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“REPENTANCE UNTO LIFE”

I. Introduction 

A. The message of repentance is a necessary component of the preaching of 
the gospel. 

1. As one commentator puts it, if there is no call to repentance, the 
church’s message degenerates into mere sentiment. [Geldenhuys, 
142]  

2. And we should not think of repentance as something that only 
takes place at the beginning of the Christian life.  

3. On the contrary, repentance should be present all throughout a 
Christian’s life.  

4. This is why Martin Luther began his Ninety-five Theses by saying, 
“When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ said, ‘Repent’ (Mt. 4:17), 
he willed the entire life of believers to be one of repentance.”  

5. John Calvin said something very similar when he wrote, “Now it 
ought to be a fact beyond controversy that repentance not only 
constantly follows faith, but is also born of faith.” [Institutes, 3.3.1]  

6. With these things in mind, it is no wonder that both John the 
Baptist and Jesus began their public ministries by calling people to 
repent.  

B. The text that we are studying today begins a new section in Luke’s 
Gospel.  

1. While the first two chapters focused on Jesus’ birth, infancy, and 
childhood, chapter 3 is the transition to the story of Jesus’ public 
ministry as an adult.  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2. As we study these verses that describe John the Baptist’s ministry 
of preparation, we will consider what they teach about the 
necessity of repentance, the fruits in keeping with repentance, and 
the urgency of repentance.  

II. The Necessity of Repentance  

A. The passage begins by naming the civil and religious leaders who were in 
power when John began his ministry, which was probably around AD 29.  

1. These names cast a dark shadow over this passage.  

2. The reign of Tiberius Caesar was characterized by severity, moral 
degradation, and cruelty.  

3. Pontius Pilate ordered the crucifixion of Jesus.  

4. Herod the tetrarch had John put to death.  

5. Annas and Caiaphas condemned Jesus as a blasphemer.  

6. The fact that the Messiah come into the world when things were so 
bleak reminds us that we should never despair of the world’s 
condition.  

7. God’s purposes can never be thwarted.  

B. Luke’s mention of the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas bears 
witness to his accuracy as a historian.  

1. Israel only had one high priest at a time.  

2. However, the Romans had deposed Annas and replaced him with 
his son-in-law Caiaphas.  

3. Caiaphas performed the official functions, but most Jews still 
considered Annas to be Israel’s true high priest.  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C. The first mention of John the Baptist in our text is in the phrase “the word 
of God came to John.”  

1. This tells us that John was a prophet.  

2. Until that moment when the word of God came to John, there had 
not been a public prophet in Israel for over four hundred years, 
stretching back to the days of Malachi.  

3. Over the span of those four hundred years, the people of Israel 
clung to the promises that God had given them in the Old 
Testament.  

4. They were waiting for the messenger who was foretold through 
prophets like Malachi and Isaiah, a messenger patterned after the 
great prophet Elijah.  

5. This explains why John’s appearance as one preaching in the 
wilderness got people’s attention.  

D. John did not tell people what they wanted to hear.  

1. His preaching took aim at their objective guilt, and it exposed their 
sin.  

2. He proclaimed a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  

3. In first century Israel, baptism was the rite that was used for 
Gentiles who wanted to convert to Judaism.  

4. The fact that John was telling Jews that they needed to be baptized 
was significant.  

5. It made it clear that their ethnicity was not enough to save them 
from the coming judgment.  

6. They needed to be cleansed from their sins every bit as much as the 
Gentiles.  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E. We should also note the place where John performed these baptisms.  

1. He did it in the Jordan River, a location that was of special 
importance in Israel’s history.  

2. The Jordan was the gate through which the people of Israel entered 
into the Promised Land at the time of the conquest.  

3. And that crossing of the Jordan was done in a manner that clearly 
reenacted the parting of the Red Sea.  

4. By baptizing in the Jordan, John was reenacting those crucial 
moments in Israel’s past and preparing the people for the greater 
deliverance to which the exodus pointed. [see J.V. Fesko, Word, 
Water, and Spirit, 213-214]  

F. John did not preach repentance in order to drive people to despair, but to 
point them to Jesus.  

1. Jesus came into the world in order to deal with sin.  

2. We will never be able to make right sense of the things that Jesus 
said and did unless our sin is ever before our eyes.  

