
Presenting… Repenting
Luke 3:1-20

How do you prepare for a flood coming?  If you hear the news that a flood is 
on the way, and you get that it’s going to directly affect you, then you prepare 
as best you can for it.  With the flood comes one thing - destruction and ruin.  
So the preparations are to keep the thing at bay and stop it from affecting you 
too much - sandbags, moving the furniture upstairs, those little blue gates in 
the doorways.

How do you prepare for God coming?  If you hear the news that God is on 
the way, and you get that it’s going to directly affect you, then you prepare for 
His arrival as best you can.  With the coming of God’s Son - Jesus Christ, 
Luke has told us - comes one of two things.

It’s either judgement for the abandonment of the God who made us and all 
the self-focused activity of our lives that follows from that, resulting in 
destruction and ruin.  Or it’s rescue from a life without God, into a life lived to 
the fullest with open eyes, a free heart, and an eternal timescale, resulting in 
life and wholeness.  What makes the difference is if you are prepared or not.

In Luke 3:1-20, John the Baptist came to announce the coming of God 
Himself into this world.  He came to roll out the red carpet for the Almighty 
Creator here in the sphere of humanity.  And he brought the message that 
this overwhelming coming of God needed to be prepared for.

vv.1-2 set the historical context for us.  For the Star Wars fans amongst us, 
these first two verses are like the yellow writing that scrolls at the start of the 
films, setting the big picture scene for what’s happening in the whole galaxy.  
Then the camera pans down to focus on a man in a desert, whose opening 
scene is going to set up the arrival of the main character to come later on.

Now, Luke is writing just like the opening passages of the prophets of the Old 
Testament.  They would say, ‘In the nth year of King x, the word of the Lord 
came to y.’  And that’s how we’d know that y was a prophet.  Someone that 
had news to bring us from God.

Luke is telling us, John the Baptist was a prophet.  The last of them, in fact.  
This group of people who for centuries between them had been pointing 
forward to what God would do through a Rescuer that He would send.  vv.4-6 
quote Isaiah 40:3-5, a passage that predicted the coming of a prophet who 
would prepare the way for the arrival of God Himself in the world.
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And how did John do that?  3:3 tells us what God wants John to do to get 
people ready for His coming - ‘He went into all the country around the Jordan, 
preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.’  Throughout 
Luke’s gospel and his sequel, Acts, these three things are linked.  Baptism.  
Repentance.  Forgiveness of sins.

You’ll see it in Jesus’ instructions for His Church’s mission in the last chapter 
of Luke and the first chapter of Acts.  You’ll see it in Peter’s first great sermon 
in Acts 2.  You’ll see it in the narratives of people coming to faith throughout 
the book of Acts - they repent and are baptised for the forgiveness of sins.

And it leads to a fourth thing that Luke consistently links these three with - 
something that people receive from God when they have been prepared for 
His coming to them - the gift of the Holy Spirit.  Peter sums it up perfectly in 
that sermon I just mentioned.  In Acts 2:38, Peter says…

‘Repent and be baptised, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for 
the forgiveness of your sins.  And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.’

The first thing is, repent.  We’ll look at what John shows us that means this 
morning.  Everything else is linked to that preparation.  Baptism, as the sign 
that repentance has happened.  If you’ve repented, you get baptised - simple 
as that.  And the forgiveness of sins.  You become, in the sight of God, a 
pure, innocent, swept-clean and suitably prepared place for Him to move into 
- and that’s what receiving the Holy Spirit is.

We read about the same dynamic back here at the start of it all in Luke 3.  
John prepares people with the message of repentance for the forgiveness of 
sins and baptises people as they accept it.  And it’s Jesus, John says in v.16, 
who comes as God Himself to bring the Holy Spirit as a gift to those who are 
thus prepared.

Do you think that God has moved into your life?  Why?  Are there any more 
preparations that you need to make?

So what does John mean by ‘repentance’?  I’ve probably lost count of the 
number of times we’ve mentioned this in a Sunday sermon.  Very simply, to 
repent means to ‘change direction’ or ‘change your mind.’  To do a U-turn.
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But John, as a prophet in the style of the Old Testament, has something to 
add.  When the prophets spoke about repenting, they had a specific direction 
to point people to.  They said, ‘turn to God.’

It’s perfectly possible for a human being to think to themselves, ‘My life is not 
going right.  I need to change.  I need to stop heading in that direction, and try 
another way.’  People repent, in that sense, all the time.  Especially at this 
time of year.

There’s a million little changes of direction every January.  But if ‘changing 
direction’ just means ‘I’ve tried that, and it’s wrong/damaging/empty/
dislikeable; so I’ll try something else instead,’ that’s not the repentance that 
God is speaking to us about through John.

Giving up trying to be a doctor so you can become an engineer is not going to 
cut it.  Giving up a relationship to try a different one is not going to fix you.  
Trying drugs instead of drink to satisfy your thirst for life isn’t going to work.  
Leaving one place to go somewhere else won’t fill the void.

