
Fruits Worthy of Repentance (Luke 3:4-14)

Sunday school July 17, 2016

I want to call your attention this morning to Luke chapter 3, and we’ll start by READ
Luke 3:3-9. Last week we covered a grand total of 3 verses, but I gave you a lot of
historical background, and we had a good and deep discussion on the doctrine of baptisms.
We used the date/time stamp in verse 1 to date the events in this chapter to 29 or 30 A.D. So
to keep things in an historical timeline perspective, Jesus was born in 4 or 5 B.C. The event
at the temple we studied last week happened in 8 or 9 A.D. Jesus’ baptism happens in 29
or 30 A.D. So Jesus is in His early to mid 30’s at this point. I mentioned the animosity that
existed between the Jews and Romans at this point in history. The Romans oppressed or at
least unfavorably treated the Jews, and this is evidenced by the two high priests mentioned
in verse 2: Annas and Caiaphas. Annas was the high priest according to the Jewish method
as described in the law until he was deposed by the Romans. Caiaphas, Annas’ son-in-law,
was the one put into this position by the Romans in Annas’ stead. So even though Caiaphas
was performing the daily duties of high priest because the Romans were in charge of the
temple, many Jews still viewed Annas as the “real” high priest. Therefore, both men are
mentioned here.

Then we started looking at John’s ministry. The last part of verse 2 tells us that John’s
message came from God, and verse 3 talks about John’s baptism: the baptism of repentence.
I made the point last week that it’s not a ceremonial cleansing like water was used in the
Old Testament. It’s also not a figure of Christ’s death, burial, and resurrection like it is in
the church age. It’s the baptism of repentence, that is, it identifies someone as one who has
repented of their sins and turned to God. This act of baptism did not save anybody from
their sins. Water baptism has never saved anyone from their sins, not in the church age, not
in the Old Testament, not during the transition time of John. But it identified the immersee
with repentence, and therefore highlights the main point of John’s message: the need for
God’s people to repent and turn to God.

Transition: So that gets us down to verse 4, where we will start today. HAND OUT
OUTLINES. Capital letters A and B were last time, so let’s start with the fact that John’s
ministry was...
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IIC. Foretold by Isaiah READ v. 4-6 These verses are a quote, or at least a close
paraphrase, of Isaiah 40:3-5. If you know a little about Isaiah 40, you know that it is an
oracle about the comfort that is to come for God’s people. It starts with “Comfort ye,
comfort ye my people saith your God,” and it ends with “they that wait upon the Lord shall
renew their strength.” The part of Isaiah 40 quoted in these verses is one of preparation.
In this era, when a king went to travel to a far country, he would have a team of people go
before him and improve the road he was going to travel on, make it smoother and wider.
When we talked about John’s preparing ministry back in Luke chapter 1, I commented
that repentence, which would be John’s main message, serves to get God’s people ready
for the comfort and Messiah (Jesus) who is to come. So several hundred years ago Isaiah
said “the comfort’s coming.” About 30 years ago the angel said to John’s father Zacharias,
“the comfort’s coming.” Now, here is the person whom God has sent to prepare the way
for the comfort. It’s imminent, it’s almost here. To the rank-and-file Jews who were being
oppressed by the Romans, as opposed to the elitists like Caiaphas who were selected by the
Romans, John’s message would have been a very welcome message. Repentence has a bad
rap in our society, but when you think about it in terms of preparing for God’s comfort, it’s
not so bad.

Now the last verse, verse 6, says “And all flesh shall see the salvation of God.” That doesn’t
mean everybody will be saved. It means everybody has the ability to be saved. There will
never be anybody be able to stand before God and say “my sin didn’t get paid.” Jesus’
death paid for all sin, but you have to accept the payment.

Transition: The last item we didn’t get to last time: not only is there comfort, but there
is...

