
Luke 3:1-22 

From last week to this week a lot has happened – John the Baptist and Jesus have both 

grown up! They’re both 30 when we meet them today. Some week for the two of them! 

There are a number of striking facts, phrases and truths in this passage from the Gospel 

according to Luke. First of all, after enumerating all the big wigs of the time at the 

beginning of the chapter, the Word of the Lord comes to... John. Not to the important 

people in his time, not even to his father Zechariah who was a priest but to John – a 

weirdo living in the wilderness, eating honey and locusts, clothed in rags and with wild 

hair.  

Wilderness is a striking place too. That’s where a scapegoat was chased away every year 

carrying the sins of the people with him. That’s the place where the predators are, a 

dangerous ground. A place of uncleanness. That’s also where God chooses to speak to his 

prophets and that’s where his relationship with his people Israel was formed. Is it because 

when we are in danger, we begin to listen? 

God has a habit of speaking and acting in unexpected ways. The Bible testifies to that on 

every page. God doesn’t choose the first, the biggest, the most handsome but the last, the 

littlest, the suspiciously out-of-place looking people and places. Why do we keep on 

expecting him to turn up in the obvious, decent and respectable rather than looking where 

he’s got a habit of appearing?   

Before I go on to John’s teaching, I’d like to point out that John the Baptist is arrested 

and imprisoned just before Jesus’ baptism. So he might not have been present at it! That’s 

the only Gospel where it happens. The two of them might have never met at the river 

Jordan.  

In the chapter there’s an awful lot of explaining going on. Luke was writing to a Greek 

audience who didn’t necessarily have the knowledge and understanding of Judaism and 

the Old Testament as the Jewish converts to Christianity did. So while Mark, writing to 

the Jews, writes only: ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near!’, it would not 

be enough for Luke’s audience. He needs to explain what repentance means. Repentance 

in Greek is metanoia – change of mind. What he’s telling them is that an outward sign of 

repentance – like baptism – is not enough. They need to live out that covenant, that 

promise, that sign in their daily lives. He tells them to be fair and honest in their dealings 

with others. He addresses two groups specifically – soldiers and tax collectors – but 

instead of telling them to quit their occupation as we would maybe expect, he simply tells 

them to be fair and just as they go about their business. He makes it very doable, liveable.  

Another striking feature of this passage is that the language John the Baptist uses is 

appalling. Ministers and preachers often do their utmost best to be kind and polite to the 

parishioners. However John is the exact opposite – they come to be baptised and he calls 

them a brood of vipers. Well, thank you very much!  



But as they don’t get offended and instead ask further questions and do get baptised, 

maybe we got this one wrong. I found a fascinating explanation in Fr. Sergei 

Sveshnikov’s article entitled ‘“You, Brood of Vipers!”—Or What to Say to People Who 

Have Come to Be Baptized’. He looks at the same passage in Matthew and writes: ‘It is 

important that the multitudes are referred to as “a brood of vipers,” rather than “vipers.”  

The cultural anthropological insight into the folk beliefs about the way that the viper is 

born appears to be key.  It appears probable that this belief existed within the Lucan 

Hellenistic community, and that they may have understood the allusion.  Just as a viper 

“kills the mother that gives birth to it and comes into the world, as is said, by tearing 

through her belly” (see Zlatoust 7:115), the Pharisees and the Sadducees were able to tear 

through their culture and tradition of self-righteousness and came to repent and be 

baptized.  Knowing that the Pharisees and the Sadducees largely rejected his preaching 

and were not willing to admit that they too needed to repent, John the Baptist exclaims 

genuinely surprised, “Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?” (Matt. 3:7)  This 

is as if to say, “You did not listen to me; so, to whom then did you listen?”  The next 

three verses (8-10) could thereby be viewed as showing pastoral support and guidance 

that John the Baptist offers to the people who were making a difficult step in the right 

direction.  He tells them to bear worthy fruit and not to rely (as they were accustomed) on 

their blood lines. (...)We too are called to tear through the old serpent of our past, reject 

the old ways of injustice and self-righteousness, and bear a worthy fruit of repentance.  

We too are called upon not to say to ourselves, “We have Abraham as our ancestor,” and 

not to think that we are Christians only because we were born to Christian parents or 

belong to a Christian church, but to live accordingly.  So, what could we say to people 

who have come to be baptized?—Be like a brood of vipers!’
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John the Baptist prepares the way for the Lord Jesus to come. And preparation is 

everything. I must say I personally get much more out of Easter if I attend all the mid-

week services and I certainly got much more out of Christmas after participating in the 

alternative Advent services. All of them helped set the tone and made waiting an active 

thing.  

The change, the good news that Anna and Simeon recognised last week in the baby Jesus 

is in today’s reading coming very soon in the grown up Jesus. Repentance which John 

recommends is the necessary inward preparation for that outward change to come, for 

that good news to be received.  

Luke in today’s reading quotes from Isaiah. The Voice, Biblical and Theological 

Resources for Growing Christians, suggests: ‘Isaiah 40:3 gives the desert as the location 

for the paths that are to be made straight. In that section of Isaiah, the desert is a reference 

to the return of Israelite exiles from captivity in Babylon. The prophet declares the 

grandeur of the return in the imagery of God building a road directly across the desert so 

that the returnees would not have to make the long journey north around the Arabian 

desert, but could come "straight" home immediately. (...) The images here are intended to 

portray an action of God on a grand, unprecedented scale. God will remove every 
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obstacle that will hinder the coming of the Lord! It is not that the people have to 

undertake the task of leveling the mountains. That is God's work. Repentance is the 

preparatory work of the people, so they will be in a position to recognize the work of God 

in the world.’
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God is preparing something big, something we can’t even begin to imagine. Let’s repent, 

let’s change out mindset in order to be able to, like Anna and Simeon in last week’s 

reading, recognise the work of God in the world when we see it. Amen.  
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