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“Prepare the Way of the Lord” 

Luke 3:1-9 

 

 

 If you received an invitation to spend an evening with the president or prime minister of 

your country, how would you respond? Well, if you’re like me, your first response might be 

disbelief! “What kind of joke is this? Why does the leader of my country want to meet with me? 

I’m not that important!” 

 OK, so you check it out and you’re convinced that it is a genuine invitation; what do you 

do next? Most likely, the invitation asks you for a response; will you accept the invitation or not? 

If so, please respond by a certain date. You respond that you will attend the meeting. 

 Now suppose you have a good friend who learns about the invitation. Knowing that 

meeting is only a few days from now, she asks you what kind of preparations you’ve made to 

attend: you know, how you’re going to get to the meeting; what kind of clothing you’re going to 

wear; do you know the proper protocol; what questions you’ll ask if you have an opportunity, 

and so on?  

 But you say, “Well, it’s really not that big a deal, I’ll just wait ‘til the time comes and 

then we’ll see how things work out.” Your friend can’t believe your response. “You mean you’d 

actually try that? You’re going to meet with the highest leader of the land, not your Aunt 

Mildred. It may be OK to drop in at her house without prior planning, but that won’t work in this 

situation! You’d better figure something out – fast.” Yeah, I agree! 

 Preparation is important, isn’t it? Whether it’s preparing for an event, for building a 

relationship, or for a task you’ve been assigned to do, it’s important to look ahead and evaluate 

what you need to be successful in accomplishing the task.  

 Some preparations we can make are limited because we learn of an event or a task with 

little advance notice. Suppose your boss comes into your office and says, “A major client is in 

town on business with another company and he called to say he’s stopping by in about 30 

minutes. I want you to go with us to lunch.” You don’t have a lot of time for detailed 

preparations. You just kind of need to wing it.    

 There are other preparations that are made with a much longer view in mind. For 

example, when I was contemplating marrying my fiancée, I wanted to make preparations for our 
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marriage to last for a lifetime. After all, that’s God’s design for marriage and I wanted His best. 

Preparing for a lasting marriage took some serious thinking and planning on my part then, and 

still takes preparation today.  

 In our study of Luke’s Gospel we’ve come to the beginning of chapter three. Here, Luke 

introduces us to the ministry of John the Baptist. As we will see, John’s ministry was all about 

preparation; his own personal preparation for ministry and then for preparing the way of the 

Lord. In light of this, I’ve title our study “Prepare the Way of the Lord.” 

 Our Scripture text is Luke 3:1 to 9. Listen now as I read those verses; Luke 3:1-9 

 

 In order to “Prepare the Way of the Lord,” there are certain DETAILS John needed to 

know, and we need to know, if we hope to have any success in our planning. 

 

The First DETAIL is, 

 The State of the People 

 I know some of you who are listening just love history; some of you hate it. At the risk of 

being too blunt, let me say this; “If you hate history, you are doomed to repeat it.” Or, as Yogi 

Berra famously said, “Its de ja veu all over again.”  

 In order for us to understand the feelings and the response that accompanied John’s 

ministry, we need to have some sense of the state of the people to whom he was sent. The first 

two verses of chapter three give us a number of specific details that give us clues as to the 

political and spiritual climate John would enter. Surely, it wouldn’t be necessary to give so many 

details just to establish an accurate time-frame for these events. There is something more 

important here that we need to grasp hold of. 

 Just prior to the time period of our text, under Emperor Caesar Augustus, the Roman 

Empire had reached its zenith. Outwardly, it was a society that was secure, prosperous, and 

luxurious. Inwardly, it was corrupt, licentious, callous toward human life, and was in imminent 

danger of collapse. Romans chapter one, verses 18 to 32 are and accurate description of this time 

of the empire. The most degrading behavior was not only condoned, but celebrated in 

government, art, social life, and religion. Doesn’t that sound like our world today? 
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 Male perversion and the absolute lack of moral restraint among women led to almost 

complete absence of marriage. Abortion and infanticide were openly tolerated. Because of the 

callous disregard for human life, the treatment of slaves, which were about half the Roman 

population, was almost beyond belief. Lacking protection, they were exposed to the most 

horrible cruelties; so much so, that death was a relief. For sport, they were forced to fight each 

other in the arena, or thrown to the wild beasts. The elderly ones, the unwanted children, and the 

diseased were often left to die in the streets.  