God’s message through His prophets, His Son, and His church is - ‘stop 
turning your back to me, and turn to me.  Repent.  Turn your back on all the 
things that I want nothing to do with, and come find forgiveness and true 
fullness of life with me.’

Repentance is as simple and yet as difficult as genuinely saying sorry to 
anybody always is.  It is to admit - to God’s face - that you have been at fault 
in being apart from Him, and in the way you’ve lived that’s so different to what 
He wants.  It is to say, as a real sorry always means, ‘I’m giving that up now.’  
And it is to recognise that when you start heading back to those old ways, it’s 
not okay, and you’re going to turn from them every time. 

Now, the way John shares this message with us in vv.7-9 has a lot to teach 
us about repentance.  First of all, John says that repentance is necessary.  
Every human being needs to turn to God, very deliberately, on their part.

In vv.7-9, John addresses people who think they’re ‘in’ with God.  Jewish 
people who think ‘Abraham is our Father, so we’re already in God’s family.’  
John shakes them up, not just by calling them a ‘brood of vipers,’ but by 
telling them that God can make children for Abraham out of the stones of the 
ground if He wants them.
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The point was, there was no privileged position for those who grew up in the 
right home or country.  These people would need to repent and deliberately 
turn to God as much as anyone else.

You’re not in with God because you were born in a ‘Christian country’ (which 
some people still insist we are!)  God is not resident in your life because 
you’ve grown up with people who follow Jesus.  Teenagers, you need to 
make your own decision, and God calls you to turn to Him for yourself.

You are not prepared for the coming of God Almighty to you and this world, 
either because you’ve just started coming to church, or because you have 
done for the last 80 years.  Church members, your church service attendance 
record over the last several decades is not sitting on God’s desk waiting to be 
framed or rubber stamped.  He wants you to turn to Him.

John told these people: ‘Wake up!  You need to repent for yourselves, 
otherwise this life in community with God’s people and the baptism you’re 
coming for to enter into that will be of no use to you.’

Secondly, John says that repentance is for everybody.  When John says that 
God can make children for Abraham out of these stones, he is telling the 
Jewish people he’s talking to that God can cut a family from any rock He 
likes, not just the hills of Judea.  The good news of baptism, repentance and 
the forgiveness of sins (because that’s what Luke calls it in v.18 - good news) 
is for every tribe, tongue and nation.

Luke hints at this worldwide reach in God’s message in v.1, by making this 
desert story matter to the larger world.  And he quotes the Isaiah passage at 
greater length than other gospel writers do, to include this line from Isaiah 
40:5 - ‘And all mankind will see God’s salvation.’

God’s message through John, Jesus, and the church that followed after them 
is ‘every human being needs to repent.  And the good news is that every 
human being can repent.  Everyone is welcome to turn back to God and be 
forgiven.’

So all those people who think that they don’t need to heed this call to repent - 
whether it’s because they’re in church, or because they’re not - are wrong, 
God says.

Thirdly, John shows us that repentance is urgent.  Look at how John brings 
this message to people.  I’m struck by how different it is to the way I do it, and 
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the way most of us in polite 21st century postmodern politically correct culture 
do it.

We want to tell people about the need to turn to God and the forgiveness that 
comes with it.  We want them to accept it.  So we take a softly, softly 
approach.  We build up to it, we try to be as nice as possible along the way, 
we certainly don’t want to in any way offend the people we’re talking to, 
because then they might not like us or might not want to hear any more.

That’s not how John did it.  When people turn up with him who show half an 
interest in what he’s got to say, or indeed who are ready to literally take the 
plunge, he opens with, ‘you brood of vipers!’  Charming, no?

John likens the coming crowds to a bunch of snakes who scuttle out of dark 
hidden corners when fire arrives in their dark den.  He challenges them as 
people who don’t really think they need to change, but have just been moved 
to join in with this whole repenting and baptising thing because they felt 
uncomfortable with the heat they were feeling.

John doesn’t pussyfoot around.  He’s got no interest in entertaining people’s 
shallow reasons for being baptised into this new movement.  He’d rather cut 
to the chase and cut to the heart, because he knows there is no time for 
sugar coating the very stark call to turn to God, be forgiven, and be changed.

If a flood is hitting Aberdeenshire, there’s no time to gradually and politely 
sound people out a bit to see whether they might like to hear about how 
they’d feel about the idea of a flood coming, then share a little bit about how 
to prepare for this flood and then tell them more a few weeks from now.  You 
just shake people awake and tell them that a flood is coming, so they can 
prepare urgently.

If God Himself is coming to this world in Jesus Christ, and He’s going to do 
what John tells us He will do in v.17, then there’s no time to package 
repentance in glossy advertising.

v.17 tells us a reality about Jesus’ purpose in this world that we tend to ignore 
or put in small print.  Jesus will sort the wheat from the chaff.  His coming into 
this world will divide people.  Those who are prepared for God to take root in 
their lives through baptism, repentance and the forgiveness of sins will be 
gathered to life.  Those who aren’t will be burned up as chaff.
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The rescue is good, the news about forgiveness of sins is good, because we 
are sinners.  And the repentance that prepares us to receive forgiveness and 
the presence of God in our lives is urgent.

