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Joyful Repentance  Luke 3:1-14  12/10/17 

 Advent is an odd sort of season on the church calendar.  With its 

emphasis on the first and second coming of Jesus and the ministry of John 

the Baptist, it is totally out-of-synch with the larger culture, which is hell-

bent on buying gifts, decorating, and baking for Christmas!  In fact, one 

member of our congregation who shall remain anonymous- although I know 

her very well…and she lives with me… Anyway, this anonymous church 

member once said this about Advent, “Only ministers think of Advent as 

being about John the Baptist and the second coming of Christ.  The rest of 

us are putting tinsel on the tree!”  Point taken. 

 And yet, there is something about John the Baptist’s preparation for 

Jesus’ coming that still speaks to us today as we prepare to celebrate 

Christ’s coming. 

 The story of John the Baptist’s ministry is told in all four gospels.  

Here’s how Luke tells the story.  In the fifteenth year of the reign of 

Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, and Herod 

was ruler of Galilee, and his brother Philip ruler of the region of Ituraea and 

Trachonitis, and Lysanias ruler of Abilene, 2during the high priesthood of 

Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in 

the wilderness.  Let me pause here to point out that Luke, the writer, was a 

very good historian.  Here, he wanted to be sure we understand that the 
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story he is telling is rooted in real history, in the 15th year of the reign of a 

real Roman emperor, Tiberius, when Herod was ruler of Galilee.  That puts 

the date at 29 A.D.  This is not a “once-upon-a-time” fairy tale; This is a 

real, historical account.  Luke continues.  3He (John) went into all the region 

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

of sins, (Lk. 3:1-3) 

 This is an unusual message for a Jewish preacher.  He calls the 

Jewish people to repent, to turn away from their sins and toward another, 

life-giving way of living, so that their sins would be forgiven.  The message 

was odd because ancient Jews regarded themselves as the most holy 

people in the world!  They followed God’s law scrupulously.  What did they 

need to repent of?  Further, baptism was usually reserved for Gentiles who 

were converting to Judaism.  But here, the call to baptism was directed 

toward Jews.  It’s almost as if John is treating Jews as though they are the 

same as Gentiles!  Hmmm.  We’ll talk more about repentance later, but 

let’s continue with Luke’s description of John the Baptist.   

4as it is written in the book of the words of the prophet Isaiah, “The 

voice of one crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, 

make his paths straight. 5Every valley shall be filled, and every mountain 

and hill shall be made low, and the crooked shall be made straight, and the 

rough ways made smooth;6and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.’”  
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(Luke 3:4-6) If you’ve ever sung Handel’s Messiah, these words are 

probably familiar to you.  Here, John identifies himself with a person that 

the prophet, Isaiah, talked about.  Someone who would prepare the way for 

the coming Messiah.  Isaiah used the image of a great road being prepared 

for the coming king to travel on.  Valleys would be filled, and mountains cut 

down to level the road, and the curves would be straightened.  And when 

the Messiah comes, “all flesh” (not just God’s chosen people), “all flesh 

shall see the salvation of God.”  So how should people prepare for the 

coming King?  Luke continues with John’s message.  

7John said 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? 8Bear 

fruits worthy of repentance. Do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have 

Abraham as our ancestor’; for I tell you, God is able from these stones to 

raise up children to Abraham. 9Even now the ax is lying at the root of the 

trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and 

thrown into the fire.” (Luke 3:7-9) 

Well, Merry Christmas to you!  John doesn’t pull any punches, does 

he?  He says that wrath is coming on those who oppose the Messiah’s 

ways by what they say and by how they live.  The only possible way to 

escape from this wrath is to “Bear fruits worthy of repentance.”  In other 

words, turn from the way they are living, and live in such a way that their 
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repentance is obvious to anyone observing them.  He warns them not to 

count on the fact that they are descendants of Abraham, part of the chosen 

people of God, to save themselves.  It’s not that simple, John announces!  

And, in case they are wondering exactly how John wants them to change 

their lives, he spells it out for them. 

10And the crowds asked him, “What then should we do?” 11In reply he said 

to them, “Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has none; 

and whoever has food must do likewise.” 12Even tax collectors came to be 

baptized, and they asked him, “Teacher, what should we do?”13He said to 

them, “Collect no more than the amount prescribed for you.”14Soldiers also 

asked him, “And we, what should we do?” He said to them, “Do not extort 

money from anyone by threats or false accusation, and be satisfied with 

your wages.” (Luke 3:10-14)   

John sets a pretty high bar, doesn’t he?  He advocates radical 

sharing and giving to the needy, stellar business ethics, and he forbids the 

abuse of power. 

