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Luke 3:1-6 
1In the fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate 
was governor of Judea, and Herod was ruler of Galilee, and his brother Philip 
ruler of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias ruler of Abilene, 
2during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to 
John son of Zechariah in the wilderness. 3He went into all the region around 
the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins, 
4as it is written in the book of the words of the prophet Isaiah, “The voice of 
one crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his 
paths straight. 5Every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill 
shall be made low, and the crooked shall be made straight, and the rough 
ways made smooth; 6and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.’”  
 

 It’s texts like the first two verses of today’s passage from the Gospel 

according to Luke that make people afraid to ever agree to read scripture 

aloud in front of others! Names of people that are difficult to pronounce.  

Names of places that are even more difficult to pronounce. Places and people 

we’d rather just skip over in order to get to the “good” stuff … the stuff we 

associate with this Advent season. “The voice of one crying out in the 

wilderness, every valley filled, every mountain and hill made low, crooked 

paths made straight….”  That’s the stuff we expect to hear and read during 

this season! That’s the text that sounds familiar … we don’t need a list of a 

bunch of strangers in strange places!   

 But before we get to the “good stuff,” let’s take a look at the first two 

verses of today’s text. It seems like a tedious list that probably made sense to 

people of the time, but doesn’t really make much sense for us today. That 

said, these two verses set the stage for the beginning of Jesus’ ministry. 1st 

century Palestine is a powder keg of political tension. Rome has ruled the 

area for about a hundred years, and the current emperor is particularly 



 

ruthless. There’s only been a Roman governor of Judea for a couple of decades 

but we know from outside sources that Pilate was a vain, brutal man, who 

moved at the whim of Roman politics. Rulers of the time, Herod and Phillip, 

while Jews, are considered to be marginal Jews at best. They have built a 

whole series of Roman temples including one to the emperor to curry favor.  

Even the role of the high priest in the Jewish temple is under the direct 

control of the Romans, appointed as a political position with the governor’s 

consent and rumored to be highly sought after and paid for with large 

amounts of money. The nation is under cruel, direct occupation and ruled by 

incompetent people who cared nothing about the people they ruled over.  The 

Jewish people are being oppressed and even the religious organization is 

compromised.  Tension is building and EVERYONE KNEW that something 

was going to happen sooner rather than later.   

 The people of Judea long for God to do something new – to restore their 

self-rule and to cleanse the temple of its corrupt leadership. The belief of the 

time is that if God was about to do something amazing, it would be in a big 

city with a military ruler. This is why the litany of names and places is so 

important. Seven names of those in high places are listed. If God’s gonna do 

something big, surely it will be with Emperor Tiberius. No; then, the 

governor of Judea, Pontius Pilate. No; the ruler of Galilee, Herod? No; Philip? 

No; Lysanias? No; then, at least the high priests, Annas and Caiaphas. No!  

“The word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness.” Wait, 

what?! Who!? A guy they’ve never heard of, out in the middle of nowhere!?  

This is most definitely not what people are expecting to hear.  

 We find John the Baptist, traveling through the wilderness, 

“proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.” The 

Common English Bible translates this as John “… calling for people to be 

baptized to show that they were changing their hearts and lives and wanted 



 

God to forgive their sins.” This translation may make more sense given the 

current tension and seeming inevitableness of something big happening.  

There is a process of change happening here. Disaster is coming, John the 

Baptist says, whether we are ready or not, because the people have refused 

peace. Now is the time to change hearts and lives and to prepare to see God.  

Now is the time to start the process of preparations.   

 This has had me thinking about all of the preparations we make when a 

friend we haven’t seen in a long time is coming to visit. Maybe none of you 

need to do this kind of thing … but when we have someone special coming to 

visit that’s when we tend to kick it into high gear and fix up all of the little 

things we’ve waited to do. We deep clean the house, including the baseboards.  

We fix the door handle that currently has to be turned exactly the right way 

to open. We replace the lightbulb in the kitchen chandelier that hasn’t 

worked for the last month, but that we’ve become accustomed to living 

without. We put away the random stuff that has gathered on the end table.  

The extra leaf goes in the kitchen table and the extra chair moves out of the 

living room and into the kitchen to make room.   

 “Prepare the way!” we cry, “Every piece of laundry shall be picked up 

and every cobweb shall be brought down and the books shall be straightened 

and the floors made shiny.”   

 Here’s the thing. Our friends, our guests, they would arrive whether we 

make these preparations or not. Even if our house seems like a disaster place, 

they would still arrive … and they probably wouldn’t even notice the light 

bulb or the door handle that wasn’t working quite right. The preparations 

we’re making … they’re really more for us. They change the way that we are 

prepared for our time together. They change how we feel when we welcome 

our guests. The preparations, they allow us to be present with our loved ones 

because we’re no longer worried about the clutter, or the toilet that keeps 



 

running, or the dust bunny that might come out of hiding from the far 

reaches of a dark corner. The preparations we make for guests to visit our 

home allow our hearts to be open to provide welcome and hospitality.   

 The same is true of John’s message. God’s reign is coming, he says, 

whether we’re ready or not. But, if we fill in the valleys, if we make low the 

mountains and hills, if we make crooked paths straight and rough ways 

smooth … we help the kingdom to arrive as it should. And, we make it easier 

for us to see God coming and to welcome God in because we’ve removed the 

barriers, the mountains and hills, the valleys and crooked ways. We make 

these preparations for the coming of God in the first Advent as a child, but 

we’re called to continue to make them each and every year as we await the 

second Advent of Christ’s arrival in our lives.    

 And so today we’re asked to consider what mountains and hills we must 

make low, what valleys we must fill in, what crooked ways need to be made 

straight and which rough ways made smooth in our own lives in order to 

prepare us to see and welcome the coming of Christ again this year. I don’t 

know what that looks like for you, but I do know that often the expectations 

of this season and the desire to make everything perfect can feel more 

exhausting than climbing a mountain. I know that when we are in the midst 

of days that we’re told should be characterized by celebrating and good cheer, 

those who are grieving often feel like they’re trying to rise out of a deep valley 

on their own. I know that over the past two years our political system and our 

division has created rough roads and crooked ways in many relationships.   

“Prepare the way of the Lord” John cries out. While I don’t know exactly 

what you must do, I pray that we will each take time this year not just to 

prepare our homes, but more importantly, to prepare our hearts and our 

lives, for God’s arrival here. Amen.   


