Luke 3:1 – 20
At the time of John the Baptist, society seemed fairly secure, prosperous and even luxurious in the Roman Empire.  Much of Israel lived in uneasy co-existence with their Roman rulers.  They had found places of power and prosperity within the confines of the Romans who governed them.  The Sanhedrin was in authority over Jewish religious and social life.  The Rabbinical schools were churning out young disciples who followed the growing traditions of their teachers.

This had also been true of the one who was the forerunner or the antitype of John, the prophet Elijah.  Both men came out of the wilderness to address the ills of a people corrupted by the desire for more and by a bankrupt religious system.

Although the Roman Empire appeared secure too but the seeds of destruction had already been sown.  Corruption was rife in the government and as Alfred Edersheim stated, the chief cause of the decay was the cessation of marriage, and the nameless abominations of what remained of family life.  He was speaking of the decay of marriage, of the increasing number of births out of wedlock and of adultery and homosexuality, both of which were accepted as part of social life in Rome.

Unlike his predecessor, Augustus, Tiberius was merciless to the Jews.  Under his rule, Jews in Rome were openly persecuted; Judaism in Israel was practiced according to the rules of the state.  Pilate changed the high priest four times until he found in Caiaphas, one who was submissive enough to remain in office.

Pilate was openly hostile to the Jews and to their religion.  It is noted in Luke 23:12 that Pilate and Herod Antipas had been enemies of each other until they agreed on the crucifixion of Jesus.  No doubt that they were enemies since one represented in some sense the culture of the Israelites and the other hated all that the Israelites stood for.  Only the decision as to what should be done about the Messiah would unite them.  

Verses1-2

· Tiberius had been Caesar for fourteen years.

· Pontius Pilate had been appointed Governor of Judea by Tiberius in 26 AD.  He succeeded Valerius Gratus.

· Herod Antipas was tetrarch of Galilee.

· Phillip was tetrarch of Iturea and Trachonitis (Iturea is north of Galilee, Trachonitis was east of Galilee)

· Lysanias was tetrarch of Abilene (also north of Galilee).

· Annas and Caiaphas were listed as High Priest.  Annas had been appointed as high priest by Quirnius in 7 AD.  And he was removed by Valerius Gratus nine years later.  Each of his five sons also served as high priest.  Caiaphas was his son-in-law.  It was Caiaphas who was serving in this office in 26-27 AD when John the Baptist began his ministry.  Caiaphas was also high priest when Jesus was crucified but Annas played an important role because of his position of prominence in the Sanhedrin.

All seven men would remain in power through the period of the execution of Jesus Christ.
It is interesting to note that even though these were the seven prominent men listed in the public life of the region (these are the men who would be covered daily by the Damascus Democrat or the Jerusalem Post), they were bit players in the real drama that was unfolding in the wilderness near the Jordan River.
Verse 3
John preached the “baptism of repentance for the remission of sins”.

   That is the metonia (a sense of guilt that leads you to turn and go the other way). 

John preached it as a necessary step for the remission (aphesis) freedom; pardon:--deliverance, forgiveness, liberty, remission.

As the forerunner of the Messiah, this was a necessary message in order for the people to understand that they needed a Savior.  Without a recognition of sin and repentance, there is no forgiveness; there is no sense that a Messiah is needed to save us from anything.
Later Apollos would preach only the message of John and he would be corrected by Aquila and Pricilla to preach the one that John was pointing to.

Acts 18:24-26  And a certain Jew named Apollos, born at Alexandria, an eloquent man, and mighty in the scriptures, came to Ephesus.  This man was instructed in the way of the Lord; and being fervent in the spirit, he spake and taught diligently the things of the Lord, knowing only the baptism of John.  And he began to speak boldly in the synagogue: whom when Aquila and Priscilla had heard, they took him unto them, and expounded unto him the way of God more perfectly.

John was preaching the message in the wilderness rather than in the temple or even in the city of Jerusalem.  He obviously did not do any demographic survey to determine where to locate his ministry …
Verses 4-6
John fulfilled the prophecies in Isaiah 40:3-5 (READ IT) and Malachi 4:5-6. 
Note in verse six that it says, “all shall see the salvation of God.”  This is the same word that Simeon used in direct reference to Jesus in Luke 2:30.

It is also the same word used by Paul in his letter to Titus, ‘For the grace of God that bringeth salvation hath appeared to all men,’ Titus 2:11.  It does not refer just to the act of saving but to the One who brings it!!!

And of Elijah to come as it says in Malachi 4:5-6 ‘Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the great and dreadful day of the LORD: And he shall turn the heart of the fathers to the children, and the heart of the children to their fathers, lest I come and smite the earth with a curse.’

In Matt 11:13-14 Jesus said, ‘For all the prophets and the law prophesied until John.  And if ye will receive it, this is Elias, which was for to come.’

