THE PREPARATION OF JESUS’ MINISTRY

Luke 3:1-4:13

Key Verse: 3:22

“…and the Holy Spirit descended on him in bodily form like a 

dove. And a voice came from heaven: “You are my Son, 

whom I love; with you I am well pleased.”


After describing the birth and boyhood of Jesus, Luke skips ahead to when Jesus was about thirty years old, the time when he began his public ministry. Jesus’ ministry was prepared beforehand in a few significant ways recorded by Luke. First, Jesus’ ministry was prepared in the message and mission of John the Baptist. Second, Jesus’ ministry was prepared through his own baptism and the announcement of God, “You are my Son.” Finally, his ministry was prepared in the desert of Judea where Jesus was tempted for forty days by the devil. 

We learn from the time of preparation that God sent his Son into the world to be subject to everything we are, including temptation, and that this Jesus is the Son of God. “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.” (3:22) God bless us to know what pleases him in this gospel, that we may have such joy. May God prepare our hearts to receive this Jesus.

I.  John the Baptist Prepares the Way (3:1-20)

Look at verses 1-2a: “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—during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas…” Like a good historian, Luke is telling us through the names the time when Jesus began his ministry. But the list of rulers and priests also reveals something about the times. The world which Jesus was born into, grew up in, and now would begin his ministry in, was ruled by Emperor Tiberius, and governed by people like Pontius Pilate and Herod. They were men who were interested in power, and would do anything to protect it. Pontius Pilate would send an innocent man to be crucified if anything jeopardized his governorship. Herod, Philip and Lysanias were each sons of King Herod, the same King Herod who could kill all the boys under two years of age if he felt that his own kingship was threatened. And his son Herod was no different. He would have John thrown in prison and later killed when John’s message of repentance rebuked his adulterous lifestyle. Even the priesthood was divided, and the men who shared the position would also rather kill—even the Christ—than have their priestly position compromised. Outwardly there was no evidence of God among the rulers of the times. The times appear to be dark and godless.

What was God doing at that very time? Verses 2b-6 say, “the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the desert. He went into all the country around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 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. Every valley shall be filled in, every mountain and hill made low. The crooked roads shall become straight, the rough ways smooth. And all mankind will see God's salvation.”’”

First, the word of God came to John. John lived in the desert. He did this not because he liked being a strange person or because he wanted to get away from people. John was a man who was filled with the Holy Spirit even from birth. He was called by God with the specific mission of making ready a people prepared for the Lord. (1:14-17) But he lived in the desert. How could he accomplish such a mission in the desert? Verse 2b says that the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the desert. When the word of God came, then John began to go into all the countryside around the Jordan and preach. John didn’t preach against the godless rulers of his times. He never reacted to the obvious evil around him. He preached a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. The word of God that came to John was the message of hope, the message of the forgiveness of sins. Into the dark and godless world, God sent his word. Into the world where sin reigned, the word of God came—the message of the forgiveness of sins. The world is full of all kinds of oppression. Where is God in all these things? We learn God and his glory when we repent and receive the word of God that comes to us, the message of the forgiveness of sins.

Second, the words of Isaiah the prophet. Luke saw in the word of God that came to John, the fulfillment of the prophecy of Isaiah. This prophecy of Isaiah concerns the coming of the Lord who saves. Though the times looked dark outwardly, this was the time when the prophecy of Isaiah was to fulfilled. This was the time when the Lord came to bring salvation to all mankind. John was called to make ready a people prepared for the Lord. According to the prophecy of Isaiah this meant calling others to make straight paths for him out of the hills and valleys and crooked roads. It was hard work, but with the expectation of seeing God’s salvation. According to John’s message in verse 3 it meant repentance, with the expectation of the forgiveness of sins. Jesus’ coming is the fulfillment of God’s salvation plan. We see God’s salvation when we repent. The truth of God’s salvation for all mankind is fulfilled in us when we repent. Perhaps Tiberius Caesar reigns, or we find ourselves living in the desert. Then we can repent complaining about Caesar or just trying to escape the desert heat. That is exactly where God works. May God fulfill the word of his salvation in us and through us to all mankind. 

