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When the Lord Comes Near, He Humbles His People

Luke 3:1–6 (NIV84) 
In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar—when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, 
Herod tetrarch of Galilee, his brother Philip tetrarch of Iturea and Traconitis, and Lysanias tetrarch of 
Abilene— 2 during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John son of 
Zechariah in the desert. 3 He went into all the country around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of 
repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 4 As is written in the book of the words of Isaiah the prophet: “A 
voice of one calling in the desert, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him. 5 Every 
valley shall be filled in, every mountain and hill made low. The crooked roads shall become straight, 
the rough ways smooth. 6 And all mankind will see God’s salvation.’” 

Dear Friends in Christ,

When a president visits Des Moines, it becomes a little more difficult to get to where you are going. 
The police and secret service close roads so that the president can get to his destination without any 
interruptions. In ancient times, when a king visited, they would do even more than barricade some 
streets. They would repair the roads to make them straight, level and smooth so the king would have a 
good journey into their city. The King of kings and Lord of lords was about to make his public 
appearance among his people. 

It had been about three decades since his birth was announced by the angels and the good news spread 
by the shepherds. The wise men came to worship some time later and when Jesus was twelve, he went 
to the temple in Jerusalem. But it was now time for the advent of Jesus as the Christ among his people. 
It was time for him to be in the public eye. It was time for God’s salvation to be shown. Just as 
preparations were made for ancient kings and modern presidents, so also preparations would be made 
for the Lord to come near his people. John was the messenger for this preparation that was not done to 
roads and bridges but to hearts and minds. When the Lord comes near, he humbles his people. He 
humbles us by bringing us to repentance. He humbles us so we can see God’s salvation.

By Bringing Us to Repentance

In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar—when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, 
Herod tetrarch of Galilee, his brother Philip tetrarch of Iturea and Traconitis, and Lysanias tetrarch of 

Abilene— 2 during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John son of 

Zechariah in the desert. 3 He went into all the country around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of 
repentance for the forgiveness of sins.

Luke gives us a date, along with the names of rulers and places they ruled. We might go right by these 
names when reading the Bible because the names and places are not familiar to us. But Luke recorded 



these details for a reason. This is real history. Luke did not just make up some stories about Jesus and 
John the Baptist. These are not fables or parables. Luke is telling us about real, historical events so that 
we can see God’s salvation in Jesus Christ. 

John, son of Zechariah, was chosen by God to be the forerunner of the Savior. His job was to prepare 
the hearts and minds of people to see the Savior. John was not to himself become famous. People were 
to listen to the message and pay little attention to the man. So John dressed simply in camel’s hair and 
ate what was available in the wilderness, locusts and wild honey. But his message was powerful for he 
preached a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 

The first thing we need to know about repentance is that it is not something we can make ourselves do. 
People have the law of God written on their hearts. Even though all people by nature are sinful, we still 
have a conscience that tells us we have sinned. But knowing that we have sinned is not repentance. 
Feeling guilty for our sin is not repentance. Knowledge of sin and guilt over sin are something 
everyone has. Our hearts need an outside influence if we are to be brought to true repentance. And only
those who are humble through repentance are ready for the Lord to come near. 

As is written in the book of the words of Isaiah the prophet: “A voice of one calling in the desert, 
‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him. 5 Every valley shall be filled in, every 
mountain and hill made low. The crooked roads shall become straight, the rough ways smooth.’”

If we stand on a road and only look at a circle around us for one or two feet, we might think the road is 
in good shape. We might notice some cracks or that the small patch is not perfectly level. But when we 
look off in the distance, we can see the road wind back and forth and up and down. We can see that the 
road is far from perfectly smooth and level and straight. The law of God gives us this view of our own 
lives. On our own we would only see a few mistakes, some small turns from God’s way. But John gave 
the people the big picture and through the law of God showed them all the places that needed to be 
filled in and the other areas of life that needed to be brought low. 

When confronted with God’s perfect commandments we will see many places where we have fallen 
short of what God expects. We have not shown love to our neighbors, much less to our enemies. We 
have not shared our money, much less been glad to pay our taxes. And there are areas where the law 
shows us that we have thought too highly of ourselves. We are proud of our church attendance while 
looking down on anyone who is here less frequently. We consider our side of the political aisle to be the
only righteous side and consider the faith of a Christian on the other side to be in doubt. And there are 
areas in our lives that need to be smoothed out. We justify rough and angry words because that is the 
only way to talk to some people. We hold onto bitterness and anger because they deserve it. 

God works through his law, not only to give us a proper view of the mess of sin we have made, but to 
humble us before him in repentance. We bow before the Lord and humbly beg for his forgiveness. This 
is repentance, to confess our sins to the Lord and ask him to forgive us. He is the only one who can 
forgive. John prepared the hearts and minds of his people for the advent of Jesus by humbling them so 
that they would look for God’s salvation in Jesus Christ. We continue to prepare for the Lord to come 
near by humbly repenting and joyfully receiving the forgiveness Christ gives. He is the Lamb of God 
who takes away the sin of the world.



So We Can See God’s Salvation

John’s work as prophesied by Isaiah had this goal. 

And all mankind will see God’s salvation.

In Isaiah’s time, the powerful Assyrian army would attack and destroy many towns in Israel. 
Unspeakable violence would occur. It would have been difficult to focus and trust in God’s salvation 
when everything around you was falling apart. In John’s time, the Romans were the powerful rulers 
whose legions showed little mercy to the people of the territories under Roman control. Crucifixion 
was just one of their violent means to control the population. It would have been difficult to see God’s 
salvation when the Romans had all the power over every part of your life. 

What about in the first year of President Biden, when Kim Reynolds is governor of Iowa and Frank 
Cownie is mayor of Des Moines? Is it difficult at times to see that the Lord has come near to save us? A
man speeds through a Thanksgiving parade in Waukesha, killing five adults and one child, injuring 
dozens more. A 15 year old murders four of his classmates in Michigan. The Supreme Court is hearing 
arguments to determine if an unborn child has the right not to be murdered. This world is filled with sin
and evil and injustice. How can we see God’s salvation with so much evil and trouble around us?

John prepared the people at his time to see God’s salvation in the midst of trouble and evil of this world
by preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. The sin and evil around me reminds 
me to return to my baptism. For I am also a sinner. I have evil desires within me. But through baptism, 
we have received forgiveness. Through baptism, we are connected with the death and resurrection of 
Christ. Through baptism, the old Adam in us is drowned and a new creation arises to live before God 
with righteousness and purity forever. Through baptism, the Lord Jesus has come near to us, dwells 
with us, and we are his forever. My sin and evil cannot separate me from Christ. The sin and evil of the 
world around me cannot separate me from Christ. 

When this world or your own sin and failures make it difficult to see God’s salvation, when you are 
questioning whether the Lord has actually come near to you, return to your baptism. Return humbly to 
your Savior through daily contrition and repentance so that you may see clearly the One who takes 
away all sin and will bring you into eternal life. 

Amen.


