a 

giving, generous spirit. 

 Do we want to have an accurate evaluation of the state of our 

spirituality?  Here are some biblical tests: 

 Are we generous with our possessions?  Do we share our homes, our 

cars, our clothing, our food with others—joyfully?  Or are we loath to share?  

Do we always push for more and then grasp it tightly? 

 Do we enjoy giving to family, friends, and, more significantly, those 

in need?  Do we give regularly and sacrificially to the Lord?  If you are a 

Christian but do not give regularly to the Lord, if you are tight, if you find it 

difficult to give to God, you are in spiritual trouble, and possibly you are not 

even a Christian at all.  We must each do regular self-checks, including me. 



With John the dawn begins to break and the darkness begins to disperse.  

Old ways are cast aside as a new and living way is preached and received.  

The path John prepares may look difficult, but for those who walk in that 

way it is the path, not of denial, but of fulfilment, not of heartache but of joy, 

not of despair but of service.  It is the path to everlasting life.  So walk upon 

it, and live.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN. 


