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Listen, John’s message is real. 
  
In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar—while Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, Herod was tetrarch of 
Galilee, his brother Philip was tetrarch of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias was tetrarch of Abilene—
2during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John, the son of Zechariah, in the 
wilderness. 3 He went into the whole region around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of 
sins. 4 Just as it is written in the book of the words of Isaiah the prophet: 

A voice of one calling in the wilderness, 
“Prepare the way of the Lord! Make his paths straight. 
5 Every valley will be filled, and every mountain and hill will be 
    made low. 
The crooked will become straight, and the rough ways smooth. 
6 And everyone will see the salvation of God.” 

—Luke 3:1-6 
  
What is your favorite Christmas movie? Perhaps, it is Elf. In a comedic fashion, Buddy, the man who thinks that he is an 
elf, explores New York City to find his father and reignite people's faith in Christmas. Maybe, it’s the Grinch. The grumpy, 
green guy greedily grabs gifts but has a change of heart in the end. Or even it’s Harry Potter and the Sorcerer's Stone. – 
Wait, is that one even a Christmas movie? – From Freeform to Hallmark to Netflix, people love to sit down, sip some 
cocoa, and watch Christmas movies.  These movies tell heartwarming tales of humanity and heroics during the holidays. 
Do you know what so many of these movies have in common? Besides the simple plots and less than stellar acting. They 
are fake. These stories are exactly that. They are stories. They are not true. They are not based on reality. We can be 
taken away during the 25 days of Christmas with tall tales and sappy stories - folksy fragments of fiction. This is not a 
problem in itself, but the problem comes when the stories begin to distract, detract, and divert. Stories can divert our 
attention away from the coming Christ. Then we do, as Postman put it, amuse ourselves to death.  
John the Baptist came as the forerunner. The message he preached in the Judean wilderness is fitting today. So, when 
we are directed to focus on the fake, John has a message for us. Listen, John’s message is real. Real time and place. 
Real repentance. 
 
Luke began this account with some facts that may not seem interesting to us. Luke wrote, “In the fifteenth year of the 
reign of Tiberius Caesar—while Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, Herod was tetrarch of Galilee, his brother Philip 
was tetrarch of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias was tetrarch of Abilene—during the high priesthood of 
Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John, the son of Zechariah, in the wilderness.” Here, Luke listed off a 
bunch of names. This may not be interesting, but it is important. – That’s often the case – Luke demonstrated the historic 
nature of what he wrote by using these historical figures as markers. These names are more than just names. Luke 
pointed to people that actually ruled. These are figures that his audience would have known. Some that we can read 
about from antiquity. This is the Tiberius Caesar that Suetonius slanders in his book, The Lives of the Twelve Caesars. 
This is the Pontius Pilate to whom Josephus refers. These are the Tetrarchs Herod and Philip, of whom Matthew and 
Mark talked about their spat over Herodias. Luke shared this information intentionally. He shared this to demonstrate that 
John the Baptist, the son of Zechariah, who preached in the Judean wilderness, had a real message to share. John 
shared this real message in a real time and place.  
 
Luke did not write a "once upon a time." Instead, Luke shared information about the man who came as the forerunner. 
Luke shared information about a man who fulfilled Isaiah's prophecy. Luke shared information about "the voice of one 
calling in the wilderness.” Luke shared information about a real man called John the Baptist, who ate locust and honey, 
who preached in the wilderness, who pointed people to the real Son of God, Jesus of Nazareth. Listen, John’s message 
is real.  
 
Storytelling plays an important role in society. Stories are used to illustrate truth. Stories are used to stir-up emotions. 
Jesus even used stories, called parables, to teach people about God and His ways. There is a key difference between 
stories and factual accounts, though. For example, if I told you a story about a man who was generous with his money 
and gave to the poor, this story could teach you by example, but it would have no real effect on anyone's life. But, If I 
shared with you the account of how members of our church purchased gifts to send down to children in Sonora, Mexico, 
this account could teach you by example, and it had a real effect on the lives of these children.  
In a greater way, the fact that John the Baptist shared a message in a real time and place is important. The forerunner 
was real, and so was the person to whom he pointed. John's ministry and life were real. Jesus' ministry and life were real.  
 



