Luke 3:1-14
“The Promised Spokesman”

Introduction:
     John was the last of the Old Testament prophets.  Though his story is told in the New Testament, his ministry took place prior to Christ’s inauguration of the New Covenant.  Some have suggested that the ministry of Jesus began with the ministry of John the baptizer, rather than having followed it.  It is further suggested that this position is supported by this present text as well as several passages in Acts (1:22; 10:37; 13:24-25).  However, the verses cited do not prove that Jesus’ ministry actually began with John’s, only that they were connected to one another.  There is nothing in the New Testament that would be inconsistent with the view that Jesus’ ministry started sometime after that of His forerunner John.  Therefore, it is better to see that Luke groups the ministry of John with that of Jesus as being part of the fulfillment of God’s prophetic promises; and that fulfillment commenced with John.
     The theme of this passage is John’s message of repentance to the people of Israel, who prior to his coming were convinced that their lives were pleasing to God, but who needed to be alerted to the fact that they were actually spiritually lost and facing judgment. 

I. The Prophet Who Preached Repentance: (vs.1-6)
   In the previous passage Luke had written about few days in the adolescence of Jesus (when He was twelve years old), demonstrating He was growing and developing in wisdom and virtue (in the eyes of both God and men).  In this passage Luke jumps ahead a number of years and now at this point writes about the beginning of the ministries of John and later of Jesus.  For each one, when they were newly born, prophetic statements outlined the ministries to which these men had been called.  Luke will now write about how those prophecies were fulfilled.
     In verse one we read, “Now in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate being governor of Judea, Herod being tetrarch of Galilee, his brother Philip tetrarch of Iturea and the region of Trachonitis, and Lysanias tetrarch of Abilene”.  For the reader who is not familiar with ancient history, it may seem like verse one provides the precise date of the beginning of John’s ministry.  However, there is a conversion that must be made from the dating that Luke is using to that of our modern calendar.  The process of doing this has some complicating factors that have led to a disagreement among scholars as to when exactly John’s ministry began.
     The first step in the process is to look at each of the people named, and find out from history what years they ruled over the areas referred to here.  When we do this we discover that:
· Caesar Tiberius, emperor of the Roman Empire (A.D. 14 to A.D. 37) 
· Pontius Pilate governor of Judea (A.D. 26 and ruled to A.D. 36)
· Herod Antipas ruled over Galilee (4 B.C. to A.D. 39)
· Herod Philip ruled to the east of the Jordan (4 B.C. to A.D. 34)
· Lysanias who ruled in Abilene, northwest of Damascus (unknown)
In regard to the date that Luke refers to as “the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar”, there are a number of opinions.  Clearly it could not be prior to Pilate’s arrival as governor, so the earliest date is A.D. 26, but other scholars argue for A.D. 28, and finally others for A.D. 29.
     Many conservative scholars argue that the date of the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar was A.D. 26, based on the conclusion that one should be counting his reign from the beginning of his co-regency with Augustus in A.D. 11.  The following is offered as evidence to supports this conclusion:
1. Luke’s reference to the co-regency of Annas and Caiaphas suggests that he also has in mind the co-regency of Augustus and Tiberius.
2. According to the first century Jewish historian Josephus, Herod the Great began re-building the Jerusalem temple in 19 B.C.  In the Gospel of John, it is recorded that when Jesus cleansed the temple, the Jewish leadership remarked that Herod had been building the temple for 46 years at that point (2:20), meaning that event took place in A.D.27 and thus John’s ministry began the year earlier in A.D. 26.
3. According to the twenty-third verse of this chapter, Jesus began His ministry when He was about 30, and since He was most likely born in early 4 B.C. this would further confirm a date of A.D. 26 for the beginning of both the ministry of Jesus and John the baptizer.
 Another suggestion is that Luke was following the Syrian calendar (which has the year starting on a different month than the modern calendar) and this would result in the same factors as pointed out above indicating a date of A.D. 28.  
Finally, a more recent conservative view is that both of the above are wrong, and correct date is A.D. 29, and this is the view of the author.
     In order to be confident that one is interpreting correctly the date that Luke is referring to, there are a number of questions that must be answered first:
1. Did the first year of Tiberius’ reign begin with the time he became co-regent with Augustus, or the first year he reigned on his own?
2. Did Luke distinguish the accession year from the first year of the emperor’s reign?
3. What calendar was Luke using when speaking of that date being the 15th year of Tiberius’ reign; the Julian, Jewish, Syrian, or Egyptian?
In regard to the first question, the answer is that it is very unlikely that in Luke’s time anyone would have dated the beginning of the reign of Tiberius from the start of his co-regency with Augustus.  Instead, it would have been more in keeping with the norm in Luke’s cultural environment for him to use the Roman method of tracing Tiberius’ reign, which began in A.D. 14 after the death of Augustus.  Based on the coinage and documents that have survived to the present this was the norm, and thus it is what the average person in Luke’s time (such as Theophilus) would have assumed when speaking of the emperor’s reign.  No one who holds the view that the co-regency was the beginning of Tiberius’ official reign cite any examples of ancient writers to support that contention.  Instead, ancient documents demonstrate that dates were always determined on the basis of Tiberius’ sole reign as emperor.  As to the second question, it is best, given all the historical evidence, to understand that the first year of Tiberius’s reign would follow his ascension year as sole emperor of Rome.  In regard to the third question; in light of the fact that Theophilus is addressed with the title of some sort of Roman official (most excellent-1:3), it is best to understand that the dating is according to the Julian calendar, which a Roman would use, and thus the 15th year of Tiberius’ reign would be from January 1st to December 31st of A.D. 29.
