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The good news according to John  
 

 

Had we been there at the time John the Baptist would have attracted our interest but 

there is no doubt he would have been a difficult character.  He was probably smelly 

and untidy, and his preaching would have been unsettling.  Towards the end of Luke’s 

long description of his ministry he says: with many other exhortations, [John] 

proclaimed the good news to the people [3:18].  The good news!  What was so good 

about what John did and said?   

 

Buried amongst the many names and facts at the beginning of Chapter 3 Luke says: 

The word of God came to John … in the wilderness. (Lk 3:2) No new word from the 

Lord had been heard for hundreds of years.  Malachi, who probably lived five 

centuries before Christ, is regarded as the last of the old prophets.  The elusive word 

of the Lord had remained silent.  But now it came afresh - from the margins, the 

Wilderness, the place to which prophets had fled and from which they came.  The 

Wilderness was the place where long ago the people had learned the deeper meaning 

of who God was and what it meant to be faithful.  That John received the word in the 

Wilderness was an authentication this was the real thing.  When he appeared 

something new was afoot.  The Word of the Living God was active once more and 

that was good news.   

 

John went into all the region of Jordan proclaiming a Baptism for the forgiveness of 

sins [Lk 3.3].  Christian tradition has associated him with the Messenger pictured in 

Malachi.  It has done so because when John appeared it was a signal God had 

remembered the covenant, and was moving to put things right with the people.  This 

was good news because it meant God had not given up on them.  But this was also 

disturbing news because a covenant has two sides to it.  The coming of God would 

raise questions for those on the receiving end.  Luke stresses John’s message of 

repentance because the gift of the forgiveness of sins, which is the same as God 

closing the gap between God and us, is the highest gift, the most precious thing.  We 

know that when we receive a special gift, it throws light on what we have, and all else 

comes under scrutiny, including our self-esteem.  That is why grace can also be 

experienced as judgment, in the same way as love can be experienced as fire that 

purifies.  When the word of the Lord came to John in the Wilderness it meant the 

people had to get ready to be renewed and remade as people of God.   

 

When John preached he said: Bear fruits worthy of repentance![3:8].  To repent is to 

turn around and go the other way, like the Prodigal Son did, when in a far off land he 

decided to return to his father’s house.  John’s preaching and his Baptism made 

demands on his audience.  He was looking for a change of heart that would be 

reflected in a change of direction and a change of behaviour.  He challenged the 

crowds who came to be Baptised to live up to what it meant.  They could no longer 



rely on their historical relationship as children of Abraham.  What mattered was the 

sort of moral and ethical life they sought to live.  John did not call for more skilful 

political manoeuvring or more forceful argument or more exacting religious ritual.  

He called for an about face that turned an open heart towards God in renewal of life.   

 

The crowds who heard John asked: What then should we do? [v 10].  John was 

unhesitating in his offer of moral advice to the people, the tax collectors and the 

soldiers.  Here we encounter Luke’s special emphasis, which is that nothing so 

hinders our relationship with God, so dehumanises people or so ruins community life 

as the love of money: unrealistic attachment to wealth and possessions.  John calls for 

sharing with the needy, for tax collectors to practise honestly, and for soldiers to cease 

using their position to extort money or favours from people in their power.  To live 

honestly and in fairness to all is, for John the Baptist, to enact in our bearing the body 

language of readiness for God.  His demands may have seemed like judgement, but 

they were in fact giving a picture of what outcomes to expect from a positive response 

of faith to God who moves to embrace the world with the gift of forgiveness. 

 

The people were filled with expectation about John [v 15].  Discerning hearts were 

wondering if this ragged prophet was indeed the promised one of God.  But the 

Gospels agree, John did not see his status as standing that high.  He is the one who 

prepared the way for the more powerful one who would Baptise with the Holy Spirit 

and fire [v 17], and sort the wheat from the chaff.   

 

In Luke the feature of the more powerful one is that he announces the day of 

fulfillment [4:19-21].  And when we put out on the table the whole picture given to us 

in Luke/Acts, the fire the more powerful one delivers is not the burning fire of 

judgment that consumes the chaff.  It is the fire of Pentecost, flames that generate a 

burning desire to reach out to the uttermost parts of the world with the message of 

God’s active, creative, concern that all people would indeed embrace the salvation of 

our God. 

John is inseparably bound to the events that follow him.  He is like a bugler who 

announces the call to arms before the battle, or the drum roll that sounds to call us to 

attention when a special guest arrives or a performance is about to begin.  

 

Luke began [3:1] by saying the word of God came to John in the wilderness in the 

fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius… and goes on to give us more detail of 

people in power at the time.  Scholars argue about whether all the politicians and 

religious leaders named really fit the historical bracket of time.  But what Luke is 

saying is: there were witnesses to what John was pointing to.  The things John did - 

and Jesus who followed him did - interacted with ordinary life.  What we have come 

to call sacred happened in real time and space.  The grace of God was seen and felt in 

the flesh and blood of history as we know it and was not part of a “parallel universe” 

remote from our real concerns.  That is why when John emerged, as a Herald of the 

more powerful one he pointed to, it was good news.  Not just good news for those 

whose curiosity drew them to the banks of the Jordan.  It was good news for all in real 

time and space in Judea, and Samaria, and the uttermost parts of the earth.   



One thing we can learn from John today is that it is important to listen to those who 

speak from the margins.  It is those from the edge who may have seen and heard 

something that is important for us to take to heart.  In this context it means we must 

be more ready than we are to listen to the voices of Aboriginal people.  It means 

voices that speak for the remote parts of the earth, such as where the ice and 

permafrost in the Arctic is melting, or the forests in South America or Tasmania are 

under threat, or the coral reefs on the edge of our land are threatened, may be telling 

us something we must repent over.  Or it may be that the voices that sound from the 

cruel conditions of Nauru are voices that are telling us something we must take deeply 

to heart, if we want a world that is full of life, and lives justly and fairly before God. 

 

As people who live on the outer margins of the distance the Gospel has covered since 

John appeared in Jordan we can be glad for the gift he Heralded amongst us.  And we 

can be glad, that he Heralds it for us today.  What matters is that today we are ready to 

heed his words, to take them to heart, and choose again to life in amendment of life. 

 

*** 