 As we prepare to celebrate the coming of Jesus into the world, John’s 

words speak to us.  Just as John proclaimed the need for people to prepare 

for Jesus’ first coming; our carols call us to do the same thing today.  “Let 

every heart prepare him room,” we sing in “Joy to the World.”  Or, how 

about these words from “O Little Town of Bethlehem?”  “O holy child of 
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Bethlehem, descend to us we pray;  Cast out our sin and enter in, be born 

in us today.”  These carols echo John’s call for personal repentance as a 

way to prepare for Christ’s coming. 

 But repentance has gone out of fashion, hasn’t it?  In Christian 

Smith’s book, “Soul Searching:  The Religious and Spiritual Lives of 

American Teenagers,” Smith notes that although many teenagers report 

praying frequently, their prayers are mostly focused on meeting their own 

needs.  Although they find peace and comfort from prayer, repentance, 

long an essential Christian practice, is almost totally missing.  And I 

suspect young people aren’t much different from the rest of us in that 

respect. 

 Repentance assumes that we have sinned.  Many of us would rather 

not acknowledge that fact!  Those caught up in the recent sexual 

harassment and assault scandals have either denied that they did anything 

wrong, in spite of significant, credible evidence to the contrary (like Roy 

Moore), or have issued anemic, general apologies in which they minimize 

their wrong-doing (like Sen. Al Franken this week.)  In an interview with 

Anderson Cooper, then-candidate Trump was asked, “Have you ever 

sought forgiveness from God?”  His reply: “Why do I have to, you know, 

repent?  Why do I have to ask for forgiveness if you’re not making 
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mistakes?  I work hard.  I’m an honorable person.”  It’s hard to admit our 

sin!  

That great theologian, Bill Murray, explains why.  He spoke in an 

interview about how he has now entered a painful part of his life- honestly 

looking at himself.  He notes that this is hard for any of us, “What stops any 

of us (from examining ourselves) is we’re kind of really ugly if we look really 

hard.  We’re not who we think we are.  We’re not as wonderful as we think 

we are.  It’s a little bit of a shock.  It’s hard.”  “Amen!” John the Baptist 

would say.  Repentance begins by admitting the truth about ourselves, that 

we are deeply flawed beings, in thought, word, and deed.  But it goes even 

deeper than that. 

 C.S. Lewis said this about repentance, “Now repentance is no fun at 

all.  It is something much harder than merely eating humble pie.  It means 

unlearning all the self-conceit and self-will that we have been training 

ourselves into for thousands of years.  It means undergoing a kind of 

death.”  Lewis is spot on.  Repentance leads to a kind of death of the false 

illusions we have about ourselves, and then it must lead to new ways of 

thinking and living.  Or, it isn’t real repentance.   

 Now, you may be thinking, “Dave, although it sounds perfectly awful, I 

can see how honestly evaluating ourselves, though painful, might be good 

for us.  And turning away from our flaws, our entrenched sinful patterns, 
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and living in a new way, is what God expects of us.  But why on earth did 

you call it “joyful repentance” in the sermon title?  I mean, no one likes 

change, except for…a wet baby!  So, why would repentance ever be 

joyful?”  I’m glad you asked that question! 

 God’s call to repent assumes that we have sinned.  And we have.  

You have.  I have.  The elders and deacons we’re about to ordain have.  

And what makes sin so hard to give up is that often our sin is an attempt to 

meet a legitimate need.  We want to feel valuable or important, so we 

gossip about others.  We want to feel secure, so we continue to 

accumulate more and more wealth, with little regard for God’s call to give 

sacrificially.  We don’t want to look foolish, so we lie about ourselves.  We 

crave intimacy, so we engage in sex outside of marriage.  We want to feel 

morally superior, so we refuse to forgive a wrong done to us.  You get the 

point.  Often sin is trying to meet legitimate needs in illegitimate ways.  

That’s why letting go of sin is so hard!  We’re afraid our needs will go 

unmet, making us miserable. 

 So, the core question is this, “Do we really trust God with our lives?”  

Do we trust God to meet our needs if we turn from the wrong ways we 

count on to meet those needs, and learn new ways of living?  And, as hard 

as it is, I think the decision to repent, to turn from these harmful ways of 

living, and to trust God to provide for us, is a real relief to us!  Deep down, 
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we know that certain things are not right, are not healthy for us, or are 

harmful to other people.  And, we don’t want to be the kind of person who 

does those things.  And so, deciding to turn from those things resonates 

with the person God is calling us to be, and that is a cause for joy!  You are 

a new creation, after all!  Remember?  Joyful repentance. 

 So I join with John the Baptist in calling you to trust God enough to 

leave behind ways of thinking and living that are not what God has in mind 

for you, and to begin thinking and living in ways that fulfill the purposes for 

which God made you.  What are the things for which you need to repent?  

Things both done and left undone.  Do you trust God enough to leave them 

behind?  I hope so! 