     But above, some very good arguments are offered that would seem to require a A.D. 26 date for the beginning of the ministries of John and Jesus. How does one answer those arguments in order to justify the belief that A.D. 29 is actually in view?  The first argument was that mention of the co-regency of Annas and Caiaphas suggests that Luke also has in mind the co-regency of Augustus and Tiberius.  That is not evidence, that is conjecture that means absolutely nothing.  In addition, the relationship between Annas and Caiaphas was different from the relationship between the two Caesars.  Annas maintained his hold over the position of High Priest by installing Caiaphas to carry out his agenda.  Augustus was slowly handing over the reigns of government to his step son who would succeed him.  The second argument is that John’s Gospel tells us that the temple had been in the process of building for 46 years when Jesus was early in His ministry, and since the 
building the Jerusalem temple began in 19 B.C., that meant that Jesus cleansed the temple in A.D.27 and thus John’s ministry began the year earlier in A.D. 26.  This argument sounds good, but it is based on a faulty reading of John 2:20.  To properly understand what John is writing, it is important to understand the meaning of the term that John uses that is translated as “temple”.  John used the term “naos”, which refers specifically to the sanctuary, and not to the overall temple complex.  The construction of the sanctuary was completed around 18-17 B.C.; John did not use the word “heiron” which specifically referred to the temple complex, which was completed in A.D. 63.  In addition, the aorist from of the verb John used that is translated as “built” would normally refer to a completed process seen as a whole.  Therefore, John was not saying that the building had begun 46 years prior to the moment Jesus and the religious leaders were conversing; instead, the point was the building of the sanctuary had been complete and standing for 46 years.  17 B.C. plus 46 years brings one to the date of A.D. 29.  The third argument for the A.D. 26 date is that according to the twenty-third verse of this chapter, Jesus began His ministry when He was about 30, and when 4 B.C. (the date of Jesus’ birth) is added to A.D. 26, it yields 30 years of age for Jesus; thus it is concluded that this further confirms the date.  But this conclusion is also based on a poor reading of the text.  Luke does not say that Jesus began His ministry at age thirty, he writes that “Jesus Himself began His ministry at about thirty years of age” (3:23).  Luke used the term “about”, which is used to specifically indicate that Jesus was not exactly thirty years of age.  It is extremely unlikely that Luke would use this phraseology if Jesus were exactly 30 when He began His ministry.  In response to this observation those in favor of the A.D. 26 date argue that the word “about” cannot be stretched far enough to cover the A.D. 29 date.  However, though the precise range of the term is unknown, it is unlikely an age of 32 or 33 would be too great a stretch for a term signifying an approximate range.  Therefore, the reference to Jesus’ age at the time of the beginning of His ministry does not actually support the early view any more than any of the other competing views.  
     In regard to the verse in its entirety, it was customary to begin historical narratives in Luke’s time by dating them according to the years of rulers and officials.  This was true both in Greco-Roman and Old Testament historiography, and often in introducing prophetic oracles or books (Isa 1:1; 6:1).   However, the extent to which Luke has already shown his concern to tell the story of God’s redemptive acts in John and Jesus against the backdrop of the OT Scriptures, it is very likely that Luke intended the reader to hear here echoes of the introduction of the prophets in the OT, rather than merely show how John and Jesus fit into the chronology of history.
     In regard to the individual rulers that Luke refers to, we come first to Tiberius.  
The reign of Tiberius Caesar was blighted by suspicions and paranoia regarding threats to his reign from military and political leaders.  In addition, unlike Augustus, he was intolerant of foreign cults, including Judaism (even expelling all Jews from the capital city in A.D. 19).  This was further aggravated by trials that were arranged on behalf of the ruler by a royal adviser that made a show of publicly prosecuting suspected enemies.  Not surprisingly the death of Tiberius was met with relief and rejoicing throughout the Empire.  Therefore, this man though powerful was not an example of either a good or effective leader.  The rest of the rulers that Luke refers to were all governing various portions of what had been the domain of Herod the Great.  The next individual named is Pontius Pilate.  Pontius Pilate was the least significant of these, because as the prefect of Judea, he was the financial administrator ultimately responsible for collecting taxes and maintaining peace.  The prefect was less important than a legate who ruled through the Roman army.  At that time of taking the post prefect of Judea, Pontius Pilate was an up and coming diplomat.  In those days Palestine was a testing ground for young governors who had potential for the future.  Because of the Jews’ stubborn refusal to be Romanized, it was a difficult land to rule over.  Therefore, in a certain sense, Pilate’s entire future career was on the line with his appointment to this position.  Judea had come under direct Roman rule when Archelaus (son of Herod the Great) was deposed by Caesar Augustus in A.D. 6.  This was done in response to a request to Caesar from the populace of Judea who found Archelaus to be intolerable.  After Pilate, Luke lists Herod.  The Herod referred to here is Antipas, who was the ruler of Galilee and Perea from 4 B.C. until he was deposed by Caligula in A.D. 39.  Antipas had never received the title “king” as his father had, and it was the striving for this title that ended his career.  His wife Herodias, nagged Antipas to go to the new emperor (Caligula, who succeeded Tiberius after his death in A.D. 37) to make the case that he too should be named king of his territory.  But Agrippa I, who was a friend of Caligula (and a nephew of Antipas), did not want any other kings in the family and so he sent an envoy to Rome to bring accusations against Antipas.  This action resulted in the banishment of Antipas and Herodias into exile.  The next ruler mentioned is Philip.  Philip the Tetrarch was also a son of Herod the Great.  But of a different mother than Antipas; his mother was Cleopatra of Jerusalem.  As a result of a dispute over the will of Herod the Great, Caesar Augustus made Philip the Tetrarch of the northeastern portion of what had been his father’s domain; which included Gaulanitis, Auranitis, Batanea, Trachonitis, Paneas, and Iturea.  Philip’s subjects were mostly Syrian and Greek.  He reigned from 4 B.C. to A.D. 34.  Philip did not possess the ambitious and scheming character of his brothers.  He ruled his domain with tranquility and moderation, and was well liked by his subjects.  He married Herodias’ daughter Salome, whose dance led to the beheading of John the Baptist.  The territory that Philip ruled over was on the eastern side of the Jordan River, parallel to Galilee to the west in regard to its north/south position.  The final ruler mentioned is Lysanius.  Critics argue that there was no Lysanius who was in position of Tetrarch during the reign of Tiberius.  However, there is evidence that suggests that there may have a number of individuals who ruled during this period who shared this name.  And it is possible that this evidence is confirmed in the writings of Josephus who identifies a Lysanius who rose to power before Herod Agrippa I (A.D. 40-44).  There is no direct proof that any of the individuals bearing this name can be identified with the individual that Luke refers to here, however, the evidence does suggest that Luke should be given the benefit of the doubt that someone by this name did ruler over Abilene.  The district of Abilene derived its name from Abila, its chief town, which was situated 16½ miles from Damascus on the way to Heliopolis.  The territory of Abilene was part of the Ituraean kingdom, which was broken up when its king Lysanias was put to death by Mark Antony in 35 B.C.  In A.D. 37 this territory, along with others, was granted to Agrippa I, after whose death in A.D. 44 it was administered by procurators until A.D. 53, when Claudius conferred it, along with neighboring territories, upon Agrippa II.  On Agrippa’s death, toward the close of the 1st century, his kingdom was incorporated into the province of Syria.  It is interesting to note that all this historical information is missing from the other three Gospels; this Gospel alone puts the life and ministry of Jesus within its broader historical context.