What was John’s specific message to the crowds coming out to be baptized by him? John said to the crowds coming out to be baptized by him, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath? Produce fruit in keeping with repentance. And do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ For I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham. The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire.” John’s message seems rather harsh. After all, these aren’t the people who ignored his message and stayed home. These are the people who came out to be baptized by him. But they were a brood of vipers. John rebuked them for two reasons. First, he rebuked their motive in coming out to him. They were not coming to God, but fleeing from the coming wrath. Second, he rebuked their reliance on their heritage as children of Abraham. They correctly perceived that the ax was already at the root of the trees. But instead of coming to God the judge—instead of coming to the Almighty God who could raise children of Abraham out of stones—they only tried to escape God’s judgment and avoid his wrath. John said that they must produce fruit in keeping with repentance, for God judges sin and raises his children. The fundamental repentance is that a sinner may turn and stand before God the judge, depending on God’s salvation alone.

Verses 10-14 talk about practical repentance. When the crowd heard John tell them to produce fruit in keeping with repentance they asked, “What should we do then?” John answered, “The man with two tunics should share with him who has none, and the one who has food should do the same.” John taught the crowds the basic love for their neighbor. But it wasn’t only the people of Israel who came out to John. Tax collectors also came to be baptized. “Teacher,” they asked, “what should we do?” “Don’t collect any more than you are required to,” he told them. Then some soldiers asked him, “And what should we do?” He replied, “Don’t extort money and don’t accuse people falsely—be content with your pay.” (12-14) John didn’t ask the tax collectors and soldiers to quit their jobs. But at a time when tax collectors used their authority and power to get rich off of others, he told them not to do that. At a time when soldiers routinely extorted money from the people whose territory they occupied, John said to repent. If in verses 7-9 John taught the people to discern God in the matter of their sin and stand before him alone, here John is teaching all people, in all walks of life, to discern God in all their relationships with others. We might summarize verses 7-9 as loving God and verses 10-14 as loving our neighbor, obedience to the basic commandments. This was what John taught as producing fruit in keeping with repentance, the basic preparation of the coming of the Lord beginning in us.

The effect of John’s ministry and message can be seen in verse 15. “The people were waiting expectantly and were all wondering in their hearts if John might possibly be the Christ.” The message of John kindled a spark in people’s hearts, an expectation of the coming of the Christ. But what did John do when people started to question whether he might be the Christ?  Look at verses 16-18: “John answered them all, ‘I baptize you with water. But one more powerful than I will come, the thongs of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand to clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his barn, but he will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire.’ And with many other words John exhorted the people and preached the good news to them.”  John’s answer is the testimony of the Christ who is powerful, who is worthy, who is coming to gather his people, to baptize them with the Holy Spirit and to judge sin. John continually pointed others to Christ and his coming. John was used to prepare the way for the coming of the Lord. He did this by faithfully testifying to the Lord who judges sin and who saves all who trust in him.

What happened to John himself? Verses 19-20 say, “But when John rebuked Herod the tetrarch because of Herodias, his brother’s wife, and all the other evil things he had done, Herod added this to them all: He locked John up in prison.” Luke calls John’s teaching “the good news.” (18) It doesn’t seem like good news to John, who wound up in prison when he spoke the truth about Herod, and later was executed. But it is good news, because through the message of John God is revealed. John prepared Jesus’ ministry by faithfully testifying to the good news of the Lord who comes—the Lord who judges sin and who forgives his people. When a man receives this message as “the good news” he prepares the way for the Lord to come.

