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You snakes!  Why do you sit here in church each week thinking just turning up will be enough to 

escape the coming judgement from God?  Produce fruit in keeping with repentance.  Just being 

English and turning up to church each week will do nothing to save you.  If you don’t produce good 

fruit you will be cut down and thrown into the fire. 

 

Hopefully that’s woken you up.  It’s not very nice to be called a snake.  But that’s exactly what 

John the Baptist calls those who went out to be baptised.  They weren’t really sorry, they weren’t 

actually repentant.  They just wanted a get out of jail free card to sort out their sin. 

 

It seems to me that a lot of people today do exactly the same thing.  What they’ve heard at church 

makes almost no difference to how they live their lives.  These are the kinds of people that John 

describes as a brood of vipers.  Does that describe some of you here today?  Turning up to church 

to get forgiveness then going home and living your life with little reference to what God wants.  As 

we look through these verses we’ll see that’s a very dangerous way to live your life. 

 

From chapter 1 Luke has been building up to this point.  The anticipation has been building and 

building, and now John the Baptist bursts onto the scene.  He announces the imminent arrival of 

God’s long promised, eternal king, the Christ.  And then he abruptly disappears from view.  His 

place is taken by one far more powerful; one far more significant.. 

 

Jesus begins his ministry in spectacular fashion.  God the Son was baptised, God the Holy Spirit 

descended physically like a dove, and God the Father spoke.  Jesus’ ministry had been heralded 

by angels, celebrated by shepherds and prepared for by John the Baptist.  But, the start of his 

ministry topped the lot.   

 

If you’re still considering the claims of Jesus Christ this passage will help you to see who Christ 

was and what he came to do.  God had promised a saviour king long before Jesus was born.  

John was preparing the way for this king.  If Jesus is indeed that promised king, as the Bible 

teaches,  the implications that has on your life are huge 

 

Indeed for all of us, Christian or not, these verses force us to consider whether we have 

responded appropriately to the Lord Jesus Christ.  Do we just treat him as a get out of jail free 

card?  Or, do we respond to our salvation, the forgiveness of our sins, by living a life that is in 

keeping with repentance.  That is to resolve to say sorry for our sin, and to turn around and strive 

to live differently. 
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Jesus had to die an excruciating death on the cross in our place so we can be forgiven.  If we ask 

for forgiveness with no repentance we’re not truly asking for forgiveness.  We’re not really sorry for 

our sin. . 

 

But, of course, that’s why Luke wrote this book, so we wouldn’t be like that.  Instead he wants us 

to be assured of what we believe and live a life that reflects that faith.  In this chapter Luke expects 

2 responses: prepare for the Savour and believe in him.  And we know we’ve done that when we 

truly repent and live a life that reflects that repentance. 

 

1. Repent! Salvation is coming (1-6) 

 

NIV Luke 3:1 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-- 2 during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of 

God came to John son of Zechariah in the desert. 3 He went into all the country around the Jordan, 

preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 4 As is written in the book of the 

words of Isaiah the prophet: "A voice of one calling in the desert, 'Prepare the way for the Lord, 

make straight paths for him. 5 Every valley shall be filled in, every mountain and hill made low. The 

crooked roads shall become straight, the rough ways smooth. 6 And all mankind will see God's 

salvation.'" 

 

John has God’s final word to prepare the people for the arrival of the Lord.  How were they to 

prepare?  They needed to repent!  Look at verse 3.  He preached a baptism of repentance for the 

forgiveness of sins.   

 

Baptism literally means to be drenched, to be washed clean.  So, the message John preached 

meant their sins could be forgiven, if they repented.  Repentance means to stop doing the wrong 

thing, say sorry and resolve to go the other way.  It literally means to change direction. 

 

But, how was this possible?  What did John’s message point to?  Well look at verse 4 and the 

quote from Isaiah.  John’s calling them to get ready for the imminent arrival of the Lord.  The Lord 

is God’s long promised king who will reign forever.  The Lord is the one who will bring salvation for 

God’s people.  They needed to prepare for his imminent arrival by repenting of their sins. 