 The despair and dissipation brought about by such living was so great that even the 

philosophers of the day, like Seneca, and Cicero, and Tacitus saw the situation as utterly 

hopeless! Tacitus proclaimed all of life a farce, a joke, and was convinced that the Empire lay 

under a terrible curse of the gods. The only power that seemed to remain with the Roman people 

was the power of self-destruction. And then, in the reign of Emperor Tiberius, successor of 

Augustus, a new horror emerged to join the existing ones; the merciless persecution of the Jews.  

 The Jews had been one of the few peoples conquered by Rome who refused syncretism, 

that is, they would not allow the blending of Judaism with the religions of their conquerors. 

Because of this, Tiberius was bitterly hostile to both Jews as a people and to their religion. He 

was determined to bring Palestine to the point of breaking. Pontius Pilate, as Governor, became 

the tool used by Tiberius to accomplish this seemingly impossible task.  

 Philo, the Jewish philosopher of the day, speaks of Pilate as inflexible, merciless, and 

obstinate. The Jews hated him and his administration. He was not only very severe, but showed 

little consideration for their susceptibilities. Some standards bearing the image of Tiberius, which 

had been set up by him in Jerusalem, caused an outbreak which would have ended in a massacre 

had not Pilate given way. The incident mentioned in Luke 13:1, of the Galileans whose blood 

Pilate mingled with the sacrifices, is not found in any other writings, but is quite in keeping with 

other authentic events of his rule.  

 Beneath Pilate in governmental rank lay Herod Antipas, Herod’s brother, Philip, and 

Lysani’as. These men are referred to as tetrarchs; that is, they ruled over territory that was 

divided into four parts. Philip happened to have two of the four parts, Ituraea and Trachonitis. I 

don’t have time to go into the details, but there were a lot of power struggles and intrigue going 

on during the reign of Herod Antipas. 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/08386a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/07149b.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/14717b.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/08344a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06341c.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/13309a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/02137a.htm
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 In Psalm 10, the cry of the writer seems to speak of this time in history. “The wicked, 

through the pride of his countenance, will not seek after God: God is not in his thoughts at all. 

His ways are always grievous; your judgments are far above out of his sight: as for all his 

enemies, he puffs at them. He has said in his heart, I shall not be moved: for I shall never be in 

adversity. His mouth is full of cursing and deceit and fraud: under his tongue is mischief and 

vanity. He sits in ambush in the villages: in the secret places he murders the innocent: his eyes 

stealthily watch the poor. He lies in wait secretly as a lion in his den: he lies in wait to catch the 

poor: he catches the poor, when he draws him into his net. He crouches, and humbles himself, 

that the poor may fall by his strong ones. He has said in his heart, God has forgotten: he hides 

his face; he will never see it. Arise, O LORD; O God, lift up your hand: forget not the humble.” 

 During this time, according to verse two, Annas and Caiaphas were the high priests. Our 

understanding of the High Priest’s office is that there can be only one High Priest at a time. But 

you must remember a couple of things. First, from the Jewish perspective, the calling of the High 

Priest was for life. So Annas retained the title even after being removed from the office. In 

addition, the Roman government had its fingers in this situation. There were actually three other 

High Priests appointed and then removed between the deposition of Annas and the elevation of 

Caiaphas. History tells us Annas was removed from the priesthood for exercising capital 

punishment, which he was forbidden to do by the laws of Rome. The Talmud, Jewish writings on 

the Torah, uses terrible language to describe the character of the High Priests during this whole era.    

 We also know that the priesthood at this point was subservient to the ruling power of the 

Emperor. One writer records this about the family of Annas. “Annas was a member of the 

Sadducees, the aristocracy of first century Judea. He shared their characteristics of being arrogant, 

ambitious, and having enormous wealth, which they used to maintain their political control. His family 

was notorious for their greed. The Talmud records a popular rhyme which described the family of Annas: 

     “Woe to the house of Annas! 

      Woe to their serpent’s hiss! 

      They are high priests; 

       their sons are keepers of the treasury, 

       their sons-in-law are guardians of the temple, 

       and their servants beat people with staves.”   
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 He continues, “The family of Annas had gained much of their wealth from the four “booths of 

the sons of Annas”, which were market stalls located on the Mount of Olives. They also had other market 

stalls inside the temple complex, in the Court of the Gentiles. Through these, they had a monopoly on the 

sale of sacrificial animals, as well as on the exchanging of money into temple coins for the offerings. This 

enabled them to charge exorbitant prices, effectively gaining their wealth through the exploitation and 

oppression of the poor.” 

 The Talmud indicates that the hissing mentioned in the rhyme I quoted about the house of Annas, 

was actually whispering. That is, they used their influence to sway judges and rulers to their way of 

thinking. The impact of their whispering was the corrupting of morals, the perverting of justice, and the 

lowering of the respect for their office as the representatives of God.  