II.  Jesus is Baptized (3:21-38)

Verse 21a says, “When all the people were being baptized, Jesus was baptized too.” When all the people were being baptized, John preached a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. He prepared the way for the coming of the Lord. But when Jesus came, his baptism was not for the forgiveness of sins. Verses 21b-22 say, “And as he was praying, heaven was opened and the Holy Spirit descended on him in bodily form like a dove. And a voice came from heaven: ‘You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.’” 

Jesus’ baptism was different from that of all the people. Rather than repentance, Jesus was baptized at the beginning of his ministry. His baptism signals a turning point in Jesus’ life. When he was about thirty years old, he began a public ministry of preaching the word, healing others and raising disciples and apostles. Jesus’ life started in a manger and ended on a cross. It is fitting that he should be anointed in baptism. Jesus was powerful, but he did not come to challenge the rulers of his time. Jesus was worthy, but he came to submit to John’s baptism and to dwell with men. God voiced his approval by sending the Holy Spirit in bodily form like a dove, and by declaring, “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.” Jesus is the Son of God who dwells with men.

Verses 23-38 are the genealogy of Jesus. Look at the genealogy of Jesus. How is the emphasis different than Matthew’s genealogy? (38; cf. Mt 1:1-17) Matthew records the genealogy of Jesus Christ the son of David, the son of Abraham. His genealogy traces down beginning with Abraham to David, then David to the exile, then from the exile to the Christ. Christ came in the line of Abraham, with whom God made a covenant, and in the line of David, the king of Israel.

Luke’s genealogy traces back from Jesus all the way to God to emphasize that Jesus himself was the Son of God. Luke combined the story of Jesus’ baptism with the genealogy because both testify that Jesus is the Son of God. Before Jesus began his ministry he was declared to be the Son of God, by the voice of God, “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.” Now it is declared by tracing the genealogy.

Also, Luke’s genealogy ends with the words, “…the son of Adam, the son of God.” (38) Jesus is not only the Son of God, he is also the son of Adam. He came into this world as a man. He was subjected to a very humble birth, was brought up in accordance with the Law, and now was baptized by John, who preached a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. Jesus came to put himself in our place, to be subject to the rulers of his times like Caesar Augustus or Tiberius Caesar or even Pontius Pilate. Ultimately he made himself subject to death, even death on a cross. Why was Jesus baptized? In his baptism is testified to us that he who lived in this world as a son of Adam—he is the son of God. He is God’s salvation for us.

III.  Jesus is Tempted (4:1-13)

After Jesus was baptized and anointed by the Holy Spirit, we might expect him to begin his ministry. But there was one more thing to do. What did Jesus do right after he returned from being baptized? “Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the desert, where for forty days he was tempted by the devil. He ate nothing during those days, and at the end of them he was hungry.” (1-2) Jesus was full of the Holy Spirit, and was led by the Spirit at this time. But the Spirit led Jesus into the desert to be tempted by the devil for forty days. More than this, Jesus ate nothing at the time that he was tempted by the devil. He was tempted for forty days according to Luke. In other words the temptation was not just three words from the devil, but forty days of temptation. That was what the Spirit led Jesus to do right after he was baptized and commended by he voice of God as the Son of God. Jesus came to be subject not only to the rulers and powers of this world, but to be subject to the temptation of the devil and to confront the power of the devil. He is the son of Adam and the son of God. (3:38)

How did the devil first tempt Jesus, and how did Jesus answer? The devil said to him, “If you are the Son of God, tell this stone to become bread.” Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Man does not live on bread alone.’” (3-4) The devil began his temptation with the words, “If you are the Son of God…” The devil met Jesus right after God declared, “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.” He tempted Jesus to doubt God’s declaration of love. This is the temptation fundamental to all men. From the time the serpent tempted the woman in the garden, the devil has been tempting men to doubt God’s love. Even today the devil finds every way possible to tempt men to doubt God’s love and good purpose for their lives. In this way the devil rules over men’s hearts and plants despair and fear. Jesus went in that place. Jesus stood exposed to the devil’s most basic temptation. Jesus had to overcome the basic temptation of the devil if all mankind were to see God’s salvation.