 

In the ancient world when a king went to visit his nation an advance guard would go ahead.  They 

would fix the roads, make the path smooth and announce the king is on the way so that his 
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subjects would be ready to welcome him.  A similar thing happens today.  Think of the Queens 

tour of the country during the jubilee.  The places she visited were given a new coat of paint, and 

cleaned like they’d never been cleaned before.  Schools were closed so the kids could welcome 

her; dignitaries waited for her car to pull up.  The way was prepared for the imminent arrival of our 

monarch. 

 

That’s exactly what John is doing here.  He’s preparing the people for the imminent arrival of 

God’s king.  And when he arrives it will be the most significant royal visit in all of history.  Look at 

verse 6, when the Lord arrives all mankind will see God’s salvation.  This king will bring salvation 

with him.  Salvation is having your sins forgiven so you can live in a good relationship with God as 

one of his people. 

 

How should the people prepare for this arrival?  They need to repent for the forgiveness of their 

sins.  They needed to turn away from sin and turn to the Lord who was to come. 

 

Of course John isn’t speaking directly to us – the Lord has come.  All we have to do is to look at 

Jesus and we can see God’s salvation.  But, if John the Baptist were to turn up here in this church 

which is named after him.  If he were to be preaching here instead of me he would say exactly the 

same thing today as he did back then.   

 

Yes, the Lord Jesus Christ arrived and he brought salvation through his death on the cross.  Yes, 

we can be assured, if we truly repent, we are forgiven because Jesus died in our place on the 

cross.  We have history to show us that is all true.  But, if John were to preach today he would still 

be preaching a baptism for the forgiveness of sins. Why? Because the Lord is coming back.   

 

Jesus is right now the risen ascended Lord of all.  He is enthroned as God’s eternal king in 

heaven.  But he is coming back.  When the Lord arrives for the second time it will be to end time, 

to end history.  It will be to gather all those that have truly repented into his kingdom.  When he 

arrives it will be too late to respond to the salvation that he brought.  So John would be calling out 

to you.  Are you ready for the imminent arrival of the Lord?   

 

John would call out to us, repent!  Salvation is here.  But, he would add to us, as he did back then 

from verse 7: 

 

2. Repent! Judgement is coming (7-14) 
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NIV Luke 3:7 John said to the crowds coming out to be baptized by him, "You brood of vipers! Who 

warned you to flee from the coming wrath? 8 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. 9 The ax 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."  

 

These people coming out to see John knew judgement was coming.  They knew that their sins 

deserved to be punished by God.  They knew they were in a precarious position.  But, they didn’t 

want to change.  They wanted an easy fix to their problem and then go back to carry on with their 

lives.  They thought being baptised by John would do the trick.   

 

But, John knew that baptism with water is purely symbolic.  It doesn’t actually do anything 

spiritually.  It illustrates that when our sins are forgiven we are completely spiritually clean.  For 

someone who truly repents it symbolises the washing clean of our sin.  The external washing with 

water represents the internal cleansing of our sin.   

 

These people coming out to John thought baptism was some kind of superstitious ritual that would 

appease God and make them clean.  They didn’t want to change; they didn’t want to acknowledge 

their sin was wrong.  They didn’t want to repent.  Repentance is to stop doing the wrong thing, to 

say sorry and resolve to go the other way.  These guys didn’t want that, they wanted forgiveness 

without repentance.   

 

They also thought that because Abraham was their father, because they were part of the Jewish 

nation, then they would be fine.  But, John is brutally clear; who your parents are makes no 

difference as to whether your sins are forgiven.   Of course it’s a wonderful privilege to be brought 

up by Christian parents, but being part of that family doesn’t forgive your sins..   

 

My dad was a Canon in the Church of England.  I’ve been going to church pretty much all my life.  

Having a father who was a church minister, belonging to the CofE, makes no difference to whether 

my sins are forgiven.  The only way you can tell if someone has had their sins forgiven is, as John 

says in verse 8, to produce fruit in keeping with repentance. 

 

That is to accept that you’re a sinner.  To be sorry for your sin that so offends God.  To ask him to 

forgive you.  And then to resolve to stop sinning.  That is to live a life that pleases God.  It is to live 

a fruitful life. 
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Forgiveness is solely down to Jesus dying in our place on the cross.  We can do nothing to earn 

salvation.  But, what we do reveals whether we are forgiven.  If we truly repent it will be revealed 

by how we live our life.  Our sins have been forgiven so we are free to live a life of godliness. 