 Now, put together what we’ve learned about the social and political corruption in the Roman 

Empire, along with the corruption in the religious ruling class, and you gain some insight into the sad 

spiritual state of the people as John the Baptist bursts onto the stage in the wilderness of Judea, near the 

mouth of the Jordan River. Can you imagine the longing in the Jewish heart for the coming of Messiah? 

The circumstances had set the stage for the introduction of John and his message.  

 And you know, I’m intrigued by the parallels between the historical setting of our text and the 

times in which you and I live. While I don’t believe western civilization is quite as debauched as the 

citizens of the Roman Empire were at this time, we’re on the same downward trajectory. We’re not far 

behind. And it may be too late to turn the whole thing around!  

 As I observe the worldviews and actions of leaders, politicians, judges, labor union leaders, 

leaders of organized religion, and the growing dependent class, it is obvious that something has to give; 

we can’t continue on this path or it will mean certain destruction to civilization as we know it. In John’s 

day, this set the stage for the coming of Messiah, in our day; it sets the stage for His return.  

 Into just such an environment of spiritual and moral confusion, despair and hopelessness, John 

was sent to “Prepare the Way of the Lord.”  

 

The Next DETAIL is, 

 The Nature of the Prophet’s Call 

 The latter part of verse two tells us that the Word of the Lord came to John, the son of Zacharias 

in the wilderness. That’s where we left the child, John, in the last verse of chapter one; in the wilderness. 

We have very little information about the childhood of Jesus, but information about John’s childhood and 

youth is practically nonexistent. Chapter one, verse eighty says that “…the child grew and waxed strong 
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in spirit, and was in the wilderness till the day of his revelation to Israel.” That’s all we know, until John 

appears to begin his public ministry.  

 Let’s look at what the Scriptures tell us about John. When the angel came to Zacharias to tell him 

that his wife, Elizabeth, was going to give birth to a son, one of the commandments given for John’s 

preparation was – he would be a Nazarite. Like his Old Testament counterpart, Elijah, this identity as a 

Nazarite would give him a unique physical appearance. John was set apart for his ministry from the 

moment of his conception.   

 Matthew’s Gospel describes John as having “…his raiment of camels’ hair, and a leather belt 

around his waist; and his food was locusts and wild honey.” Now listen to a description of the prophet 

Elijah from II Kings chapter one. “The king [Ahaziah] said to them, ‘Describe the appearance of 

this man who came up to meet you and told you these things.’ They said to him, ‘He was a hairy 

man and had a leather belt tied around his waist.’ The king said, ‘He is Elijah the Tishbite.’” 

 Now some of you are familiar enough with your Bible, that you know the connection 

between Elijah and John the Baptist. The last verses of the prophet Malachi are these; “Behold, I 

will send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the great and dreadful day of the 

LORD: And he shall turn the heart of the fathers to the children, and the heart of the children to 

their fathers, lest I come and smite the earth with a curse.”  

 God told Zacharias that John would go before Jesus “in the spirit and power of Elijah, to 

turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the just; to 

make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” Later on, in this Gospel, Luke records Jesus saying 

plainly that John the Baptist was this messenger, this Elijah, who was prophesied. However, 

because the majority of the people rejected John’s message, and rejected Jesus, they suffered the 

consequences and Jerusalem was destroyed.  

 The times and circumstances in which both men prophesied were very similar. In both 

time periods, the land and the people were prosperous, but because of idolatry, injustice, and 

greed, great destruction lay just over the horizon. Elijah prophesied to the northern kingdom of 

Israel; a pretender – Ahab – was on the throne. He was not a descendant of David. Similarly, in 

John’s day, Herod was not a rightful heir to the Jewish throne either, a half-breed, an Idumean or 

Edomite. Ahab’s wicked wife, Jezebel, was an idol-worshipping Sidonian who promised to kill 

Elijah; and Herod’s wicked and ill-gotten wife, Herodias, was not satisfied until John was dead!  
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 Both men’s ministries were preceded by a drought; a 3-year drought of rain for Elijah and 

the northern kingdom of Israel, and a 400 year drought of a word from the Lord for John. Both 

men preached a message of repentance; a turning from sin to serve the true and living God. 

Elijah “baptized” [if you want to call it that] the altar of the Lord three times with a large 

quantity of water to confirm the validity of the repentance of the people; John baptized those 

who repented of their sins.  

 Both men had successful ministries but the results were rather short-lived. The majority 

of the people in the northern kingdom of Israel soon returned to their idolatrous ways, and went 

into captivity in Assyria. In a similar way, although many came to hear John preach and received 

his baptism, most of them rejected the Messiah he introduced. Thirty-eight years later, Jerusalem 

was destroyed by the Romans.  