IID. Warning of Imminent Judgment READ v. 7-9 Verses 7 and 8 are John’s call
to repentence to escape the wrath and obtain the comfort that is to come. Jesus in His
later ministry would address some of these issues. In Matthew 23:33, Jesus calls the Jewish
leaders a generation of vipers. In John 8:31-47 Jesus address Jews who are doing exactly
what John warns against in verse 8: relying on their heritage. John’s point is you personally
need to get right with God. It doesn’t matter who your parents were. It doesn’t matter
what your parents did. You need to repent. You need to get right, and you need to act
like you’ve gotten right. That’s the significance of the phrase at the beginning of verse 8:
“Bring forth therefore fruits worthy of repentance.” The message is: don’t just repent on
the inside, although that is important too, but act like you’ve repented on the outside. Show
your repentence through your actions, through your fruit. James chapter 2 says much the
same thing when he says “faith without works is dead.” Don’t just have the faith that saves
you on the inside, although that is important too, but work out your salvation. That’s what
John is saying here: don’t just repent, but act like the repenters that you are. I’ll build on
that more in a few minutes.

2



In verse 9, like any good preacher he drives home the urgency for action. That phrase “the
axe is laid unto the root of the trees” is an odd one. A few years ago I had a tree cutter
come out and remove a pair of trees that were growing up against my house. They cut it
down close to the ground but left the stump because I didn’t want to pay them extra to
grind the stump. So now every time I walk past that area I see the stump sitting there, and
I usually think, “couldn’t they have cut it a little lower?” No matter how low they actually
cut it, the answer would be yes until you get down to the root, the very bottom of the tree.
Then the ax or any tree cutting tool can’t cut any more because there is nothing left to cut.
To extend this analogy a little beyond what is specifically written here, in Isaiah’s time the
ax was laid to the branches, above the ground. To Zacharias, John’s father, the ax was laid
to the trunk, near the bottom. Now that John is here, it’s laid to the root. No other events
stand in the way. God’s comfort for His people and judgment are imminent. So if you want
His comfort and avoid His judgment, you have to act now.

As an application, as I look at events today, my opinion is the ax is laid to the root. Jesus’
return, our rapture and the world’s judgment, are imminent. Israel basically has no allies
now. The United States was their last ally, and sadly we aren’t much of an ally any more.
Most of God’s people are luke-warm. They claim His name, but they aren’t following Him
with their minds or their actions. We’re getting close to one-world government. When you
get the right person on the scene, it won’t take long to form. For God’s people, this means
that the time for action, the time for repentence, the time for living for Him, is now. The
ax is laid to the root.

Transition: Next item...

IIE. Instructions in Repentance Fruits READ v. 10-14 These verses involve 3 groups
of people. First you have “the people,” or the crowd. Then you have the publicans, or the
tax collectors. Then you have the soldiers. All three groups ask the same question: what
shall we do? That’s a question that involves action, doing something. It’s the same question
the Jews asked Peter at the end of his sermon on Pentecost in Acts chapter 2. The rich
young ruler asked Jesus the same question, although in a slightly different context. In this
context, their question comes in response to John’s preaching in verses 7-9. As I’ve already
mentioned, John’s main message was repentance, and not just repentence but to act like the
repenter that you are. That’s the meaning of the phrase “bring forth therefore fruits worthy
of repentance” in verse 8. Those fruits or works didn’t save them. As I mentioned in the
introduction, nobody has ever been saved by works, not in the church age, not in the Old
Testament, not in John’s transition time, never. But just like faith we have on the inside
should produce works on the outside, the same is true with the repentence here. That’s
what they are asking about when they ask “what shall we do?” What kind of works should
we do to show the fruit of our repentence?
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Transition: So with that understanding and context, let’s dig into the details. The first
group is the...

IIE1. Crowd READ v. 10-11 When we think of a coat, we might think of a heavy outer
garment we wear in the winter or the outer part of a suit. You can get John’s point out of
that language, but that’s not what the original readers would have thought of. What the
King James translates coat here is a tunic, and it’s a long sleeved undershirt. It’s something
that you really only need 1 of. I’m almost done going through my mom’s closet, and last
week I got to the coats in the back. I didn’t realize this until a few days ago, but my mom
had 3 coats. One was a little lighter than the other two, but she had 3 coats. One of them I
can’t remember her wearing. She probably did at some point, but not in the past few years.
As an aside, I’ve thrown away many garbage bags of old clothes that are too worn to donate
from her closet. I had no idea how many clothes she had in that closet, and some of them I
haven’t seen her wear in at least 15-20 years. For me, when I go to travel, I just throw most
of my clothes in a suitcase and I’m ready to go. She wasn’t that way.