Have you ‘repented’ - that is, deliberately turned from an old life to God?  
How do you know?

Fourthly and finally this morning, repentance is evidenced.  Any old fool with 
a set of lips and the power of speech can say ‘I have turned to God and given 
up my old life.’  But John says in vv.8-9 what Jesus would also say later.  
Repentance ‘produces good fruit.’  A life that’s turned to God is evidenced in 
our actions, not our words.

So in vv.10-14, we find a series of different kinds of people asking the 
question that most of us ask.  ‘What should we do then?’  That’s what 
everybody wonders, isn’t it?  What should we do?  The teenager about to 
leave school.  The worker in a dilemma about their job and how it relates to 
their faith.  The retired person wondering ‘what next for me?’

The people asking John the question are asking not just for a sense of 
guidance about what God would like them to do in life, but what they can do 
that shows their life is a repenting life - one that’s turned to God with its back 
to things that God wants to be far from.

So, what should we Christians - we repenting, forgiven, baptised people - do?  
John’s answers in vv.10-14 give us some clues as to what a life turned to God 
looks like, and how we know that that’s what we have now.

Firstly, all of John’s answers are to do with the biggest thing on God’s heart 
after people making God the biggest thing in their hearts - social justice.  The 
sharing of possessions from those who have to those who don’t, honest 
dealings in money and authority, giving up any abuse of power - these are 
what John talks about.

It’s not ‘make sure you’re at two church events a week’ or ‘read as many 
Christian books as you can.’  The evidence of a repenting life is not in pious 
stuff, but socially transformative stuff.

Secondly, there is a bigger principle behind each of the answers he gives of 
changing our attitudes from ‘what can I get out of this?’ to ‘how can I treat 
others well?’
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If I’ve got two of something, I could keep them both because I like them.  Or I 
could give one to someone who doesn’t have one because he could do with 
it.  I could cheat people out of a bit more money because I want more money, 
or I could refuse to do that because it would be harmful to them.  Which I do 
depends on whose welfare I’m more interested in.

Baptised, repenting, forgiven people apply this principle in all their choices - 
what to do with their money and possessions, how to spend a gap year, how 
to treat the personality they struggle with at home or work or church - not, 
‘how can I get the most out of this?’ but rather, ‘how can others get the most 
out of me?’

Thirdly, John’s answers show us that it’s not so much what we do as how we 
do it that matters.  This leads us to something that repentance doesn’t mean.  
It doesn’t mean we have to give up the day job.

Tax collectors ask John, ‘what should we do?’  This was a profession in that 
time and place that was synonymous with being dodgy and corrupt.  Yet John 
doesn’t say to baptised, repenting, forgiven people - ‘quit being a tax 
collector.’  He instructs them about how to be different in their dealings as tax 
collectors, where they are.

Similarly, the soldiers that ask ‘what should we do?’ shouldn’t quit being 
soldiers just because they were making minimum wage and lived in a culture 
of peers who excused extorting money out of people because ‘we don’t make 
enough for our families.’  They should be noticeably counter-cultural people in 
their employment.

Lots of people, when they become Christians, wonder if they should give up 
their profession to take up a nobler, ‘more Christian’ or ‘full time ministry’ one.  
The answer is no.  Repenting from your old life doesn’t mean quitting your old 
job, unless the job itself is out of line with God’s law.  God doesn’t call people 
out of careers or vocations, but rather, He calls them in to new things if and 
when that’s right.

But it does mean that how you conduct yourself in your living, your work, your 
relationships, your community and society, will be in line with what God’s 
priorities for the care of others around us involves; rather than our ambitions, 
our self-fulfilment, our lining our pockets, egos or shelving in our homes.
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These are some of the indications of a life that has truly been through 
repentance and forgiveness.  When you’ve been through that, get baptised, if 
you haven’t already been.  Why put off what repenting, forgiven people did as 
soon as possible in the New Testament?  Because repentance, forgiveness 
and baptism are what we’re given as preparations for God to move in with us 
in His Holy Spirit!

Is your heart and life prepared for Jesus flourishing in it?  Is God resident in 
your living?  What’s the evidence of that in your home, your work, your 
relationships?  Is it you that God is resident with, or is it really just your 
friends and family, and you only know God by association?

Repentance isn’t a nasty word to be written off with preachers thumping their 
fists down.  It’s a call from God.  It’s good news, because we have that option 
given to us.  It’s life changing, life saving, life freeing.  It’s the preparation, 
however deeply it turns us inside out, that opens the door to the very 
presence of God in our lives.  It’s what saves us for life and a home in God’s 
family, now and forever.  So - have you repented?
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