 God inspired Dr. Luke to write verses four through six, much of it the exact wording 

from Isaiah chapter forty, beginning at verse three. This prophecy of Isaiah was given nearly 700 

years before John’s birth! The imagery used here is striking. Imagine John as the “voice” crying 

in the wilderness. The word that is used here denotes a loud sound. It is used, in Acts 8:7, of the 

cries of demons as they were cast out by the power of God through the evangelist, Philip. I 

believe John had a powerful voice that commanded attention. 

 John is likened to an official herald proclaiming the coming of the king. The language 

here is taken from the march of a monarch at the head of his army. The general idea is that all 

obstructions were to be removed, so that the march would be without embarrassment. As 

applicable to the work of John, the language means in general, that whatever there was in the 

opinions, habits, conduct, in the pride, self-confidence, and irreligion of the nation that would 

prevent his cordial reception, was to be removed. Every mountain and hill was, figuratively, to 

be dug down so as to make the journey easy. All obstructions were to be removed. 

 The initial use of this imagery by Isaiah refers to the return of the captives of Judah after 

the 70 years on Babylon. God would prepare the way before them so they could safely return 

home. Now, bring that imagery over into John’s era. John’s ministry would do the same thing in 

a spiritual sense. It would bring a new understanding of who God is and what His plans are for 

those who accept His call. He would prepare the way for King Jesus and all who would follow in 

His army from that day until the end of the age; that’s you and me, brother, sister.  
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 If you and I are to be successful in preparing the way of the Lord today, we must 

understand the nature of our calling.  

 

The Final DETAIL is, 

 The Content of the Message 

 With his rough garb, his rough appearance, and his loud, rough voice, John probably had 

no problem attracting an audience. As he began preaching in the area around Jordan, the people 

began to stream out of the surrounding areas to hear his message. Remember, there had been no 

prophet in Israel for 400 years. And, as I said earlier, John’s physical appearance would have 

reminded his hearers of the physical description of Elijah.  

 His message was simple; “Repent and be baptized for the remission of sins.” Repentance 

was not a new concept in the Jewish mind. John’s message was not unlike Elijah’s lonely yet 

powerful cry to the people of his day; “How long do you halt between two opinions? If the Lord 

be God, follow Him; but if Baal, then follow him.” One prophet of God against the 450 prophets 

of Baal!  

 Repentance means a change of heart, a turning around, a rejection of the former object of 

worship and a following of the latter. As John later makes clear, repentance is genuine when it is 

followed by forsaking of sin. Unlike the repentance of the people under Elijah’s defeat of the 

Baal prophets, which was short-lived, John was seeking a repentance that would change not just 

the outward circumstances, but the heart.  

 Repentance is not a popular subject among religious people today! Much popular 

preaching does not include repentance. Just come to Jesus as you are and He will accept you. 

That statement is only partly true. Yes, we come to Jesus as we are, in our sin, but with an 

attitude of brokenness and sorrow for sin. And once we’ve truly accepted His gift of salvation 

and the corresponding facet of His lordship, our lives will demonstrate a marked difference! 

Sadly, there are many people today who are members of the local church but not members of 

Christ’s body. 

 Baptism was not an unknown rite either, though in the Jewish mind it was used for ritual 

cleansing from ceremonial defilement. For example; the Levitical law declared a person who had 

any kind of skin disease unclean until it began to clear up. After he was pronounced “clean” by 
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the priest he was to make an offering and then bathe himself in water to signify his cleansing.  So 

this ritual bathing, this “baptism,” if you will, was focused on outward cleansing. John’s baptism 

was focused on the cleansing the motives of the heart.   

 Like Elijah, John’s ministry ran counter to the religious status quo. We’ll see that it’s not 

long until the religious leaders of the day show up in John’s audience, and he calls them out for 

their hypocrisy. John’s ministry was about the condition of the heart, not about maintaining an 

impeccable outward appearance.  

 Today, John would be considered tactless. Look at what he said to the multitude in verse 

seven! “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?  

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. Even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees. Every tree therefore that does not 

bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.” 

 Calling your audience a bunch of snakes probably would grab the news headlines but 

wouldn’t endear you to your listeners. You may have noticed I didn’t begin this program that 

way. Why did John speak like this? Well, the message of the Old Testament prophets, of 

whom John was the last, was largely a call to repentance coupled with a warning of impending 

judgment. The role of the prophet was not to make you feel good about your sin!  

