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Prepare the way of the Lord 
 
All four gospels record the work and ministry of John the Baptist near the river Jordan in Galilee - 
today we look at what Luke wrote about him. 
 
Luke was Doctor of medicine - he may have been an eye-specialist. When he wrote his gospel and later 
on, the book of Acts, he wanted both of these to be credible records as he was probably trying to save 
the life of christians who were being persecuted by Jews, or saving Paul from being killed by the 
Romans - both? 
 
There is enough historical evidence to show that Luke was in the process of writing a third document 
in his defence of christians and/or Paul, when he suddenly stopped writing it. 
 
Writing to Theophilus, who was either the Jewish High Priest at the time or a Roman Official - Luke's 
opening words spell out his reason  writing his gospel ... he states,  
"many people have tried to tell the story of what God has done among us.  They wrote what we had 
been told by the ones who were there in the beginning and saw what happened. So I made a careful 
study of everything and then decided to write and tell you exactly what took place. Honorable 
Theophilus, I have done this to let you know the truth about what you have heard."  A very 
interesting statement. 
  
So, of the four gospel writers, Luke goes that 'extra mile' to make sure his historical facts are correct 
and one of these important facts is that the real beginning of the gospel of Christ was with the ministry 
of John the Baptist. 
 
Accordingly, Luke credits John's ministry as most significant event in its historical context - he states a 
time-and-place for it “in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate being 
governor of Judea”  
Tiberius Julius Caesar was Roman a Emperor 14-37AD - a dark, recluse and sombre man but one of 
Rome's greatest generals. 
 
Pontius Pilate was a Roman prefect over Judea 26-36AD and was a harsh man, suppressing his 
dissidents with vigour - sent Jesus to death.    
 
Luke goes further and gives a brief description of the political situation in Palestine at that time and 
states: 
“Herod being tetrarch of Galilee, and his brother Philip tetrarch of the region of Ituraea ... during the 
high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas” etc. 
 
All these names are well confirmed by history and together they represent nepotism at its best: Herod 
and Philip were brothers and between Annas and Caiaphas and their five brothers - one of them being 
Theophilus (37 to 41AD) - they controlled the political and religious life of the Jews for well over 40 
years. 
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To give his words even more credibility, Luke also quotes the prophet Isaiah (40:1f) who, 800 
hundred years earlier pronounced the beginning of the new covenant with God as starting with “the 
voice of one crying in the wilderness: ‘prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.’”  
 
Which Theophilus would know this? 
High priest or Roman ruler? 
 
Those words, “make his path straight” is the platform of John’s ministry. Luke, again quoting from 
Isaiah, writes: “every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low, and the 
crooked shall become straight, and the rough places shall become level ways.” 
 
This was a practice of eastern monarchs, who, whenever they undertook to go on a journey, sent 
har-binge-ers before them to prepare the way: to open the passes, to level the ways, and to remove 
all impediments so as to make it a clear-run for the King - Leppington rail line. 

 
John the Baptist was born about 7BC to an elderly couple – Zecharias, a priest and his wife 
Elisabeth. John spent much of his life in the wilderness of Judaea where he received his prophetic call. 
 
After he commenced his ministry, he quickly gained widespread fame as a preacher who never 
‘pulled-his-punches’ in calling for national repentance – everyone ‘copped-a-blast’ of some kind or 
another BUT the crowds flocked to hear him – many confessing their sins and then were baptised by 
him in the river Jordan. 
He condemned Israel as the people of God: in particular, he denounced the religious leaders as a 
‘brood of vipers’ which meant they spread their poisonous venom everywhere – the fundamental flaw 
in their teaching was that being a descent of  
Abraham was a guarantee of God’s favour, and so, the people tended to do as they liked! 
 
John preached that God could make children of Abraham out of stones, if he wanted to – quite a pun 
in that statement, therefore: 
 
to do whatever you like, so long as you were a descendent of Abraham was wrong and against the 
kind of man Abraham was – a man of faith: 
 
to be corrupt as a descendent of Abraham was an insult to his righteous name and a shame to the 
honour of the God in whom he trusted: 
 
true righteousness was to care about others who had no coat to wear in cold weather  - if you were 
wearing two coats to keep warm, give one to the other person out of consideration for them. 
   
John preached – to Herod, the religious leaders, soldiers, Police Officers, Tax Collectors and to 
ordinary people alike, a new approach was necessary – righteousness,  justice and mercy were the 
hallmarks of God, not rip-offs: 
- bank fees and fiddling with interest rates, credit card fees, account keeping fees, toll roads, get-rich-
quick schemes, 1800 numbers etc.  
 
