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Luke 3:1-18 

1It was now the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius, the Roman emperor. Pontius Pilate was governor 

over Judea; Herod Antipas was ruler over Galilee; his brother Philip was ruler over Iturea and Traconitis; 

Lysanias was ruler over Abilene. 2 Annas and Caiaphas were the high priests. At this time a message 

from God came to John son of Zechariah, who was living in the wilderness. 3 Then John went from place 

to place on both sides of the Jordan River, preaching that people should be baptized to show that they 

had repented of their sins and turned to God to be forgiven. 4 Isaiah had spoken of John when he said, 

“He is a voice shouting in the wilderness, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord’s coming! Clear the road for him! 

5 The valleys will be filled, and the mountains and hills made level. The curves will be straightened, and 

the rough places made smooth. 6 And then all people will see the salvation sent from God.’” 7 When the 

crowds came to John for baptism, he said, “You brood of snakes! Who warned you to flee the coming 

wrath? 8 Prove by the way you live that you have repented of your sins and turned to God. Don’t just say 

to each other, ‘We’re safe, for we are descendants of Abraham.’ That means nothing, for I tell you, God 

can create children of Abraham from these very stones. 9 Even now the ax of God’s judgment is poised, 

ready to sever the roots of the trees. Yes, every tree that does not produce good fruit will be chopped 

down and thrown into the fire.” 10 The crowds asked, “What should we do?” 11 John replied, “If you 

have two shirts, give one to the poor. If you have food, share it with those who are hungry.” 12 Even 

corrupt tax collectors came to be baptized and asked, “Teacher, what should we do?” 13 He replied, 

“Collect no more taxes than the government requires.” 14 “What should we do?” asked some soldiers. 

John replied, “Don’t extort money or make false accusations. And be content with your pay.  

15 Everyone was expecting the Messiah to come soon, and they were eager to know whether John might 

be the Messiah. 16 John answered their questions by saying, “I baptize you with water; but someone is 

coming soon who is greater than I am—so much greater that I’m not even worthy to be his slave and 

untie the straps of his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. 17 He is ready to 

separate the chaff from the wheat with his winnowing fork. Then he will clean up the threshing area, 

gathering the wheat into his barn but burning the chaff with never-ending fire.” 18 John used many such 

warnings as he announced the Good News to the people. 

 

When Summar and I bought our first house in Pennsylvania, it was somewhat of a fixer upper. Because 

of that, I learned a lot about what to do and what not to do about home repair. I won’t go into it too 

much, but there was a lot of tearing down and building up, and one of the rooms ended up being 

painted orange. I’m still on the fence as to whether that was a good idea or not.  

The house was in a flood plain, and because of this one night we found ourselves, after some serious 

torrential downpours, pumping out our basement. We needed two sump pumps to keep up with the 

water that had reached two feet. We were trying to keep it away from the circuit breaker box. The 

ground was so saturated that, through a hole in the wall of the basement, water came in like a small 

fountain. We stayed up all night pumping water out of our basement and out the side window, where 

the water was still rushing like sheet after sheet on the ground.  



In fairness, I was warned. And anyone who has bought a house has been warned. Home ownership, 

especially the ownership of old houses, is not for the meek. Summar and I both love old houses; we love 

to rent them. Over the years we’ve purchased two. They always require that extra TLC, and I’ve done my 

fair share of repairs in both the houses we’ve owned and rented. But they’re worth the work because 

they have what I’d call character or personality. They usually feel unique. They feel like there’s a 

backstory that’s interesting. And because of that, to me, they’re worth the work you need to put into 

them.  

Just like those people who fix up old houses, the Christmas story, it seems to me, is one of rehabilitation. 

