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Let’s begin this morning with reading the Scripture.  

 

READ LUKE 3:1-16 

 

John the Baptist, who lived at a particular time in a particular place − he was a real person. Isaiah 

talked about his ministry. He is Elizabeth and Zechariah’s son. He grew up and became a 

preacher. His message from God was, “Repent! Be baptized! Receive forgiveness for sins. Flee 

the coming wrath. What a strong message. What did he mean? And, is his message for us? If so, 

what should we do? 

 

A few months ago I wanted to go to Shreveport to see the town in which I was born. I left the 

church, went up to Cockrell Hill Road, turned left, went to I-20, under the underpass, and turned 

left. I got onto the freeway. It should take three hours, I thought, and I would be just in time to 

enjoy a nice dinner. So I put on the cruise control, sat back, and listened to a favorite CD. After 

awhile I passed Benbrook, then Weatherford. Driving on, I came to Eastland, then Abilene. 

What’s wrong? I thought I would be there by that time! (Oh, I was going west, and I needed to 

go east! To get to Shreveport I needed to turn around and take 1-20 in the opposite direction!) 

 

A man drove by another man standing on the side of a road holding a sign which said, REPENT, 

THE END IS NEAR. The driver rolled down his window and shouted, “You lousy Christians!” 

Then as he looked back at the road, suddenly he hit a barricade that said ROAD ENDS, and his 

car plunged over a cliff. 

 

John was baptizing people so that they could escape the coming judgment. 

 

His baptism, he said, was a ritual washing away of sins; a cleansing bath. A symbolic action of a 

deeper decision within. 

 

I have a question for you: which comes first, the baptism or repentance? Luke tells us in Acts 

that repentance is a gift from God. (5:31 God exalted Jesus . . . as Leader and Savior that he 

might give repentance . . . and forgiveness of sins.) Yet we know too that repentance is an 

attitude to which we can be called. John was certainly issuing that call, and the prophet Isaiah in 

the Old Testament predicted that he would do it, so it must be important. So what does John’s 

call mean? 

 

John is making a smooth road for Jesus, who was coming very soon. He’s drawing the people’s 

attention to their spiritual lives. He points out the need for congruence between lifestyle and 

faith. John is into stewardship; discipleship. He speaks to believers. Churchgoers, if you will. His 

message continues to be relevant. Repentance is not a one-time event. 

  

Now, although John is quite strident in his approach, his message is very good news. Did you 

hear the words of Isaiah as read earlier? “Comfort, comfort my people,” says your God. “Speak 

tenderly to Jerusalem. Tell her that her sad days are gone and her sins are pardoned.” It was said 

before these people did anything. 
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That’s marvelous news. Notice, it was God’s act. Repentance and forgiveness of sins work 

together. Jesus forgives our sins; we turn around and live differently in response. We are called 

to turn around from living without God to embracing God’s call of love. It’s your response to the 

love you have received − which is displayed in acts of love toward others. 

   

So John started out talking quite negatively to the crowd, but he really had something positive to 

say to help them be prepared for Jesus.  

 

John proclaimed a really clear message of what it means to have faith. John’s baptism of 

repentance simply means turning around and going another way. 

 

If you are headed for Shreveport from Duncanville it doesn’t work to take I-20 West. To get to 

Shreveport on I-20 West I had to turn around and go in the opposite direction.  

 

It would be like Jesus standing on the highway holding a sign saying “Shreveport” with a big u-

turn arrow on it. I would have to heed the call of that sign.  

 

John said, “Don’t think simply because you are behind the wheel of that car you will necessarily 

get to your destination.” That’s what he means when he said to the Jews, “Don’t rely on being a 

child of Abraham. You have to show by your actions that you have heeded the call of God and 

turned in God’s direction.  

 

Are you moving in God’s direction, or the opposite direction? Perhaps you have stalled out. 

Remember, John is speaking to God’s people. We are in that category. Every so often we need a 

directional check up. What do you think John would say to us? Let me reread part of the passage: 

 
“
Prove by the way you live that you have repented of your sins and turned to God. Don't 

just say to each other, 'We're safe, we are Christians.' That means nothing, for I tell you, 

God can create Christians from the pavement on Freeman Street.” 