     Luke continues the thought in verse one, by writing, “while Annas and Caiaphas were high priests, the word of God came to John the son of Zacharias in the wilderness” (vs.2).  The Greek preposition translated as “while” means “in the time of”.  Indicating that Luke continues to talk about the same time period, but shifts focus from those who were in political leadership over the land of Palestine, to those who were in religious leadership over the Jewish people.  There is a surprising aspect to Luke’s reference to the position of High Priest.  Luke refers to the role with the title “chief priest”, in the singular, even though the title is applied to two separate individuals; Annas and Caiaphas.  Some critics have suggested that Luke was apparently ignorant of the fact that only one person at a time served as High Priest, and thus was in error at this point.  However, Luke actually correct expresses in subtle fashion the historical reality regarding the High Priestly role at that time.  Annas was the high priest from A.D. 6 to A.D. 15.  He was deposed by the Roman governor (a predecessor of Pontius Pilate) in A.D. 15.  Annas was succeeded by his own sons, and eventually by his son-in-law, Caiaphas, was placed in the position from A.D. 18 to A.D. 36.  Throughout this time, the Jewish continued to recognize Annas as the rightful high priest though Caiaphas functioned in that role (most likely resenting Rome’s interference in the priestly order).  Therefore, though Caiaphas was the official high priest, Annas still exercised great influence in the religious life of the Jews.  This influence is seen in Acts 4:6, which reveals that Annas was in control of and presiding over the Sanhedrin, whereas Caiaphas is designated as simply one of member of that ruling council.  Based on the historical facts noted above, it would seem that Luke was referring to Annas as having the virtual and yet tangible role of High Priest, even though Caiaphas officially held the office.  This is also consistent with what we read in the eighteenth chapter of the Gospel of John, where Annas has the authority to conduct a theological inquisition of Jesus along with Caiaphas.  As the head of the priesthood, Annas and Caiaphas would have authority over the temple, and the sacrificial worship at the center of the Jews’ religious life.  Thus, they would have exercised virtually unrivaled power and privilege among the Jewish people.
     But why does Luke open this chapter in the way he does.  This listing of people in power cannot only be for the purpose of putting John’s ministry in its historical context, for if that were Luke’s purpose it would be unnecessary to mention anyone beyond Tiberius.  The fact that others are mentioned goes back to Mary’s song where she speaks of the destiny of her child, that He would bring down the powerful and exalt those who were in the lowest positions in Jewish society (1:51-53).  Therefore, this introduction to the ministries of John and Jesus highlights that the powerful and influential were not those through whom God worked, but instead were only part of the tension filled authoritarian society that existed at the time.  Instead, the Word of God comes into a world where powerful and prestigious men are, but it does not come to them directly.  Instead, after a listing of individuals of power and prominence in both the political and religious life of Judea, we read that God speaks to an obscure son of one of the priests in Judea.  He lives in a place with no specific name “the wilderness”, and people must leave all that is established to meet with them and hear what God has to say to them.  Luke writes, “the word of God came to John the son of Zacharias in the wilderness” (vs.2b).  Luke intentionally casts John as a prophet through the use of the introduction formula that is used often in the Books of OT prophets.  This introduction formula included the political leaders of the time; the identity of the prophet’s father (Zachariah), and thus his family line, and finally, that the word of the Lord came to that prophet.  It is helpful to remember that a competent author does not include extraneous material in their writings.  It is not an accident that Luke makes reference to John as the son of Zachariah.  He did this to form a bridge to the narratives in chapter one; thus making it completely clear that this is the same John about whose birth we read earlier, and about whom we were told that he was destined to be the messianic forerunner (1:76-79).  Since John was the son of Zachariah, who was a priest, John too would have been eligible to serve as a priest.  In light of this some have noted that according to Levitical law a priest was to enter into his ministry at 30 years of age (Num.4:3, 37).  This is then to bolster the earlier date for Tiberius’ 15th year as emperor.  However, this portion of the Levitical law is irrelevant to that argument, because it does not apply to John.  John was not called to serve as a priest, but as a prophet, and the Levitical laws do not speak about how the prophetic role is to function, nor when a prophet is to begin his role.  The wording of this phrase “the Word of God came to John” does not speak about God giving revelation to John; instead, in light of the use of the Greek word “rhema” rather than “logos”, we are able to discern that Luke is referring John’s call to his prophetic ministry.  The use of this particular Greek word refers to a specific command or message given by God, that a person is to act on.  This informs us that John did not take on his prophetic ministry on his own initiative, but was commissioned by God to undertake it.  In regard to the use of the term “wilderness”, it refers to the rolling badlands between the hill country of Judea on the west and the Dead Sea and lower Jordan river to the east, stretching northward to about the point where the Jabbok River flows into the Jordan River.  It is a vast expanse of barren chalky soil, covered with pebbles, broken stones, and large rocks.  The wilderness would have been understood at that time to be the traditional meeting place between God and His people.
     Having introduced John through his call to ministry, Luke now begins to write about his ministry; “And he went into all the region around the Jordan” (vs.3a).  This wording indicates that John travelled throughout that region, rather than him entering into a different region from where he had been previously.  Only Luke informs us that John had an itinerant preaching ministry throughout the region of the Jordan River valley.  Clearly, the reason John centered his ministry around the Jordan River was because it was a place to facilitate baptisms.
     Luke writes that the substance of John’s ministry centered in “preaching a baptism of repentance for the remission of sins” (vs.3b).  This is a phrase that is packed with words which must be carefully understood, if one is to correctly interpret this passage, and have a grasp on John’s place in God’s redemptive plan.  First, we are informed that Luke sees John’s ministry as primarily a one of declaration.  The Greek word translated as “preaching”, properly referred to being a herald, and thus a person charged with the proclamation of a message of one in authority that was about a matter of gravity, and which was to be listened to and obeyed.  In the New Testament, this term is the one that is regularly used of the public proclamation of the gospel and matters pertaining to it, made by John the Baptizer, Jesus, the apostles, and other Christian teachers.  Luke writes that the content of John’s preaching was “a baptism of repentance for the remission of sins”, so that what he was preaching was the significance of his baptism and the need to submit to it.  Therefore, John’s preaching was focused on a particular type of baptism.  But what sort of baptism?  Part of the problem that surrounds the proper interpretation of baptism in general is that the word “baptism” is actually an untranslated word, having been incorporated into English through transliteration of the Greek word baptisma.  The definition of the verb is to dip, immerse, submerge, to overwhelm, or to saturate.  Therefore, understanding the basic meaning of the word, we can move on to examining what sort of immersing that John was engaged in.  Prior to the first century, the Jewish people were faced with a new challenge.  Prior to the post exilic period not many Gentiles converted to Judaism.  However, through the exiles of both the northern and southern kingdoms, the Israelite people were scattered throughout the Mediterranean world, and the Near East.  They were therefore living among Gentiles who now had the chance to get to know the Jewish religion.  The result was that a large number of Gentiles around the Greco-Roman world needed to be assimilated into the Jewish faith.  