3. This is why repentance is required of all who would come to Jesus.  

4. He will not heal those who do not think they are sick.  

5. He does not seek and save those who do not see that they are lost.  

G. While repentance is necessary for salvation, it is important to understand 
that we do not secure God’s forgiveness through our repentance.  

1. Repentance is not something that we generate to make ourselves 
qualified for God’s grace.  

2. Repentance is something that God produces in us.  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3. We see this in Acts 11, where Peter’s report about the conversion of 
Cornelius was met with this joyful response from God’s people:  
“Then to the Gentiles also God has granted repentance that leads to 
life.” (Acts 11:18)  

4. We see the same thing in 2 Timothy 2, where Paul tells ministers to 
correct their opponents with gentleness in the hope that “God may 
perhaps grant them repentance, leading to a knowledge of the 
truth.” (2 Tim. 2:25)  

5. This is why our Confession of Faith refers to repentance as an 
“evangelical grace.” [WCF 15.1]  

6. God opens up our eyes to see the ugliness and wickedness of our 
sin.  

7. God enables us to acknowledge our need for forgiveness, to see his 
mercy in Christ, and to endeavor to walk in his ways to show our 
gratitude for his mercy.  

III. The Fruits in Keeping with Repentance  

A. This brings us to our second point, which focuses on John’s call to bear 
fruits in keeping with repentance.  

1. John greeted the crowds who came out to him by saying, “You 
brood of vipers!  Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?”  

2. So much for being seeker-sensitive!  

3. A comparison with Matthew’s Gospel shows that these words were 
mainly directed at the Sadducees and Pharisees who were coming 
out to be baptized by John.  

4. They and their followers thought that they would be saved by their 
external participation in religious rites.  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5. They thought that their physical descent from Abraham ensured 
that they would have a place in God’s kingdom.  

6. John was telling them that they were wrong.  

7. God has never accepted piety that is merely a matter of externals.  

8. Even under the old covenant, God called his people to circumcise 
their hearts.  

9. Outward membership in the covenant people and outward 
participation in rituals do not mean anything to God in and of 
themselves.  

10. As important as it is to be an active part of the visible church, this 
will not do you any good if your life is not bearing fruit in keeping 
with repentance.  

B. True repentance is a matter of turning away from sin and turning to God.  

1. It means grieving for our sin and hating it.  

2. It involves “purposing and endeavoring to walk with [God] in all 
the ways of his commandments.” [WCF 15.2]  

3. In the words of Robert Shaw, those who are repentant “particularly 
guard against those sins to which they were formerly most 
addicted, and before whose influence they are most ready to fall 
(Ps. 18:23).  They assiduously watch against all occasions of sin, and 
earnestly long for complete deliverance from it.” [The Reformed 
Faith, 213]  

C. John makes this clear in the answers that he gives to those who asked him, 
“What shall we do?”  

1. He tells the crowds to show true love for their neighbors, sharing 
out of their abundance with those who are in need.  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2. He tells the tax collectors not to use their position to take advantage 
of people, a practice that was all too common due to the way the 
Romans had set things up.  

3. He tells the soldiers not to abuse their authority, even though it 
would be especially challenging if you were the only soldier in a 
unit who refused to participate in some evil scheme.  

4. John’s words to these people teach us that repentance means 
forsaking the sins that are most natural to you, the sins that you are 
most likely to commit, the sins that are habitual for you.  

5. And notice that John did not tell these tax collectors and soldiers to 
find other occupations.  

6. He told them to be honest and godly right where they were.  

7. This is a principle that we can apply in our own lives.  

8. We do not need to do something radical in order to serve God 
faithfully.  

9. He calls us to be faithful right where we are, especially in those 
places where faithfulness is going to be difficult.  

IV. The Urgency of Repentance  

A. This brings us to our third point:  the urgency of repentance.  

1. We see this theme in these words of warning:  “Even now the axe is 
laid to the root of the trees.  Every tree that does not bear good fruit 
is cut down and thrown into the fire.”  