 

It seems this passage is very applicable to us. 

 

Now if we do as John suggests, it would cause people to sit up and take note.  

 

For example, a homebuilder in Kansas City built a subdivision 50 years ago. He donated all the 

profits on every 10
th

 house to the church. Then he built 10% of the homes with wheelchair 

accessibility. People in that neighborhood still talk about him today, with amazement. Acts such 

as these can speak loudly. People see Jesus when we live what we believe. 

 

John doesn’t say withdraw from society or be holier than thou. He says let your faith bear fruit in 

your everyday relationships. He says be radical in generosity. If you are a leader or public figure, 

buck the system that seeks excess wealth and power. Wouldn’t this be refreshing in our culture 

today? How often do you see it? When Christians live like that, others sit up and take note.  

 

Actions speak louder than words. Such actions point to closeness to God. 
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Let me tell you a story of a preacher who was driving home to see his parents for Christmas.
1
 It 

was a cold, snowy day. He was driving a Corvette. He saw a soldier standing under an overpass 

with a large duffel bag hitching a ride. But the preacher was driving too fast, his car was full, it 

would be inconvenient, so he drove on. His conscience began working on him. For five miles he 

argued with himself, until he finally he made a u-turn and went back, hoping someone else had 

picked the man up. But he was still there, so cold he could hardly speak. 

 

"Thanks so much for stopping", the soldier said. "I had about given up hope."    

 

The preacher said, "I don't think I can possibly get both you and your things in." But the guy 

refused to leave his bag; it contained Christmas presents for his family. Finally he got the man 

inside the car, packing all their stuff around him.  

 

Once inside, he said to the preacher, "Didn't I see you go by a few minutes ago?" 

  

"Uh, yes," he answered. "You mean you turned around and came back? Why would you do 

that?"  

 

He explained that he was a minister and a Christian or he would have kept going. He admitted it 

took him five miles to turn around and come back, but said, “It's Jesus who makes me do things 

like turn around and come back. When I don't do the right thing, I have this feeling that He's 

looking at me, and He's so disappointed that I can't stand it.” 

 

"Oh!" the soldier said. "You don't know how that convicts me. I'm no Christian but my wife and 

kids are. I do everything to discourage her but she keeps going to church and tries to get me to 

go, telling me that someday I'm going to wish I had.” 

 

He said, "I'm here hitchhiking because I was turned down for holiday leave because I got drunk 

and caused some trouble at the base. But a friend of mine found out at the last minute his family 

was coming to the base and so he went to our commanding officer and volunteered to take my 

duty, if he would let me go home to see my family, whom I haven’t seen for six months. 

 

He gave me permission, but because I had spent all my money buying presents I decided to 

hitchhike. My family doesn't even know I'm coming. I've been standing there for three hours, 

thinking as folks drove by, some of them must be Christians, and it made me feel pretty bitter - 

until I thought about what a lousy person I am, and I knew if I was them that I probably wouldn't 

stop either. I got so cold, so lonely, and so desperate that I started to pray. I told God that if he 

would help me, I'd do better.”  

 

That’s when the preacher showed up, who said he came back because of Jesus. 

 

Well, even though it was two hours out of his way, which meant an additional four hours of 

travel, the preacher took that soldier all the way home. The soldier had him honk his horn as they 

pulled into the drive. They all raced out to the car. His wife said, “The kids and I have been 

                                                 
1
The pastor is John William Smith, year 1962.  



Rev. Ginger Hertenstein            4 
FPCD                  Recognizing God’s Call 

January 11, 2009 

 

praying every day that, somehow, God would send you home." The preacher watched the most 

amazing, loving reunion in which the soldier declared he wanted to turn his life around, be a 

better husband and father, and go to church with his family. 

 

That event opened the minister’s eyes to what it really means to be loved by Jesus Christ, to be 

led to turn around and follow his Lord. And, as he tried to find his way to follow his Lord, he led 

another man to the Savior. Either one of them could have missed God completely had his faith 

not taken action. 

 

Do you need to repent? Repentance and being a Christian go hand in hand. We turn around when 

necessary, responding when called with great generosity. All that works together not only to 

bless others and bring them to God, but to bless you and keep you close to God, too. 

 

AMEN 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 