That required that the Jewish religious leaders to come up with instruction about how such conversions were to be handled.  The result was that non-Jews who wished to convert to Judaism were required to immerse themselves in water to remove their impurity as Gentiles (who were all seen as morally/spiritually unclean because of their association with idolatry).  Overall it was prescribed that those Gentiles who wanted to be brought into a covenant relationship with God (thus, becoming a “a proselyte of righteousness”) were required to engage in the three-fold rites of circumcision, baptism, and sacrifice.  But this was a practice that was intended exclusively for Gentiles, and was not considered necessary for a Jewish person.  There were several differences between John’s baptism and that of Jewish proselyte baptisms.  First, John actively immersed those who came to him, while in proselyte baptism the individual immersed himself.  Second, John performed his baptism primarily on Jews, whereas proselyte baptism was never practiced on Jews, but on Gentile converts to Judaism.  Third, proselyte baptism was not associated with repentance.  Therefore, to the Jews of the first century, John’s baptism was a new event for them.  Previously, whatever baptisms they might have been involved in related to general cleansing.  Because of the teaching they were receiving, Jews had little sense of the need for personal repentance.  Since they were the covenant people of God, they were taught to reason that by heritage they were basically right with God.  John’s baptism was one of “repentance”.  This is the next key term that needs to correctly defined.  The Greek word translated as “repentance” literally means to change one’s mind.  But, the word refers to more than a mere intellectual adjustment of one’s perspective; it refers broadly to the human dimension involved in the experience of conversion in contrast to the Divine element (regeneration).  Given the Semitic setting of John’s ministry, this Greek term reflects the Hebrew term “shub” (which means to turn).  In a religious context this Hebrew word conveyed the idea of reorienting one’s life around God and away from sin.  Since John’s baptism was associated with repentance, it outwardly pictured an inner change of heart.  The baptism did not save anyone (as is clear from what follows-vs.7-14), but was a preparatory step to salvation.  The expression “baptism of repentance” combines the outward ritual with the inward reality that ritual was meant to represent.  Some scholars maintain that the Jewish people had the expectation that repentance would be a necessary part of the coming of the Messiah, because this was taught by their rabbis.  This may be true, but this message misinterpreted by the majority of the Jews that lived in the first century, as the rest of this Gospel will make clear (including through what is written in this chapter).  In addition, to this primary purpose (signally repentance), John’s baptism was also done in anticipation of the future cleansing and forgiveness that will come through the work of the Messiah.  Luke next notes that this baptism of repentance was “for the remission of sins”.  The Greek preposition translated as “for” is used to express that the forgiveness of sins is the result of the repentance that the baptism expresses.  The Greek word translated as “remission” refers to the process of setting free, liberating, or releasing someone from bondage or obligation.  The verb form of this word has numerous nuances, from throw away to release, relinquish, and permit, in both literal and figurative senses.  Corresponding to secular use, the word has a wide variety of meanings in the NT; release, dismiss, leave.  The noun, which is used here, is used in the sense of forgiveness in the Septuagint only in Leviticus 16:26.  Elsewhere it is the translation of the Hebrew word for release or emancipation.  In the NT, this noun appears 17 times, including 5 times each in Luke and Acts. The noun almost always refers to divine forgiveness, and thus emphasizes separation from the power of sin as well as the moral and judicial debt caused by one’s sin.  John’s phrase reveals that forgiveness only comes to those who acknowledge and turn from their sins.  Repentance is not merely an intellectual change of mind about who Christ is, or a superficial remorse over the consequences of sin.  It is a radical turn away from sin involving a repudiation of one’s former life and a humble turning toward God.  It is that turning that will lead to the result of being freed from the dominating power of sin, as well as from the punishment due for that sin.  The baptism then served as an outward symbol of the cleansing from sin that came when God forgives the penitent through Christ.  As will be demonstrated later in this passage, by definition, the forgiveness of sins has a profound communal dimension; as sin is the reason why people are separated from the community of God and His people.  In light of this, we are to understand that forgiveness is the means by which one is restored to that community.  John’s baptism for forgiveness of sins was a unique preparatory baptism that expressed that a person was ready for God to come to fulfill His promise.  Forgiveness did not come because of the participation in the baptism but because of a heart open to the redemptive program of God to be enacted through the coming Messiah.  This is the definition that the Apostle Paul also gives regarding the baptisms of John (Acts 19:4).  Therefore, this was a baptism that followed repentance, and was administered as a sign of the repentance one had already expressed internally.  John’s preaching that the Jewish people needed to submit to this sort of baptism implied that the whole nation was apostate and sinful; and if it was to become the people of God, it must do so through the repentance that his baptism symbolized.  As will also be clarified later in this passage, that the Jews’ needed this baptism meant that being Jewish in itself was not sufficient to obtain acceptance before God.
     Next, Luke cites a portion of the book of Isaiah, to substantiate what he was writing here about John.  Since, the quotation is not exactly the same as what we find in our Old Testaments, Luke’s citation, and the portion of Isaiah are both presented below so that one can clearly see the differences between them and therefore follow what is written about Luke’s citation of Isaiah that help us properly interpret what he intended to convey to us through this citation:
 
	Isaiah 40:3-5
	Luke 3:4b-6

	“The voice of one crying in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the LORD; make straight in the desert a highway for our God.  Every valley shall be exalted and every mountain and hill brought low; the crooked places shall be made straight and the rough places smooth; the glory of the LORD shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it together; for the mouth of the LORD has spoken.’”
	“The voice of one crying in the wilderness: ‘prepare the way of the Lord; make His paths straight.  Every valley shall be filled and every mountain and hill brought low; the crooked places shall be made straight and the rough ways smooth; and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.’”



     From the panels above, one can see that Luke varies from the OT (including the Septuagint) by writing “His paths” rather than the OT words “paths of our God”.  The fact that all three synoptic Gospels agree against the OT here indicates that they have a common literary relationship between them.  This simply means that the apostles all understood that this alteration of the quotation was necessary in order to apply the verse to its messianic fulfillment in Christ.  The citation also deviates from the original passage in Isaiah in that the reference to seeing God’s glory is substituted by a reference to seeing God’s salvation.
     The following elements connect this OT quotation to Luke’s narrative, so that the prophecy serves to interpret Luke’s narrative and his narrative in turn interprets the prophecy:
1. Both mention the wilderness as the source of the Divinely sent messenger.
2. The OT prophecy speaks of this as a coming of Yahweh, while the narrative applies the quotation to Jesus; and this serves to clarify that the prophecy is Messianic, and that the narrative is about a human figure who is also Yahweh.
3. The OT quotation speaks of the need of preparation for the arrival of Yahweh, while the narrative interprets that to be turning to God and embracing His purpose.
4. The OT pictures the preparation in terms of preparing the geography, while the narrative clarifies that this is a metaphor for moral/spiritual renewal.