So listen, John's message is real.  
You know some people deny the reality of God's Word. This should not surprise you. Some deny it's law. Some deny the 
supernatural aspects. Some deny the legitimacy of the transmission. You know that those sentiments are out there. Are 
you ever brought in by them? Let's not even talk about Creation vs. Evolution or Jonah or miracles. Let's start with the 
account of Jesus' life and ministry. Are you ever stirred up to question the reality of Jesus' life and death? You reflect on 
all this and think, "Is this really real? The God of the universe caused a virgin to become pregnant… Then, a wild and dirty 
prophet prepared the way for him... The God-man lived a perfect life for me… That God-man died on a cross in a short 
amount of time... That God-man rose from the grave… Is this really real?” You hold all these thoughts conveniently 
covered by reason. Is it really reason that questions reality? Or is it a reason to not repent? If none of this is real, then 
there is no reason to reject irreverent living. Something you would never fall for, right? Or is it? I believe those seeds of 
doubt that we have often are rooted in this desire to not be accountable for our actions. How about when we deny 
accountability for our actions? If you continue in sin, doesn’t that demonstrate a denial of the Lord for whom John 
prepared the way? Consider your actions. Consider your words. Do your words and actions demonstrate a knowledge 
that this is all real? Or do you treat it like another story? 
 
Listen, John’s message is real. John, who is called the Baptist… John, the son of Zechariah and Elizabeth… John, the 
crazy man in the wilderness… fulfilled Isaiah’s prophecy of the forerunner for the Lord. John pointed people to Jesus. 
John prepared the way for the Lord. His message of a need for preparation was real. This is because Jesus is real. 
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John recounted real history about the Messiah. Jesus' life and death were real. Jesus' 
resurrection was real. All this really happened in a real time and a real place. The fact that this is real is really important 
for you and me. This means eternity in heaven because of God's real forgiveness and grace in your Savior Jesus. John 
prepared the way for him. Listen, John’s message is real.  
 
John the Baptist came to prepare the way for the Lord. Listen to his real message. John preached his message in a real 
time and place, consisting of real repentance.  
 
Luke demonstrated that John the Baptist fulfilled Isaiah’s prophecy. Luke recorded, “Prepare the way of the Lord! Make 
his paths straight. Every valley will be filled, and every mountain and hill will be made low. The crooked will become 
straight, and the rough ways smooth." In the book of Isaiah, Isaiah talks about this road-building project. The path for the 
Lord needed to be prepared. Straightened. Smoothed. Valleys filled. Mountains moved. This would show the immediacy 
of the coming Messiah. Hearts needed to be prepared. People needed to repent. They needed to be ready for Jesus. Why 
was this? Because of real sin and real salvation. As Luke wrote, "everyone will see the salvation of God.” This is John’s 
message of real repentance.  
 
John's message was that the Messiah had come. This means it is not time for faking it and pretending. This is time for real 
repentance. Recall when your parents said it was time to clean your room. What did you do? Well, most of you probably 
cleaned your room and had everything in order. What did I do? I shoved clothes under the bed, and I threw stuff in the 
closet. After this “cleaning” was all done, my brother’s and my room appeared cleaner, but it wasn’t. Maybe others of you 
can relate. On this note, don't check out the drawers in my office. Some habits are hard to change. In this situation, my 
parents asked me to clean my room, but I didn't. It wasn't real. This is much like the fake repentance that people can take 
on. Maybe an outward change of actions, but God desires the heart, not just actions. John’s real message was about 
real repentance.  
 
Examine your lives. John's message applies today. God calls us to repent as we look for Jesus to return. You are all good 
church-going people. You live moral lives. On the outside, the actions look good. The repentant living appears to be 
genuine. I pray to God that is the case. I hope that none in this congregation today are holding on to sin covered by a 
façade of false repentance. I hope that no one is hiding anything. If you are, stop. That thought that you should just hide it. 
That you should just present a "clean room" is a lie of the devil. He hates you. Don't listen to him. All of us, I know in some 
way or another, fail to always and fully live in accordance with repentance. When you fall back into that sin, repent of it. 
Regularly examine your life according to God's will. Ultimately, listen to the point of John's real message. Luke wrote that 
"everyone will see the salvation of God.” On the last day when Jesus comes, every eye will see him. Everyone will know 
what he had done to save his people. Continuously recall what the salvation of our God is. John proclaimed it elsewhere. 
He said, “Look, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” (John 1:29) Jesus is the Lamb that was slain for 
you. By his sacrifice, he forgave all your sins, even your acts of false repentance. In Christ, you have life. In Christ, you 
can live in repentance. This is the real message of John. Jesus is your Savior. So, what is real repentance? It is turning 
from sin in faith to Jesus Christ. The Father sent him for you. The Holy Spirit drew you to him. Look to Jesus. Listen to 
John’s real message.  
 
So, Christmas is coming. What can you do to prepare? Look to the sky. Jesus will return soon. Look to the cross. Jesus 
has forgiven your sins. Listen to John’s real message. Amen. 
 