John’s point is: don’t hoard more than you need when someone nearby does not have what
they need. Notice John doesn’t say, “he that hath one coat let him have it.” We all have to
meet our own needs, but most of us have more than we really need. So if you have two coats,
one more than you need, and somebody has none and therefore needs one, give him your
excess. The same goes for the meat: don’t fill up your barns with more than you need or
gourd yourself when somebody nearby is starving. John the Evangelist, as opposed to John
the Baptist, put it more bluntly. The reference I gave you is I John 3:17, which says, “But
whoso hath this world’s good, and seeth his brother have need, and shutteth up his bowels
of compassion from him, how dwelleth the love of God in him?” If God dwells on the inside,
that should affect what you do on the outside, in particular in the area of generosity. This
principle does not just apply to coats or food; those are just examples here. It applies to any
worldly good. It applies to money. How much money do we really need? We need enough to
buy the essentials: food, gas, utilities these days, medical care, probably a few other things.
We need an emergency fund, so you can buy a new water heater if yours breaks like mine
did earlier this year. We probably need some money for retirement because most of us will
eventually get to the point where we physically can’t work any more. But you only need so
much. Nobody needs $20 million, at least not yet. With inflation the way it is, you may at
some point, but not yet. So his instruction to the crowd is: don’t hoard more earthly things
than you need. Being right with God is more important than any earthly thing.

Transition: The next group is the...
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IIE2. Publicans (toll collectors) READ v. 12-13 The publicans here are people who
worked for the Roman government, and so going back to the historical background I gave
you, they were not liked by the Jews. When someone from the Roman government came
knocking on your door to collect the tax, it wasn’t Tiberius Caesar or any of the officials
listed back in verse 1. It was one of these guys, a publican. Each publican had an amount
of money they had to turn in to the government that represented the taxes for their area,
but the usual practice was to take a little more than that amount from the people that they
would keep for themselves, and therefore supplement their own salary. So if the tax was $3,
the publican would tell them it was $5 and keep the extra $2 for himself. If the Romans
got their $3, they really didn’t care if their tax collectors did that. Remember what I said
last time: the Romans were really only interested in money and power. They didn’t care
if some of their people were getting robbed by their tax collectors as long as they got their
taxes. But the standard John gives here is higher than the Romans’ standard. John says,
“don’t do that.” Be fair with the people; don’t take more than the government requires you
to take. So this case is really a special case of the first group. Most of the people paying
taxes were poor, so they could barely afford to pay their taxes. Don’t make yourself rich by
taking more from them than you have to.

Transition: The last group is the...

IIE3. Soldiers READ v. 14 The soldiers were in a similar situation to the publicans.
They were the physically strongest, best-armed men in the Roman Empire. They got a
stipend for their time and effort, but they usually supplemented their stipend by using their
strength and taking money and things from common people. If questions were raised, they
could launch false accusations, and most Roman judges would believe them because they
were soldiers. So John’s instruction to them is: don’t use your strength more than you have
to to do your job. When he says “do violence to no man,” he doesn’t mean don’t go to war.
When you’re a soldier, that’s your job: to fight people and break things. He means: don’t
use your strength to take advantage of people and steal their things. Be content with your
wages; don’t take more than you need.

Conclusion

As a closing thought, I realized as I was preparing this lesson that it would probably not be
a real popular lesson, but it’s a needed one for this age. All of the specific works mentioned
in verses 10-14 are elaborations and specific examples of John’s teaching found in verse 8:
“Bring forth therefore fruits worthy of repentance.” Faith and repentence on the inside are
important. In fact, they are essential. But faith and repentence on the inside should produce
works on the outside. That’s the fruit of repentence. For us, the fruits of repentence our
lives should exhibit probably include the items mentioned here. We should be generous, not
hoarding more worldly goods of any kind than we need. We should be fair with people, not
tell them one thing is true when we know something else is. We shouldn’t take advantage of
people in their weakness. That’s only a partial list; the Bible gives many more. The point
is: work out your salvation. Let what you have on the inside change what you do on the
outside. That’s bringing fruit worthy of repentence.
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