 

Look at what that life looks like from verse 10. 

 

10 "What should we do then?" the crowd asked. 11 John answered, "The man with two tunics 

should share with him who has none, and the one who has food should do the same." 12 Tax 

collectors also came to be baptized. "Teacher," they asked, "what should we do?" 13 "Don't collect 

any more than you are required to," he told them. 14 Then some soldiers asked him, "And what 

should we do?" He replied, "Don't extort money and don't accuse people falsely-- be content with 

your pay." 

 

It’s a life like that is generous and compassionate.  It’s a life that is marked by faithfulness; 

trustworthiness and honesty like those tax collectors.  It’s a life that avoids tyranny, bullying but is 

content and satisfied with what you have like those soldiers should be. 

 

But this urgent!  Look back to verse 9.  The axe of judgement is already at the foot of the trees.  If 

you’re going to chop a tree down with an axe, before you make your 1st swing you line up with the 

axe where you want to chop.  And then swing, the tree is chopped down and then thrown onto the 

fire.  John uses that image of how imminent God’s judgement is.  The axe is already against the 

tree. 

 

But where is that judgement going to fall.  Well you don’t chop down a tree that produces good 

fruit.  You chop down a tree that doesn’t bear good fruit.  The question for us is what kind of fruit 

our life produces.  Are you producing fruit in keeping with repentance? 

 

Jesus is coming back bringing with him salvation, but he is also coming back bringing with him 

God’s righteous, eternal judgement.  Repent! Judgement is coming. 

 

3. Repent! The Lord is coming in power (15-22) 

 

NIV Luke 3:15 The people were waiting expectantly and were all wondering in their hearts if John 

might possibly be the Christ. 16 John answered them all, "I baptize you with water. But one more 

powerful than I will come, the thongs of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie. He will baptize 
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you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. 17 His winnowing fork is in his hand to clear his threshing floor 

and to gather the wheat into his barn, but he will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire." 18 And 

with many other words John exhorted the people and preached the good news to them. 19 But 

when John rebuked Herod the tetrarch because of Herodias, his brother's wife, and all the other 

evil things he had done, 20 Herod added this to them all: He locked John up in prison. 21 When all 

the people were being baptized, Jesus was baptized too. And as he was praying, heaven was 

opened 22 and the Holy Spirit descended on him in bodily form like a dove. And a voice came from 

heaven: "You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased." 

 

The one to come was of a completely different order than John.  The most menial, disgusting job 

in the ancient world would have been to untie the sandals of someone else.  They’d be covered in 

dust, animal poo, sweat.  John, a prophet of almighty God, was so insignificant he didn’t even 

qualify to untie the sandals of the one to come.   

 

John had a symbolic baptism with water which was only a visual aid to demonstrate that someone 

had repented.  The baptism of the one to come wouldn’t be symbolic, it would be powerful.  God 

the Holy Spirit would make the person spiritually clean; completely free from the stain of sin.  Now 

that’s powerful! 

 

Also, the one to come would gather the wheat into his barn.  He’ll bring all those who trust in him 

into his eternal kingdom.  But, all those that don’t prepare for the Lord will be like chaff.  The 

useless dust that is of no value and is burnt up.  So John exhorted the people to prepare for the 

Lord’s arrival by preaching the good news to them. 

 

And then he arrived.  The Lord, the one John prepared the way for, arrived.  And he arrived with 

power.  Look at verse 22, the reality of who Jesus is was announced by God the Father.  The Lord 

was empowered by God the Holy Spirit descending on him like a dove.  And the job of the Christ 

was completely fulfilled by Jesus himself, God the Son. Jesus is the Lord who brought salvation 

and judgement.   

 

Are you ready for the return of the Lord?  Are you producing fruit in keeping with repentance?  All 

of us need to repent because salvation is coming!  All of us need to repent because judgement is 

coming!  All of us need to repent because the Lord is coming in power! 

 

Let’s pray! 