How did Jesus answer the devil? Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Man does not live on bread alone.’” Jesus overcame the temptation with the word of God. His answer cuts to the heart of the devil’s temptation—the question of life. God is the sole source of abundant life for Jesus. His word is what sustained him in the desert. The devil wanted Jesus to doubt the love of God; Jesus rested on God and his word as his source of life.

The devil did not leave Jesus alone. What was the devil’s second temptation and what was Jesus’ answer? The devil led him up to a high place and showed him in an instant all the kingdoms of the world. And he said to him, “I will give you all their authority and splendor, for it has been given to me, and I can give it to anyone I want to. So if you worship me, it will all be yours.” Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God and serve him only.’” (5-8) The devil tempted Jesus with human authority and power. In a sense he tempted Jesus to be more powerful than Tiberius Caesar or any ruler if he would worship the devil. Here the devil tempted Jesus to pursue something other than the worship of God. The Shorter catechism states that the chief end of man is to glorify God and to enjoy him forever. Jesus’ answer is beautiful. Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God and serve him only.’” The devil tempts men to pursue worldly authority at the expense of worshiping God. Jesus teaches us to worship God, even if it is at the expense of all worldly authority. His death on the cross with nothing testifies to us that he overcame the devil and worshiped God only to the end.

The devil still did not leave Jesus alone. What was the devil’s third temptation? The devil led him to Jerusalem and had him stand on the highest point of the temple. “If you are the Son of God,” he said, “throw yourself down from here. For it is written: ‘He will command his angels concerning you to guard you carefully; they will lift you up in their hands, so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.’” (9-11) There is some similarity between this temptation and the others. For one thing, the devil started this time by repeating, “If you are the Son of God…” But this time he quoted Scripture in his temptation. Jesus had quoted Scripture in his answer to the devil; now the devil is tempting Jesus with Scripture. It is the basic temptation to prove God by testing him. What did Jesus answer? Jesus answered, “It says: ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” (12) 

The devil tempted Jesus with the basic temptations to doubt God’s love, to worship something other than God and to place ourselves above God. Jesus’ answers reveal that he is the Son of God because he succeeded in the place where all men failed since Adam. Jesus did not submit to the devil. Being the Son of God doesn’t mean it was easy for Jesus to defeat the devil. In the Lord’s prayer, Jesus prayed, “…lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.” Jesus suffered in the desert to be tempted. But that is what the Spirit led him to. That is what Jesus had to do before he began his ministry. Jesus’ ministry was prepared in many ways. But it had to be prepared in the Judean desert, where Jesus resisted the temptation of the devil. 

What did the devil do after he had finished all this tempting? Verse 13 says, “When the devil had finished all this tempting, he left him until an opportune time.” The devil did not just quit. He did not leave Jesus forever. He waited for an opportune time. In fact, the devil’s temptation never ended for Jesus. When Jesus was dying on the cross, in absolute weakness and agony, this same devil spoke through the mouths of those at the foot of the cross. Luke 23:36-37 and 39 says, “The soldiers also came up and mocked him. They offered him wine vinegar and said, ‘If you are the king of the Jews, save yourself.’ One of the criminals who hung there hurled insults at him: ‘Aren’t you the Christ? Save yourself and us!’” The devil took every opportunity to tempt Jesus. But Jesus never gave in. Every opportunity the devil took is one more opportunity for us to see he glory of the Son of God.

Jesus’ ministry was prepared with the message of John, with his baptism and with his being tempted by the devil. In all these things Luke testifies that Jesus is the Son of God who came, who submitted to the baptism of John, who dwelled with us as a son of Adam, and who came to be subject to the temptation of the devil. This Jesus is the Son of God. May God bless us to know his glory.

