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Luke 3:1-6 

 

Living here, in southern Wisconsin, we are far enough away from the equator that the change of daylight is 

dramatic.  In the summer months, the sun rises early—around 6am or so… and it is still up when I’m leaving 

church after a late meeting.  BUT by this time of the year, the darkness has claimed more hours than the sun.  

It is dark when my alarm goes off in the morning… and it is dark before many of those evening meetings 

even get started.   

Here… in December… much of life is framed by cold darkness.   

Maybe that’s why I notice this listing of rulers at the beginning of our Gospel reading today.   

At first glance, it just looks like Luke loves history—as he begins by listing all the rulers of the day… that he 

wants to anchor his gospel account in real time, so we know that this is not a fairy tale but a real story that is 

grounded / anchored in the context of its day.   

BUT I think this is more than just a history lesson… because these were NOT just innocuous historical 

figures. 

These were the people who represented all of the MIGHT and POWER… and CONTROL of the Roman 

Empire.   

These were the ruling officials… the people who enforced the “Pax Romana” (Roman “peace”) – most often 

by force.   

Listing their names, one by one—these were the people who stood in the way of justice and liberation from 

oppression… of peace and the hope for something better.   

Tiberius—the emperor / the self-proclaimed “divine ruler” of the empire… was able to send out his armies 

at a moment’s notice to squash any dissent.  His 23-year reign spanned the entire ministry of Jesus as well as 

the early years of the church.  [You can still see his arch in Rome with its depiction of the soldiers 

plundering the Jerusalem Temple, carrying away a nation’s hope for freedom.]   

Pontius Pilate—as governor of Judea, he was responsible for collecting tributes and taxes… and keeping the 

peace (neither of which made him popular with the people).  He earned lasting notoriety by presiding over 

the trial of Jesus and ordering his execution – for the sake of expediency and false peace.   

The Herod family was closely linked up to Roman power.  Herod the Great founded a dynasty that 

dominated Palestinian politics through most of the 1st century.  His rule was one of great prosperity during 

which magnificent building programs were undertaken, BUT it was also known for fierce family quarrels 

and acts of extreme brutality to any opposition!  

Honestly, we don’t know much about Lysanius, but his Greek background / his family’s possible 

connections to Cleopatra indicate that he / his family was at the heart of the political / military powers that so 

often brought suffering to the people.   

And then there’s Annas and Caiaphas.  Annas stood at the very pinnacle of Jewish aristocracy.  He was the 

leader of the Sanhedrin.  He and his family led the aristocratic faction that collaborated with Roman rule and 

supplied most of the high priests appointed by the Roman governors.  His son-in-law, Caiaphas, the high 

priest, was the one who said “it is better to have one man die for the people than to have the whole nation 

destroyed”… the one who presided over the first trial of Jesus before the Sanhedrin, the Jewish court.   

You see, without exception, ALL these rulers stood in the way.    
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Listing their names—one by one—reminds us how the POWERS of this world (with the darkness / 

oppression / injustice / division that arise from them) so often stand against the goodness of the Gospel.  In 

fact, when we hear this list… it is a reminder that the secular and yes, sometimes even religious POWERS, 

of this world still… often… run counter to God—to God’s Word / God’s ways.     

 

“In 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, during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to 

John, son of Zechariah, in the wilderness…”  

Into this context, the word of God came—NOT to the emperor or the governor; NOT to any of the various 

leaders or the high priests of the day… BUT to John, an unknown son of a small-town priest.   

God chose a “nobody” to prepare the way for God’s own Son to come among us.   

That is God’s way—isn’t it?!  God regularly chooses people whom the world sees as insignificant… through 

whom to work: John the Baptist… Mary, the unwed mom and teenager… the lowly shepherds at the very 

bottom of the economic ladder who serve as the audience for the choir of angels.  Again and again, Luke 

tells us… God chooses people the world can easily miss / ignore… to be a part of God’s world-saving 

activity.   

To a “nobody”—an unknown prophet… out in the middle of nowhere / the wilderness—came the word of 

God… the word that, as Isaiah put is, fills valleys and levels mountains… straightens out what is crooked 

and smooths over the rough places… all in order to build a direct path by which God can bring God’s mercy 

and love—to us… to ALL.   

 

Maybe it is the darkness of this Advent season that makes us take note of ALL the barriers that still stand in 

the way of “the word of God” coming to ALL people.  

Our cries of “Come, Lord Jesus” come from our deep awareness that there is still so much that seems to 

stand in the way… so many barriers that seem to stretch out before us…   

We live in a world with a lot of crooked paths that need straightening out… a world with deep valleys that 

need to be raised up… and steep mountains that need to be brought low… and all too many rough places that 

need to be smoothed out.   