Hold that thought for a second and think about those reality shows where people remodel homes to 

resell them. They rehab them and then flip them, meaning they sell them quickly, to turn a profit. And 

there is something very appealing about these shows because they seem to be on all the time and there 

are a bunch of them. Before the onslaught of reality shows about fixing up homes, there was a show 

called This Old House on PBS. I used to love watching that show because, over time, you’d see this 

miraculous transformation of a home that you really questioned whether or not they could make 

something good out of it. Now there are all kinds of shows and YouTube channels that feature this kind 

of thing. I think the appeal of these shows and the stories they tell, even though it’s always the same 

story, is the kind of transformation that takes place. We know the house is going to be different. We 

know they’re going to sell it and make a profit. We know they’ll get it done in time. We know that there 

will probably be some revelation to build some tension but in the end it will all work out. That’s how 

reality TV works, right? It’s always the same formula. And yet we can’t get enough. At least some of us 

can’t. Because the formula isn’t why we watch. The difference is in the transformation. What will the 

house look like? That’s what we want to know. 

And we love a good transformation story, right? How many movies have as their central theme the main 

character turning from a bad guy to a good guy? Groundhog day is one of my favorite movies of all time, 

and in it, Bill Murray plays a character who repeats the same day over and over again until he learns 

how to be a decent person. The filmmakers say that the time period depicted in the film where Murray 

transforms into the nice guy takes place over ten years. Ten years. It’s a work of fiction but I believe it. 

Because unlike flipping a house, human transformation takes time. In fact, it’s a lifetime work. And in 

our text today, John the Baptist is calling for transformation of the lives of the people who are listening 

to him. But, we know the reality of the call for transformation, in that it can be a tough sell. 

Luke chapter three might seem like an unconventional Christmas sermon passage, and in a way it is. But 

I think there’s a good reason for that. You see, in Luke 1 and 2, Luke draws out this glorious picture of 

the birth of Jesus, and he ends chapter two with a story about Jesus teaching in the temple. All of this 

paints a picture of Jesus that we can embrace and hold dear to our hearts. But then Luke introduces a 

new character, John the Baptist, and if this were a novel or a movie, we’d be gob smacked because John 

is not at all like what has come previously. Whereas the story of the birth of Jesus is summed up with 

words like peace and joy, the shorthand for the ministry of John the Baptist is nothing short of upheaval. 

But here is why it is so interesting. 

Douglas Adams, the famous Sci-Fi and comedy writer (and, might I add, atheist), wrote the following in 

the beginning to the Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy: “And then one day, nearly two thousand years 

after one man had been nailed to a tree for saying how great it would be to be nice to people for a 

change, a girl, sitting on her own in a small cafe in Rickmansworth suddenly realized what it was that 



had been going wrong all this time and she finally knew how the world could be made a good and happy 

place. This time it was right, it would work, and no-one would have to get nailed to anything. Sadly, 

however, before she could get to a phone to tell anyone, the Earth was unexpectedly demolished to 

make way for a new hyperspace bypass and so the idea was lost forever.” Although it’s an offhand 

remark in a text that’s really about traveling around space, it’s that remark that has stuck with me the 

most out of all of his books that I’ve read. Because it alludes to how revolutionary it is to tell people to 

be nice to each other. It really is. And it in no way, shape or form should be revolutionary. It should be 

the norm. But here we are. And that baby, in that manger, 2000 years ago, was the start, and really 

continuation of, a revolution that all humanity has tried to embrace, in some cases squelch, in others 

wrestled with, to this day.  

We love those reality shows about flipping houses precisely because it’s hard work and it’s about 

triumph. It’s about fixing what once was broken. It’s about setting right something that was wrong. And 

doing that is not easy. Not at all. It seems to me, then, in some ways, the story of the birth of Jesus has 

been co-opted and turned into something it’s not. For example, Jesus tells us something in Matthew 10 

that, on its face, seems to be antithetical to the Christmas story, at least the way it’s often told: 34“Do 

not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I did not come to bring peace, but a sword. 

35For I have come to turn“ ‘a man against his father, a daughter against her mother, a daughter-in-law 

against her mother-in-law— 36a man’s enemies will be the members of his own household.’”. Compare 

that with Luke 2 and what the angel says: ““Don’t be afraid!” he said. “I bring you good news that will 

bring great joy to all people.” Jesus bringing a sword doesn’t sound like good news. It sounds like bad 

news. It sounds like he’s going to cause separation. But check out what John the Baptist is telling people 

to do in preparation for Jesus. He wants them to rehab their homes. He wants them to flip themselves if 

you will into something totally different.  