     As we look more closely at these three verses, we start with verse four, where Luke writes; “as it is written in the book of the words of Isaiah the prophet, saying: ‘The voice of one crying in the wilderness: 'Prepare the way of the LORD; make His paths straight.’”  The conjunction “as” introduces the quotation from Isaiah as the explanation for John’s ministry.  Thus, showing that John’s ministry was the fulfillment of an Old Testament prophecy.  In the original Isaiah passage, the unidentified voice remains anonymous, and that is because since the Word is from Yahweh, the identity of the speaker is not important.  However, the identity of the speaker is important in Luke, because it identifies John as the prophesied prophet who will prepare the way for the coming of Yahweh.  The question regarding the interpretation of the passage in Isaiah is to determine which pathway the prophet is speaking about.  There are at least two distinct roads spoken of in the text of Isaiah that will lead back to Jerusalem.  One is the road that leads the returning exiles back to Jerusalem (11:11-16).  But this is not that road.  This is the road that God Himself will take to Jerusalem, and thus the road is a metaphor for Yahweh’s return to the people of Judah at some undisclosed time in the future.  The prophecy says that the voice of John would be “crying in the wilderness”.  The Greek word used here does not mean a gentle weeping, but rather howling, so the wording indicates a loud calling out to the people to repent.  From how this prophecy is applied, it is clear that it is John’s voice that is calling in the wilderness to prepare the way of the Lord.  John, in being called a voice indicates that his entire life was a sermon.  In speaking of the “lord”, Luke uses the ambiguous Greek title “kurios”.  The ambiguity of the term is that it is a generic term for one in authority, but it is also the Greek term used to translate the personal name of God (Yahweh).  Luke takes advantage of this ambiguity in the narrative applies it to Jesus, rather than to the invisible God of Israel.  This subtly prepares the reader for the revelation that comes throughout the Gospel that Jesus was Yahweh incarnate.  The words “Prepare the way of the LORD; make His paths straight”, provide a word picture of a person who would run before those bearing a king, and clear away branches, rocks, and any other obstacle on the road that would hinder the king’s arrival.  John’s fulfillment of this prophecy demonstrates a continuity between his ministry and the revelation of the Old Testament; something that was critically important if he was to be accepted by pious Jews as a genuine prophet of God.
     Luke continues the citation of Isaiah’s prophecy with the words, “Every valley shall be filled and every mountain and hill brought low; the crooked places shall be made straight and the rough ways smooth” (vs.5).  The language employed here refers to what would customarily be done to prepare a road for when a king would be arriving at a city via that road.  The language also speaks of the making of roads where there previously were no roads (through the previously existing mountains and valleys), and bad roads will be made into good ones (smoothing out the way).  Some interpreters suggest that the raising of the valleys and the lowering of the mountains is the use of hyperbole.  That is true, but that observation does not help us discern how we are to understand what the prophecy intends to communicate.  The building of this highway in the way described would require a supernatural Divine act, as human beings (particularly in the first century) could not level actual mountains, or fill actual valleys.   Yet, the verse is a call via the forerunner regarding what human beings are to do to prepare a way for the Messiah’s approach.  But, since what is involved would be physically impossible for human beings to do, the best understanding of this verse is that it is to be understood metaphorically, because a literal understanding is not possible.  In light of what John’s ministry was actually supposed to be, it becomes clear that the leveling out of mountains and valleys represents a spiritual/moral renew that the people of God are to seek in reliance upon God’s power.  When metaphors are being employed a question that one must ask is whether the reader is supposed to understand that the prophecy as a whole conveys a single figurative representation of the people’s need to have a change of heart and be converted, or does each figure (in the overall metaphor) have a specific meaning that conveys individual aspects of the general principle being illustrated.  Since, there is no clear specific correspondence between leveling a mountain and a particular type of spiritual discipline, it is best not to stress the details of the metaphor and seeing that only the general idea is conveyed through the metaphor.  Therefore, the immovable objects (mountains and valleys) represent the huge obstacle of sin that must be removed from the lives of the people before they can have fellowship with God.  The metaphor illustrates John’s call that the Jewish people to repent, and demonstrate that repentance by receiving his baptism.
     Luke completes his quotation of the Isaiah passage with the words “‘And all flesh shall see the salvation of God'’” (vs.6).  The first part of Isaiah 40:5 is omitted in this quotation.  Isaiah originally wrote that it would be God’s glory that would be revealed.  Unlike the apostle John, Luke did not emphasize the manifestation of the glory of Yahweh in the earthly ministry of Jesus.  In Isaiah’s prophecy, the statement that all flesh will see the glory of God relates to the eschatological event that is given fuller description in verses 9-11 of Isaiah 40:

“O Zion, you who bring good tidings, get up into the high mountain; O Jerusalem, you who bring good tidings, lift up your voice with strength, lift it up, be not 
afraid; say to the cities of Judah, ‘Behold your God!’  Behold, the Lord God shall come with a strong hand, and His arm shall rule for Him; behold, His reward 
is with Him, and His work before Him.  He will feed His flock like a shepherd; 
He will gather the lambs with His arm, and carry them in His bosom, and gently lead those who are with young.”

The glory of God is the manifestation of God’s absolute reality.  The great sin of humanity is our attempt to arrogate that reality to ourselves without submitting to Him.  No doubt, Isaiah’s experience in the temple forever fixed within him the realization that one’s only hope to participate in the Divine glory is when God Himself graciously chooses to share it with a person.  But why then did Luke change the wording of the prophecy?  The truth is, Luke actually changed nothing.  Instead, the use of the word “salvation” is derived from the Septuagint, not from the Hebrew text.  It seems likely that the translators of the Septuagint used the word “salvation” as an interpretation of the word “glory”.  Salvation is tied to God’s glory throughout the Old & New Testaments in the sense that it is God’s work of salvation that best demonstrates His glorious nature.  In addition, Luke’s statement that “all flesh shall see the salvation of God”, fits with his emphasis on the widespread public display of God’s salvific acts.  Luke is not saying by this quotation that all people will embrace the message behind those acts and thereby be saved.  Simply that they will happen out in the open for everyone to see.  The inclusion of this last portion of the quotation relates to Luke’s concern in his Gospel to demonstrate that the OT promise of salvation for both Jews and Gentiles was beginning to be fulfilled in the ministry of John.  The expression “all flesh” when used in the NT refers only to the human race, not animals.  The stress in this verse is upon the inclusion of all flesh; meaning both Jews and Gentiles.  This quotation is typical of Luke’s emphasis on the universal availability of the gospel.  In fact, the idea of the universal saving purpose of God is the chief idea behind the entire narrative of Luke-Acts.  It is likely that this last phrase of the quotation is the reason why Luke cited a larger portion of the Isaiah prophecy than either Matthew or Mark did.  This quotation also anticipates the closing of the Book of Acts (the sequel to this Gospel) where the same passage is included again (28:25-28) after which Paul declares how salvation has been sent to the Gentiles.