And in Matt 17:10-13, “And his disciples asked him, saying, Why then say the scribes that Elias must first come?  And Jesus answered and said unto them, Elias truly shall first come, and restore all things.  But I say unto you, That Elias is come already, and they knew him not, but have done unto him whatsoever they listed. Likewise shall also the Son of man suffer of them. Then the disciples understood that he spake unto them of John the Baptist.’ 

Verse 7-9
Matthew 3:7-12 says that this message was preached to the Sadducees and Pharisees who came to hear him.  He called them a generation of vipers or offspring of poisonous snakes!!!  Jesus would later refer to them in the same terms on at least two occasions when he was preaching in the temple.

Verse 10
Praise the Lord that John’s message found some repentant hearts among his hearers.  Convicted of their sin, they asked what they should do.

Verses 11-14

John instructs each group based upon the issues in their lives.  At this point, John is telling them how to “bring forth fruit meet for repentance” as he says in Matthew 3:8.  He is saying, “If you are truly repentant, then there should be some evidence of it in your life and here is the evidence.”
This is the same message that Paul would later preach as he told King Agrippa in Acts 26:20 “But shewed first unto them of Damascus, and at Jerusalem, and throughout all the coasts of Judaea, and then to the Gentiles, that they should repent and turn to God, and do works meet for repentance.”

In many of Paul’s letters, he tells us how we should live based upon the finished work of Jesus on the cross; based upon the forgiveness of our sin.  He says that there should be evidence of a new life in Christ if we are truly born again.
Galatians 5:15-25 READ IT
Ephesians 4:21-32  READ IT

So neither John the Baptist nor Paul preach salvation by good works but both preached that good works would follow as evidence of salvation.  As James says, ‘For as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is dead also.’  James 2:26
Verse 16

The lowest slave in the house was the one who unloosened the shoes and washed feet.  John was saying that he wasn’t worthy to be the lowest slave in the kingdom of the Messiah.
In Matthew 13:30, Jesus concludes the parable of wheat and tares by saying, ‘Let both grow together until the harvest: and in the time of harvest I will say to the reapers, Gather ye together first the tares, and bind them in bundles to burn them: but gather the wheat into my barn.’
You find in other places of scripture that fire serves one of two purposes.  It either purifies or it purges.  

I Corinthians 3:13-15  ‘Every man's work shall be made manifest: for the day shall declare it, because it shall be revealed by fire; and the fire shall try every man's work of what sort it is.

 14 If any man's work abide which he hath built thereupon, he shall receive a reward.

 15 If any man's work shall be burned, he shall suffer loss: but he himself shall be saved; yet so as by fire.’

So, as a believer, your works will be tried by fire to see what they are made of.  But unbelievers will be judged by an eternal fire.  It either purifies or purges.

The final judgment by fire:

Re 20:14 And death and hell were cast into the lake of fire. This is the second death.

 Re 20:15 And whosoever was not found written in the book of life was cast into the lake of fire.

 Re 21:8 But the fearful, and unbelieving, and the abominable, and murderers, and whoremongers, and sorcerers, and idolaters, and all liars, shall have their part in the lake which burneth with fire and brimstone: which is the second death.

So, which will it be???

Verse 19-20
Herod took one of two options when John’s words convicted him of his sin.  He could either repent or continue full steam ahead in his sin.  Verse 19 says he increased the speed of his sin to about Mach 5.  

Herodias was the daughter of Aristobulus and Bernice. So she was the niece of both Phillip and his half-brother Herod Antipas.  While residing at Rome with her husband Herod Philip I. and her daughter, Herod Antipas fell in with her during one of his journeys to that city. She consented to leave her husband and become his wife.
We have the same two options.  Will we stop and repent or will we put the pedal to the metal and blow through the conviction of the Holy Spirit to sin even more.
John the Baptist ministry took an unexpected turn at this point.  His days of preaching by the Jordan were over, even though he did not yet know it.  
His circumstances would cause him to doubt what he had believed about Jesus.  In Matthew 11:2-3 John directs two of his followers to ask Jesus, ‘Art thou he that should come, or do we look for another?’  “Surely, if He is the Messiah, He will deliver me out of this prison.”

John the Baptist was the last of the Old Testament prophets who preached the coming of the Lord.  He was beheaded at the age of 30 or so by command of Herod Antipas.  His public ministry may have lasted only a few months but its impact would reach into eternity.

He pointed the way to Jesus.

If we live for this world, we MAY have a little fame and a small degree of fortune but the end will come just as it did for all of the prominent men listed in the first verses of this chapter.  The world will little remember.  And we will spend eternity in fiery torment.  On the other hand, if we live as John the Baptist and the other saints that came before us, we will hear the Master of the Universe, the King of Kings and Lord of Lords say, “Well done, good and faithful servant, enter into thy rest.”

Get ready.  Next week, the Messiah is coming on the scene.
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