Here’s what he wants them to do: If they have two shirts, give one to the poor. If you have food, share it 

with those who are hungry. Tax collectors should collect no more taxes than the government requires. 

In other words, they shouldn’t steal from the people they collect from. Soldiers shouldn’t extort money 

or make false accusations. And be content with your pay. That means they shouldn’t use their power to 

steal or lie about others to exact revenge or gain power over another individual. You can almost hear 

someone say, “Are you new here? That’s not how we do things.” Meaning, that’s not how we do things 

on earth. We get gain where we can. We take care of ourselves first. We might share if there’s 

something in it for us, but this self-sacrifice stuff is way too far.  

But something has changed. You see, a child is born, a son has been given. There’s a new sheriff in town. 

There’s a new way to be human. And because of that child and what he’s going to do, that old way, that 

old house, with its broken windows, blown off shingles, creaky stairs and corroding pipes, it’s got to go. 

And that’s good news, in fact it’s great news for people who want to hear it, who don’t want to live in 

the broken down house. It’s time to flip the house.  

What’s amazing about this passage is that these people listened to John the Baptist. After all, he starts in 

a somewhat different way. In my preaching classes, we were told often that it’s good to start with a joke 

when you’re preaching, or a personal, humorous anecdote so that people can ease into your sermon. 

John, I think it’s fair to say, takes a different approach, calling his audience a brood of snakes. This is not 

feel good preaching. And if myself, Pastor Dave or Pastor Kurt were take this kind of approach, I think it 

would do more than just raise some eyebrows. But John knows his audience. He knows what they’re 



thinking. “We’re all good. We’re descendants of Abraham. We got the whole God thing figured out and 

wrapped up. That means we’re connected to someone who’s got our back. So we don’t need to worry.” 

But it’s not going down like that. God has always wanted his people to live a certain way, and now his 

son is here to teach them how to do it, and when they don’t do it, he’s going to fix that, too, by dying for 

their sin. There is no more “we’ve got connections so we’re good.” There is no more, “I can just take 

from this person because they can’t do anything about it.” There is no more living in the broken house. 

The Christ child is fixing all of it.  

Were both the angel and Jesus right? Of course. There was and is good news for everyone. Every single 

person can have it. But not everyone wants it. Paul says it well in 1 Corinthians chapter 1: “The message 

of the cross is foolish to those who are headed for destruction! But we who are being saved know it is 

the very power of God.” So it’s good news if you want to try to do good. It’s good news if you know you 

need saving. It’s bad news if you’ve decided to not be compassionate. If you’ve decided that grace just 

isn’t important to you. If you think you don’t require something other than yourself.  

The birth of Jesus isn’t the birth of a powerful king from an earthly standpoint. It’s the birth of a humble 

servant who loves to flip our own earthly dwellings into something beautiful, something useful, 

something that resembles him. How we get there is a challenge, and here’s my challenge to you today. 

What is that thing in your life and is prohibiting you from flipping your house? What is that thing that 

you’ve said, “that’s off limits, Jesus. I don’t want that to change.” What is the thing that makes you 

“Jesus is my Lord, except this.” What’s keeping you from the kind of change that John the Baptist asked 

of his audience?  

I don’t want to issue the usual challenge that we hear from so many sermons, which is “make a change”. 

If you can do that, please feel free. But I want to encourage you to do something else with that thing 

that’s holding you back from being closer to God. I want to encourage you to pray and let God reveal to 

you why it’s so important to you, why it’s got you hold on, why you just can’t let God into it and help 

repair it. This doesn’t mean at all that it will be gone overnight. It’s very possible that whatever you 

struggle with will be over a long period of time or even lifelong. But at least letting God into it, creating a 

dialogue with him about, that’s huge. That’s how transformation happens. You’re not alone in having to 

repair what has been broken.  

I want to challenge you today to let God into your struggle. Big or small, let him in. Let Jesus be Lord 

over it. Let him be comforter, counselor, mighty God in your imperfection. Let the transformation start 

today. In Jesus’ name, amen.   