II. The Call to Repentance: (vs.7-9)
     Luke now records what John’s interaction with some of those who came to meet him at the Jordan River, “Then he said to the multitudes that came out to be baptized by him, ‘Brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?” (vs.7).   The conjunction “then” is resumptive; indicating that Luke is returning to the subject of John’s proclamations about receiving a baptism for the forgiveness of sins (having interrupted that flow of thought with the quotation of Isaiah 40:3-5).  We are told that multitudes came to John.  The reader should wonder at this point why people would walk miles into the wilds of the Judean desert to hear what John had to say.  The answer is that we learned from the first chapter of this Gospel that the extraordinary events surrounding the birth of John were quite public and that those events were the topic of discussion throughout the Judean hills (1:65-66).  This background related to the circumstances of John’s birth gave people the sense he was going to an extraordinary person.  Added to this was that his message was about the imminent arrival of the Messiah; something the Jewish people were anxiously anticipating in the first century.  Only those who were outside the region of the Jordan River Valley would have needed to “come out” from where they resided to see John.  Therefore, Luke is making it clear that John was drawing people to him from outside the range of his preaching ministry.  The words “to be baptized by him” express purpose.  Therefore, we are informed with these words that Luke is saying they did not come to hear what John was saying, they were coming because they had already heard about his baptisms and wanted to receive it.  The fact that people came out in great numbers to be baptized by John indicates that many recognized him to be a genuine prophet of God; otherwise there would have been no explanation as to why they would be interested in his baptism, particularly since his baptism was at odds with usual Jewish practice.  John responds to the coming of the crowds by saying to them, “Brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?”  Vipers (specifically, the Nicander’s viper) were commonly (and falsely) believed to eat their way out of their mother’s womb; thus, John’s calling the crowd “brood of viper’s” was an even harsher expression than calling them simply “vipers”.  Though some think there is a reference here to how a snake will naturally flee from a fire.  However, the idea here is not about a serpent’s instincts to save itself; instead the point that is being made rests on how offspring resemble their parents and thus the idea of inheriting the poisonous nature of the viper is being conveyed, making the expression equivalent to “children of the devil” (I John 3:10).  But why would John say something so insulting?  Wouldn’t he be concerned that such words might undermine what was apparently a very successful ministry?  The answer lies in understanding that the large response was not as much of an indication of a positive response to John’s real message as it might at first seem.  John’s inflammatory language was intended to shock his hearers into rethinking their spiritual status before God.  John was pointing these people to the reality of God’s eschatological wrath to motivate them to change their lives.  This was an intensification of the message of the Old Testament prophets.  And this intensification was necessary because of the imminent arrival of the Messiah.  There is no doubt about it, John’s words to the people was harsh.  But, in reading these words we need to put our faith in the God who is guiding John, not in the cultural sensitivities of our day.  The reality was that from God’s point of view, the people coming to John were in profound sin, but they did not realize it.  John calls them a brood of vipers to lay bare the truth of their spiritual condition.  The reason John was preaching that the Jews needed to embrace a baptism of repentance is because they were in sin.  However, this verse and the next make it clear that the Jews coming to John had a false understanding about where they stood with God.  Apparently, many were coming with the belief that baptism alone could insure their acceptance by God and His Messiah.  John was alerting them to the stark realities of life. One must face the fact that wrath was coming and do what was necessary to escape it.  John was specifically confronting their confidence in their genealogy, by making it clear that in their sinful conditions they were not really children of Abraham, but had an evil lineage (represented by the figure of vipers).  Before one can lead people to the source of salvation, you must first convince them they are lost, and that is what John is doing here.  Therefore, his words, though harsh, are motivated by true compassion.  Though Luke records that John addresses the crowds in general with these words; Matthew records that John directed them specifically to the Pharisees and Sadducees (Matt.3:7).  Both Gospels record that there was a multitude present when John said these words.  The difference between these accounts seems to lie in the way each Gospel is focused for its readers.  Luke records the fact that John said this to the crowd at large, but Matthew (as is customary in his Gospel to the Jews, to show that their religious leaders had self-serving reasons for rejecting Jesus as the Messiah) focused the comments on the religious leaders as they were the source of the sinful posture John saw in the multitude at large.  John’s hearers were well aware of the coming of the time of God’s wrath, since it was a constant theme in the preaching of the OT prophets.  The expression “the Day of Yahweh” (the Day of the LORD) depicts God’s catastrophic future judgment of the wicked.  In the OT, the time of final messianic salvation is also the time of the final judgment as the dual focuses of the Day of the LORD.  The question about who informed them of this coming wrath had the rhetorical purpose of pressing whether or not the crowds actually understood that the time of the expression of God’s wrath was approaching, and that they themselves were endanger of being engulfed in it.  John’s question expresses that while it was proper for the crowd to come for baptism, he was questioning their true motivations as they came.  Therefore, the wrath of God spoken about here is what will eventually be executed at the second coming of Christ.  God’s wrath does not compromise or contradict His goodness and holiness.  Instead, God’s wrath promotes God’s steadfast goodness, for truth is by nature intolerant of error, as love is of indifference and hate, and goodness is of evil.  The objective in the warning of the coming wrath is not to destroy, but to effect repentance and renewal that people might be saved.  
     Luke continues his quite of John’s preaching when he writes, “Therefore bear fruits worthy of repentance, and do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’  For I say to you that God is able to raise up children to Abraham from these stones” (vs.8).  This verse explains why John addressed the crowd as a brood of vipers; because he was aware they were thinking they were secure before God because of their lineage and thus were only coming to be baptized because they thought that performance of the rite was required, but not because they saw themselves in need of spiritual/moral cleansing.  In a very real way, the crowds are like the wilderness in which John was preaching; they were empty, unproductive, and lifeless; what was needed then was for them to become fruitful, producing the evidence of life.  The warning in these verses is that if their repentance was fruitless, it was fake.  Therefore, any attempt to escape the coming wrath through immersion alone would fail.  The threat once again implies that a separation will take place within Israel, and all who are without fruit will be cut off from the people and destroyed.  Therefore, John’s preaching debunks the pretensions of outwardly religious people who try to pass themselves off to God and others as virtuous when in reality they have corrupt hearts.  The metaphor of fruit suggests that repentance is not entirely a human endeavor, but cooperation with Divine activity.  For though fruit emerges from the life of the tree, it is God who implants the life in the tree so that such fruit-bearing is possible.  The fruits of repentance are concrete expressions of life change, and apart from these there is no real repentance and no rites, even those commanded by God will make any difference in the face of judgment.  John called on the people to “bear fruits worthy of repentance”.  The Greek adjective that is translated as “worthy” has the proper meaning of drawing down a scale, and thus conveys weighing one thing so as to balance it with another that has an equivalent weight; and this basic sense leads to the idea of having like value, one thing being worth as much as another.  The meaning here is that which is befitting, or congruous, to a thing or situation (even though in other contexts it carries the connotation of being worthy and thus earning a response in either a good or bad sense).  The idea is that the truly repentant will manifest fruit that is consistent with that repentance.  From there John exhorts the crowds to not even to begin to entertain the thought in their minds that their lineage from Abraham would save them from the coming wrath.  This makes it clear that there was not the slightest way in which that would help them escape the wrath of God.  However, no principle or idea was more fully established in the minds of the Jewish populace than the conviction that all Israel had a part in the coming kingdom of God, simply by virtue of their connection to Abraham.  John was clear that being a member of the nation of Israel would not save anyone (Rom.2:28-29).  Likewise, judgment was waiting ahead for anyone who did not evidence a genuine repentance.  John’s statement about the place of the Jews in the redemptive purposes of God was meant to be a severe blow to their pride.  John was pointing out that there was nothing worthy or deserving about them, and there was nothing stopping God from making a new lineage for Abraham out of the rocks to replace them other than His own gracious nature and His faithfulness to His promises.  But, why did John make that particular statement?  Why would he point out that God could, if He wished, make obedient people out of stones?  Some interpreters suggest that there may have been a play on words that John used (assuming what is likely that he spoke in Aramaic) that was lost in Greek and is also lost in English (“’abnayya’” for stones, “benayya’” for children).  However, though the words sound alike, that does not really explain why such a reference would be helpful in communicating John’s idea (even though word plays are used often in other passages).  Another suggestion is that the expression has its roots in Isaiah 51:1, where there is a reference to Abraham being cut out of a rock.  But that was not literally true, and here the implication is that God could literally do this, so that explanation is not satisfying.  The best explanation is also the simplest.  The reference here is straight-forward and there is no reason to seek some sort of literary analogy or source for the statement.  John was merely saying that if He chose to, God could replace the Jewish people with others that were made from the surrounding rocks.  The point of this statement is that the issue of becoming God’s child is not a matter of inheritance, but of God’s power and work.  The picture of God producing life out of inanimate objects attributes adoption into God’s family as a work of God rather than a natural right that flows from one’s genealogy.  The stones picture dead inanimate creation, which God brings miraculously to life.  John chose to use stones in his teaching because stones covered the wilderness area and they were basically useless to people, and thus it was a way of conveying just how broad the almighty’s options were, and how little God’s people can really do on their own for salvation.  This teaching is similar to something Jesus will say later; that God could cause inanimate stones to praise His Son, if humans remained silent (19:40).