John said, the hour was fast approaching when the ‘Coming One’ would be here to bring salvation … 
and judgment … the ‘axe’ was ready to strike down the unfruitful trees of unrighteousness. 
 
And so, the ministry of John was to ‘prepare the way of the Lord’ by removing all obstacles and 
impediments as possible and make the path to the Lord “straight”  and easy. 
 
As we know, John's imprisonment was the signal for the start of Jesus’ Galilaean ministry (Mark 1:14) 
and his beheading brought about the end of the beginning of the gospel. 
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In the opinion of Jesus, John was the promised Elijah who Malachi the prophet said (Mal 4:5) would 
come and complete his ministry of restoration on the eve of ‘the great and dreadful day of the Lord’ 
(Mark 9). 
 
Jesus also regarded John as the last and greatest member of the prophetic succession: “the law and the 
prophets were until John: since that time the kingdom of God is preached.” (Luke 16:16) 
 
So, John the Baptist is significant because he did 'prepare the way of the Lord'. 
 
And also for his legacy to the christian church - the rite of baptism which is an integral part of God's 
ongoing work of redemption throughout human history. 
 
Baptism, whilst not essential for salvation, symbolises the covenant relationship we have with God ... 
our commitment to Him and His commitment to us. 
 
From John the Baptist, the NT links baptism to three of the greatest events in the OT ... Noah, 
Abraham and Moses. 
 
1. God made a covenant with Noah and his family, symbolised by the Ark. The simple but essential 
conditions was that Noah and his family would be secure in the Ark he was to build and it would 
transport them over into a new world by the waters which overwhelmed the ungodly. 
 
Noah's faith was to do what God told him to do  - build the Ark: he did and his faith was rewarded by 
being saved from God's judgment on the ungodly and entered safely into a different world. 
 
What the Ark was in the covenant between God to Noah, baptism is to the christian. 
 
2. God made a covenant with Abram and his family, symbolised by circumcision. We won't go any 
deeper than to say that Abram was re-named Abraham because he was a changed man through the 
circumcision of the flesh - this 'cutting back' of the flesh brought to him a quickening or an awakening 
to a spiritual dimension of life. 
 
As an uncircumcised male, Abraham could be the father of many natural children but as a man of faith, 
he became the father of a multitude of nations - the father of faith itself. 
 
What circumcision was in the covenant between God and Abraham, baptism is to the christian. 
 
3. God made a covenant with the people of Israel through Moses and the giving of the law - 
symbolised by the two tablets of stone. 
 
God wrote onto stone His side of the covenant and spells out the standard of righteousness the people 
must follow in order to be his holy people ... not holy as in piety but 'wholly' as in 'being on the same 
page with God'. 
 
Jeremiah the prophet told of the coming days - the christian era, when God would "put (his) laws on 
their hearts and write them on their minds" (Jer 31.33 cf Heb 10.16) as confirmed by Paul in his letter 
to the Corinthians "written not with ink but with the Spirit ... not on tablets of stone but on tablets of 
human hearts" (2 Cor 3.3) 
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And so, these three covenants come together in the one christian sacrament of baptism. 
 
After hearing the word, believing the word and confessing Christ, at baptism, christians are sealed by 
the Holy Spirit (Rom 4.11, 2Cor 1.21 and Eph 1.13) and experience the quickening or life-changing 
work of God in Christ by the Holy Spirit and we become 'the circumcision' of God 
 
Finally, on the subject of baptism, times does not allow discussion on which is the correct mode or 
method of baptism - full immersion or water poured over the head.  Suffice to say, there is evidence in 
scripture and church history to show that both methods were used and are valid. 
 
Some christians believe John baptised only by full immersion and never by pouring water over the 
head but some historical evidence contradicts this - he baptised to symbolise the repentance from sin 
and therefore the washing of it away in baptism. 
 
With regards to full immersion, Tertullian in the second century advocated postponement of baptism 
until later life, as he wrote, "why hurry the age of innocence to the remission of sins?" 
On the other hand, as the NT verifies, many who came to Christ were baptised - Cornelius, Stephanus 
and Lydia of Thyatira, for example, "and their household". 
 
This is entirely in accord with the sacramental and covenantal principles relating to Noah, Abraham 
and the law of Moses.  
 
And so today, this Third Sunday of Advent, we remember John the Baptist who stood on the 
threshold of the new order known to us as the gospel era - as its herald, he was like Moses who viewed 
the promised land from Pisgah, without entering in.   

 
The New Bible Dictionary, pps 130ff 

_____________________________ 