2. The meaning of this metaphor is clear:  judgment is hanging over 
us.  

3. Jonathan Edwards famously spoke of this in his sermon, “Sinners 
in the Hands of an Angry God.”  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4. Edwards said in that sermon that we walk through this life like a 
man walking on slippery ground.   

5. At any moment we could slip and fall.   

6. Edwards writes, “It is no security to a natural man, that he is now 
in health, and that he does not see which way he should now 
immediately go out of the world by any accident, and that there is 
no visible danger in any respect of his circumstances.  The manifold 
and continual experience of the world in all ages shows this is no 
evidence that a man is not on the very brink of eternity, and that the 
next step will not be into another world.” [On Knowing Christ, 187] 

7. We are all on the brink of eternity, whether we realize it or not.   

8. It may be our next step, or it may be a hundred-thousand steps 
from now, but at some point each and every one of us will step out 
of this world and into eternity.   

9. This is why it is urgent for us to bear fruit in keeping with 
repentance now.   

10. We do not know when it will be too late for us to do so.  

B. John places a further emphasis upon the urgency of repentance by 
speaking of the coming of Christ.  

1. He says that Jesus is mightier than he is and that he is not worthy 
to untie straps of Jesus’ sandals.  

2. Untying sandal straps was a menial job, a job reserved for slaves.  

3. John clearly knew that he was not the Christ.  

4. He knew that his baptism was only preparatory.  

5. It was not the same as the baptism that Jesus commanded his 
church to administer in the name of the Triune God.  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6. Jesus came to baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire.  

7. This refers to Pentecost, both the historical event of Pentecost and 
the experience of every individual Christian at conversion, when 
we come to share in the same Spirit who was poured out on the 
first-century church at Pentecost. (see 1 Cor. 12:13)  

C. The images of fire and a winnowing fork are images of judgment.  

1. Jesus came to cast fire on the earth.  

2. He came to divide and sift, to separate the wheat from the chaff.  

3. The only way to be saved from the coming judgment is to be 
baptized into the baptism that Jesus endured on the cross.  

4. As Jesus says in Luke 12, “I came to cast fire on the earth, and 
would that it were already kindled!  I have a baptism to be baptized 
with, and how great is my distress until it is accomplished!  Do you 
think that I have come to give peace on earth?  No, I tell you, but 
rather division.” (Lk. 12:49-51)  

5. On judgment day, every single human being who is apart from 
Christ will be cast into the unquenchable fire.  

D. John understood what was at stake in this life.  

1. That is why he confronted Herod, even though it cost him his 
freedom and, ultimately, his life.  

2. John did this because he knew that it would be futile to try to save 
his skin by keeping quiet. 

3. The reality of the impending judgment puts this life into proper 
perspective.  

4. It opens our eyes to see why it is urgent for us to live a life of 
continual repentance.  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V. Conclusion 

A. There are few people who have cherished the message of salvation by 
grace alone more than the seventeenth-century Scottish pastor Thomas 
Boston.  

1. Boston faithfully contended for that message in a context where 
many in the church were saying that a person needs to show 
sufficient evidence of repentance before they can know that they 
are eligible to receive the salvation that is offered in the gospel.  

2. Along with the other “Marrow Men”, Boston responded to that 
error by pointing out the folly of telling people that they can only 
come to Christ for salvation from their sins after they have got rid 
of their sins by repentance.  

3. Repentance cannot be set forth as the qualification for receiving 
God’s grace, for the simple reason that repentance is itself a fruit of 
that grace. 

B. That being said, Boston was also clear in teaching that repentance is 
absolutely necessary for salvation.  

1. To say anything less would be to tear Christ in two, since Christ 
came to save us from both the guilt of sin and the power of sin.  

2. As Boston said in his Memoirs, “I desire a whole Christ, and would 
[as much] have sin subdued and mortified, as guilt taken 
away.” [43]  

3. Can you say that? 

4. Is your desire for forgiveness paired with a desire to be made holy?  

5. If it is not, then you are trusting in Christ for an imaginary 
salvation.  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6. Jesus will not set you free from the punishment that is due to sin 
unless you also desire to be set free from being a slave to sin.  

7. As he said to Peter, “If I do not wash you, you have no share with 
me.” (John 13:8 ESV)  
 