 Another reason why John may have referred to his hearers as snakes is found in Psalm 

58:1-5. Listen to the words of the Lord through David. “Do ye indeed speak righteousness, O 

congregation? Do ye judge uprightly, O ye sons of men? Yea, in heart ye work wickedness; ye 

weigh the violence of your hands in the earth. The wicked are estranged from the womb: they go 

astray as soon as they are born, speaking lies. Their poison is like the poison of a serpent: they 

are like the deaf adder that stops her ear; which will not hearken to the voice of charmers, 

charming never so wisely.” Did John have a premonition that his preaching would be rejected by 

most of the people? That was the unfortunate experience of most of the prophets before him. 

 In addition, John warns his audience about trusting in their religious superiority. Jesus 

would later confront this same attitude. The view commonly held by the Jews of this time was 

that the wrath God had promised on the wicked would only be poured out on the Gentiles – the 

goyim. Abraham’s descendants, in the words of the Talmud, would surely escape the coming 
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night of judgment. Edersheim tells us that “The merits of the Fathers,’ is one of the most 

common phrases in the mouth of the Rabbis. Abraham was represented as sitting at the gates of 

Gehenna, to deliver any Israelite who otherwise might have been consigned to its terrors.”  

 To this self-righteousness John issued a strong warning; being a descendant of Abraham 

was not enough to make one acceptable to God. Imagine John pointing to the cold, lifeless 

stones, lying all around him on the bank of the river, Jordan, and telling his hearers that God 

could make those stones into true children of Abraham; children whose lives would clearly 

demonstrate their relationship to their father.  

 John also returns to his analogy of fruits worthy of repentance. In verse 9 he says, “Even 

now the axe is laid to the root of the trees. Every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is 

cut down and thrown into the fire.” In Israel’s economy of that time people clearly understood 

that trees were not primarily for shade, but for fruit-bearing. Remember how Jesus cursed the fig 

tree because it bore no fruit? The imagery here is quite graphic. Fruitlessness equals destruction. 

Again, Jesus would expand on this teaching later in His ministry. 

 We know from the Scriptures that Jesus, the Messiah, is coming again. As His followers, 

you and I anticipate that event. But nowhere do the Scriptures give us the impression that we can 

just sit back and wait for it to happen. God has committed to us the ministry of reconciliation; the 

work of introducing others to the glorious gospel of deliverance, freedom, and joy. In our own 

way, God has equipped each of us to do our part to prepare the way for the return of Christ.   

 My friend, what does God see when He looks at the church today? What does He see 

when He looks at your life, and at mine? Does He see in you and me an attitude of superiority 

and spiritual pride? Does He see a tree that’s lush, green, and outwardly beautiful, but with no 

fruit? Does He see you and me actively preparing the way for the Lord’s return? Or are we busily 

occupied, like the religious people of John’s day, with the pursuit of position, prestige, wealth, 

and the approval of men?  

 If you and I acknowledge any of these attitudes and actions, either personally, or in the 

church collectively, there are only two responses we can have. We can deny our errors and face 

certain judgment, or we can repent and fall upon the mercy of God! Contrary to popular opinion 

and much religious teaching, there is no third way.  
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 Perhaps you’re listening today and you’ve never made a conscious choice to follow 

Jesus. You’re just kind of drifting through life unsure of your purpose for being here. You think 

you’re basically a “good” person. But as John the Baptist clearly pointed out, being “good” 

doesn’t make you righteous; it doesn’t make you acceptable to God. The only way you can gain 

God’s approval on your life is by admitting you are a sinner, and agreeing with God that the only 

remedy for your sin is the blood of Jesus. When you, by faith, accept God’s forgiveness through 

the blood of Jesus, your sins are washed away and you become a new creature in Christ. The 

affect of that change will be that you will turn from following your own will, your own path in 

life, and turn to following Jesus. The change in your life will bring forth fruit that proves your 

repentance is genuine.  

 Or, maybe you’re listening today and you’ve been walking with the Lord for many years. 

But you’ve allowed yourself to be distracted, and your attention has wavered from what really 

matters. You’re focused on preparing your own way, your own plans for the future instead of 

preparing the way of the Lord.  

 Maybe, you realize you’ve developed and attitude of religious or spiritual superiority 

toward others, especially toward unbelievers. But let me remind you of the words of the apostle 

Peter that “…judgment must begin among the people of God…” You and I cannot hope to be 

effective in reaching others with the Gospel if we do it in a condescending way. We need to 

remember that we are sinners saved by grace, and that “but for the grace of God, there go I.”  

 The life and ministry of John the Baptist holds much instruction for you and me. How 

will we use that information to “Prepare the Way of the Lord?”  

  

  

  

   

  

 

 