     Luke continues to write about John’s call to the Jews to repent; “And even now the ax is laid to the root of the trees.  Therefore every tree which does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire” (vs.9).  The trees in the metaphor represented those whose repentance was demonstrably false, since they did not bear good fruit.  The reality is that impenitence tends to harden one’s heart so that often the person is left permanently in their rebellious state facing inevitable punishment.  In the imagery, the axe is at the root of the trees, and though the trees have not yet been cut down, the warning of impending judgment is clear.  The idea is that it could happen at any time without any further warning.  This reference to unfruitful trees would have been especially poignant to John’s Jewish audience, because in the OT, Israel was often symbolized as an unfruitful vineyard (Isa.5:1-7; Jer.2:21; Hos.10:1-2).  In their culture it was normal for trees that were unproductive to be cut down to be burned because they were deemed worthless and taking up the space that could be given to a productive tree.  Some interpreters suggest that the wrath of God spoken about here fell upon the Jewish nation in A.D. 70 because of the people’s refusal to repent and believe.  However, since John speaks of “every” tree, more than one is in view.  And John stresses that only the unfruitful, unrepentant, need to be worried about being laid low by God’s axe.
It is observed that the decision that John speaks about here relates to individual’s not to the nation of Israel as a whole.  In context, there would be no other nations that could be saved apart from Israel prior to the universal spread of the Gospel.  Therefore, one must conclude the verse speaks about individual salvation or condemnation, not the eventual fate of the nation of Israel.  Others suggest that this is not a reference to final judgment, but a judgment in regard to who will or will not enter into the Kingdom of God.  That seems like a distinction without a difference, since those who are within the kingdom are saved from final judgment and those who are outside the kingdom will not be saved.  These suggestions seem to flow from the fact that at Jesus’ arrival final judgment did not take place.  However, John’s remarks are speaking about the eventual eternal consequences that will follow from a decision that these people must make in the very near future.  The implied actor in the judgment will be God who will wield the axe and execute fiery judgment on the unrepentant.  John’s purpose in what he said here is to awaken the crowds to the imminent arrival of the Messiah and thus the near approach of judgment so that they would see the crisis moment that was upon them.

III. The Fruit of Repentance: (vs.10-14)
[bookmark: _Hlk5626592]      Next, Luke writes, “So the people asked him, saying, ‘What shall we do then?’” (vs.10).  The Greek verb translated as “asked” is in the imperfect (e)phrwvtwn) and thus expresses repetition.  This could mean either that this question was being asked over and over, or that it was the typical response to John’s preaching, and then by application conveys that it should be the objective of all Christian preaching that those who hear ask how it should change their lives.  The question was what are some specific things we should do to demonstrate the good fruit that is consistent with genuine repentance?  It had already been made clear by John already that fruit in general is necessary for repentance, thus the question here is specifically what sort of fruit is appropriate to manifest one’s repentance?  This question attests to the genuine conviction in the souls of some of those who were responding to John’s preaching; recognizing that they were in need of salvation.  Therefore, John’s preaching about the judgment of God had motivated a response of fear among those who heard his message.  It is important to recognize that John did not call upon the crowds to follow him in his ascetic lifestyle; nor did John call for the people to engage in religious rights to show their repentance.  Instead, he pointed the people toward meeting the needs of others.  This demonstrates that true repentance is not simply something that only impacts our relationship with God; it also impacts our relationships with others.  To reorient oneself to God, means that one’s relationships with other people will manifest more compassion and generosity.  In addition, John’s answers to their questions reveal a recognition that each calling life has its own temptations and that it is a mark of the truly penitent to resist them.  In verses 10-14 there is a focus on three different groups; the general multitude, tax collectors, and soldiers.
     In verse eleven, Luke records what John said to the crowd at large; “He answered and said to them, ‘He who has two tunics, let him give to him who has none; and he who has food, let him do likewise.’”  As we read later in this Gospel, a disregard for others could be rooted in a religious elitism (we are descendants of Abraham-vs.7-11), or a bureaucratic system that encourages tax collectors to gouge a vulnerable populace (vs.12-13), or a military that condones the extortion of civilians by soldiers (vs.14).  Like the prophets of the Old Testament, John defines true righteousness in terms of social justice rather than in religious affiliation, social status, or wealth.  The fundamental aspect of the ethic that John teaches here involves an unselfish orientation to life, where one responds in practical ways to the needs one sees that others have.  This is a voluntary call to share, that is to be motivated by an appropriate concern for the welfare of others.  The Greek word translated here as “tunic” refers to the inner and less necessary garment, distinguished from the outer and almost indispensable one.  The poorest people at the time had only one outer tunic; by such standards, anyone with two tunics had more than necessary.  At times a person might wear two for warmth (Mk.6:9), or it might simply be an extra one.  Either way, it represented the opportunity to meet the needs of others.  It needs to be borne in mind that it would be taking this teaching too far to say that John was exhorting the people to create a communal society.  Instead, the exhortations that John gives here reflect the admonitions to engage in social justice and compassion that are found in the Old Testament Law.  The orientation to generously give to others is put forth as a fruit of repentance because greed for possessions is one of the strongest indicators of a life dedicated to sin and self.  It is important to remember that doing these things is to be understood as an expression of repentance, and not a means by which one gains merit before God.  These instructions are not the means by which one enters into the community of God’s people, but is the manifestation that one is already a part of that community.  The actions John prescribes are meant to reflect the OT idea of hesed, the expression of loving kindness that mirrors God’s own nature; a practical way to be holy as He is.  It is suggested by some interpreters that John was not advocating that his followers give in proportion to what they have, but to give in excess of that with the reasoning that if one will not give away one’s only shirt, then the shirt owes you, not the other way around.  However, given the overall picture of Scripture this is a distortion that can lead people into a destructive life pattern.  Instead, the idea is that those who have more than they need, should share with those who have nothing.  It should be done in a sacrificial way, and in a way that expresses that God will take care of us when we are generous; but the idea is not that one must give until one is completely impoverished.