Simply put—we live in a world desperately in need of “the salvation of God.”   

It isn’t hard to see the barriers that keep us from getting to the place of peace and healing and forgiveness 

and acceptance in our lives… and in the world around us. 

We can easily name people in positions of power (and those who support them)—both in our nation and 

beyond—who use weapons of violence / destruction / power to bring about and/or maintain “peace”… who 

continue to fuel the hateful / divisive rhetoric of our time… who intentionally spread misinformation / lies to 

promote fear and anger and distrust and more…    

We can name the power of racism (and its impact on communities across our nation) and fear of “the 

other”… or the all-too-common shootings / senseless acts of violence in our supposed “civilized nation”… or 
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COVID or cancer or any of the other life-threatening diseases that (daily, it seems) make themselves known 

in our lives / the lives of our loved ones.   

We can list our own barriers, too—our bodies, failing us / refusing to do what we need them to do… our 

minds, tricking us into self-centeredness / paranoia / deep darkness and anxiety… our families and other 

relationships that test us / break us… or simply our day-to-day work and responsibilities that drain us of 

energy and joy and peace.   

It doesn’t take long before it all gets so depressing and dark… especially with our days getting shorter and 

shorter / the night coming closer and closer.   

Luke understands darkness…  yet his desire was NOT to lead his readers into despair… BUT to make it 

clear that the word of God can (and will) break through—no matter the barriers! 

 

Dear friends, this is what Advent is about—it is about our experience of living “in between”—rooted in the 

promises of the past… living in the realities of the present… and yet, always looking forward to the future—

in the hope of what will be.   

As one writer put it, “God will lift up the valleys and bring the mountains low; God will straighten out the 

crooked roads and smooth out the rough places… and YOU are hearby notified that God will work through 

YOU to do this.  God will work through YOU… so that all flesh—which means, EVERYONE!—will one day 

see the salvation of God.”   

What is “the salvation of God” that one day all flesh will see?   

The only other time this particular word for “salvation” is used in all of the Gospels is when Simeon sings, 

“My eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared in the presence of all people, a light for 

revelation to the Gentiles and for the glory of your people Israel.”  What did Simeon see when he declared 

that he had seen God’s salvation?  He had just seen the infant Jesus.   

A little later in the Gospel, a closely related word is used when Jesus tells Zacchaeus, “Today salvation has 

come to this house.”  What had come to Zacchaeus’ house?  Jesus had just invited himself over for dinner.       

People often miss God’s salvation because they are looking in the wrong places.  They want to see a 

powerful political / military leader or great physician… but the savior is a baby in a manger.  God’s salvation 

is seen in the face of a baby boy / in an adult who invites himself for dinner.  Seeing God’s salvation means 

seeing Jesus—the One who does not save himself from death on the cross.   

 

We don’t live in a perfect world.  There are still hills and valleys and crooked / rough roads to travel.  There 

are still armies that invade and suppress people.  There are still germs / viruses that invade bodies.  There are 

inequalities between people—all are NOT treated equally / fairly.  There is still sin in the world and in our 

lives.  The world is NOT what it should be.  Our lives are NOT what we want them to be.   

BUT we don’t look to the world to see God’s salvation—we look to Jesus.   

SEEING “the salvation of God” means seeing Jesus—seeing Jesus in the Word of scripture… seeing Jesus 

in the manger / on the cross… seeing Jesus in the sacraments of Baptism / Holy Communion… seeing Jesus 

in the person in need… seeing Jesus wherever / whenever 2 or 3 are gathered together in his name… seeing 

Jesus in the lives of each other… 
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- Do you see Jesus in the persons sitting next to you… or behind / in front of you?  in your neighbor… or in 

the stranger you meet on the sidewalk?  in the store clerk… or in the customer standing in line?   

- Do others see Jesus in you?   

Perhaps when we begin seeing Jesus in ourselves and in each other… and treat ourselves and each other as 

we would treat Jesus, more of the world might see glimpses of God’s salvation.   

 

I know that Christmas is still weeks away.  

I know that there is so much that stands between now and then.   

There will be even shorter days… more cold darkness than today.   

There will be Caesar Augustus and Quirinius…  

There will be a long and crooked road from Nazareth to Bethlehem…   

But NOTHING could stop Jesus’ birth.   

And NOTHING could stop Jesus’ death and resurrection.   

And NOTHING can stop Jesus from coming again – to complete what he began!   

A lot remains uncertain about the post-pandemic world… but the promise of John’s proclamation rings clear:  

Jesus—the Promised One… the Christ—is coming… and he will carry us to the other side—from 

Bethlehem… to Easter… to that moment when “all flesh will [finally] see the salvation of God.”   

This is God’s promise!   

This is our hope!  Amen.   

 

 