     In verses twelve and thirteen we read John’s instructions to the tax collectors; “Then tax collectors also came to be baptized, and said to him, ‘Teacher, what shall we do?’  And he said to them, ‘Collect no more than what is appointed for you.’”  Tax collectors were hated and scorned because they collected taxes for the Roman oppressors.  They were despised as traitors and robbers, and were cut off from Jewish religious life.  A Jew who collected taxes was a cause of disgrace to his family, expelled from the Synagogue, and disqualified from serving as a judge or witness in court.  They were considered the worst of their society.  Yet, these found their way to John, but ironically, the respectable religious people did not honestly seek out John.  The way that the Romans administrated taxation was by farming out the responsibility to local individuals who would bid to get the rights to tax on Rome’s behalf.  The one with the winning bid would pay Rome the amount he bid, and then go on to collect more than that from the citizens in order to pay his expenses and earn a profit.  Since these chief tax gatherers had to pay the expected tax revenues to Rome in advance of them actually being collected, and then afterward seek to recoup the amount, the assessment and collection of taxes were open to significant abuse.  This resulted in situations where the inflated rates that were set by these individuals were so high that the Roman government would have to intervene afterward and impose regulations limiting what could be collected.  The sort of tax collecting that these individuals did was not direct taxes such as the poll (general citizen tax) and land taxes which were collected by the Roman prefect.  They collected indirect taxes.  The indirect taxes were on things that were purchased or leased in a region, as well as other various tolls.  These indirect taxes, because they were so open to abuse, were the most despised by Jewish citizens.  That the Tax collectors called John “teacher” means they were recognizing him as an authorized spokesperson for God.  John did not instruct these tax collectors to leave their jobs (as might be expected), but exhorted them to execute their responsibility with justice and without making excessive demands on others.  John was not advocating an overthrow of the system itself that was so hated by the Jews.  The Greek word translated here as “appointed”, means that which stands prescribed.  This definition reflects that the word is a perfect tense participle.  In the lexicon, the verb is defined as to arrange matters in a particular manner, to arrange according to a plan.  So in other words they were supposed to collect taxes according to what the government required, rather than making up false rates.  An individual attempting to be honest would have to deal with the same obstacles that exist for businessmen in our modern day.  In a culture where cheating and gouging are the normal practices of those around them there will always be temptations and pressures to go along with the norm, even though that norm is evil.  John’s instructions assume that, even in compromising and difficult circumstances, there are ways to behave decently and morally.  The inclusion of the reference to tax-gatherers as responding to John’s preaching means that even the most despised in society could find forgiveness and restoration.  And later in the Gospel we will read the story of Zacchaeus becomes an exemplar of a truly repentant tax collector (19:1-10).  These tax collectors are told to manifest true repentance by treating people fairly and honestly and not abusing their authority.  
     In verse fourteen, Luke includes John’s instructions to soldiers; “Likewise the soldiers asked him, saying, ‘And what shall we do?’  So he said to them, ‘Do not intimidate anyone or accuse falsely, and be content with your wages.’”  Syria, as a major province under a high-ranking military governor, had four legions to defend the eastern Roman frontier.  The Roman army had approximately twenty-five legions, that were made up of about 6,000 soldiers.  Judea was administered as a separate province under a governor of lesser rank (a prefect) with much more limited forces.  Pilate’s troops were auxiliary units that are estimated to have numbered to about 3,000 men.  The soldiers referenced in this passage would have been those serving Herod Antipas which were made up of Jews and non-Jews who acted as a peace-keeping police force.  Jews were exempt from required military service in the regular Roman army due especially to their dietary laws.  But they could and did serve in these auxiliary units.  These soldiers would also be employed by the tax gatherers to provide backing so that they would be able to collect taxes from unwilling citizens.  These soldiers, with their weapons and their authority could bully others so as extort them or forcibly confiscate property.  These soldiers here were tempted to use their position of power to gain more, since their wages were very low.  Meanwhile, the Roman Empire did not attempt to stop these abuses, because what they would get from those whom they pressured made such soldiers less likely to revolt against the government.  Once again, John does not ask these soldiers to leave their positions.  That he did not means a number of things.  First, it means that absolute pacificism is not a Biblical teaching; because any and all soldiers would be required at times to use force.  Second, it was counter-cultural and thus the Jews were wrong to conclude that joining the ranks of these forces was evil.  What the soldiers are told is to do is not to intimidate or falsely accuse.  A likely problem for soldiers who would wish to implement John’s admonition is that the wages of these soldiers may have been calculated on the expectation of unlawful supplements to their income.  Therefore, John was undoubtably calling on them to put the welfare of others before the monetary prosperity of themselves.  It was a call to make tangible sacrifices.  The Greek word translated as “accuse falsely” is never used in the sense of being a neutral informer; instead, it always conveys the idea of being a false accuser, especially with the view of obtaining money.  The instruction then is not to use their office to extort money from people because of the power of one’s office to make false accusations against others.  Such soldiers were known and hated for doing precisely what John was telling the repentant not to do.  The corrective is rooted in being content with their wages because it was the failure to be content that motivated them to abuse their authority.  The original Greek wording expresses something that is impossible to see in the translation above.  The words translated above as “And…we” are better translated as “even we” and they add to the sense of moral need that the soldiers recognize in themselves.  The Greek word translated here as “wages” is best understood as referring to provisions, and thus to a ration of money.

Conclusion:
[bookmark: _GoBack]     The lesson the modern person needs to learn from this passage is that the greatest threat one can face is not the temptation to give into personal immorality (as unholy as that is).  The greatest danger is embracing the false hope of an unbiblical gospel.  Many who call themselves Christians now, just like the Israelites of old, think they have found acceptance with God, but in truth they have not.  Instead, they (like the ancient Israelites) rest their hope on things that will not save them.  The test throughout the Bible that distinguishes true saints from false professors is whether or not their lives consistently manifest the fruit of godliness in concert with an orthodox confession of faith.  John demonstrates that true fruit is will be in harmony with the dual commands to love God with all that one is, and to love other people as one loves oneself (Matt.22:37-40).   That means rendering real worship and devotion to God, and rendering goodness and kindness to others.
