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Text 
In those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the Desert of Judea 

2 
and saying, "Repent, for the 

kingdom of heaven is near." 
3 
This is he who was spoken of through the prophet Isaiah: "A voice of one 

calling in the desert, 'Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him.'" 
4 
John's clothes were 

made of camel's hair, and he had a leather belt around his waist. His food was locusts and wild honey. 
5 

People went out to him from Jerusalem and all Judea and the whole region of the Jordan. 
6 
Confessing 

their sins, they were baptized by him in the Jordan River. 
7 
But when he saw many of the Pharisees and 

Sadducees coming to where he was baptizing, he said to them: "You brood of vipers! Who warned you to 

flee from the coming wrath? 
8 
Produce fruit in keeping with repentance. 

9 
And do not think you can say to 

yourselves, 'We have Abraham as our father.' I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children 

for Abraham. 
10 

The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit 

will be cut down and thrown into the fire. 
11 

"I baptize you with water for repentance. But after me will 

come one who is more powerful than I, whose sandals I am not fit to carry. He will baptize you with the 

Holy Spirit and with fire. 
12 

His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor, 

gathering his wheat into the barn and burning up the chaff with unquenchable fire." 

 

Introduction 
 After Easter we began as a church to look specifically at the gospel according to 

St. Matthew.  Matthew was an eye-witness of Jesus in the first century who, like his 

contemporaries Mark and Luke and John, also decided to write an account of what Jesus 

said and did.  Matthew’s account aligns with the other three Gospels and there is much 

overlap in content and theme, but there are also distinctives.  Matthew has his own style 

and emphases.  He has his own (inspired) intentions behind the selection of his material, 

the arrangement of the order, and the wording. 

 First, we saw how Matthew started off with a genealogy.  The only other gospel 

writer who includes Jesus’ family tree is Luke, but Luke puts his in a different place in 

his story-telling and he records it slightly differently, with a different point to make.  

Again, only Matthew and Luke have anything about Jesus’ birth and while the two 

accounts harmonize nicely, they are very different.  Matthew’s focuses on Joseph, while 

Luke focuses on Mary.  Last week we saw some unique material in Matthew concerning 

Jesus’ boyhood. 

And in all of this, what Matthew has been doing is setting the stage for the real 

stuff of Jesus’ life and ministry.  He’s situating Jesus in a story, a story of a God who 

enters human history to save his people from their sins, and he is establishing Jesus’ 
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identity as that God!  Last week we saw how Matthew draws on several biblical motifs in 

order to help us, his readers, make sense of Jesus – kingship, exodus, return from exile, 

the Suffering Servant.  These are OT types that are fulfilled in Jesus.  It’s all Matthew 

giving us a context and framework and categories so we can get what Jesus is all about. 

 And today we have one last bit of setting the table before the feast can begin.  

Matthew has one more important detail to include concerning the backdrop to Jesus 

before he focuses directly on him.  And this detail appears to be such an important one 

that all four Gospel writers without exception include it in the beginning parts of their 

works.  It is that enigmatic and intriguing figure named John the Baptist.  If you’ve ever 

seen a movie about Jesus or read an illustrated children’s Bible, John is that bushy haired 

boisterous man; enigmatic, intriguing.  Why is he considered so integral to the story of 

Jesus? 

Today as we look at the first 12 verse of Matthew chapter 3 we’re going to see 

who John the Baptist was, what his message was, and what kind of response he received; 

the man, the message, and the response.  And as we put all this together, we’ll see that the 

main point for us today, in short, is just this: to get Jesus all you need is to need him. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Man 
 “In those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the Desert of Judea” (v. 1).  

Matthew is writing about a well-known occurrence.  The ministry of John the Baptist is 

attested to in other writings of antiquity.  He was a very popular figure and so he gets 

included in the historical writings of the first century Jewish historian Josephus.  He was 

called ‘the Baptist’ because the main symbol of his ministry was dipping people in water 

(that’s what the word ‘baptize’ means). 

 We read in v. 4 that “John’s clothes were made of camel’s hair, and he had a 

leather belt around his waist.  His food was locusts and wild honey.”  Maybe you’re 

thinking you’ve seen this guy walking the streets of Pilsen, a kind of proto-hipster who 

shops at Farmer’s Markets.  Kind of.  His dress was intentionally plain.  His diet was 

organic – only what he could find naturally in the local environment.  So John was a bit 

of a non-conformist; someone whom you might expect would have some stinging social 

commentary. 

 But there’s more to it than just that.  Matthew includes these details because he 

wants to make clear a certain connection.  John’s clothes and food were not just peculiar 

behavior; he’s playing a part.  He’s playing the part of the prophet to a tee.  Zechariah 

13:4 speaks of prophets putting on a “garment of hair.”  Most germane is 2 Kings 1:8 and 

the description of the great OT prophet Elijah.  It says, “He was a man with a garment of 

hair and with a leather belt around his waist.”  And in 2 Kings 2 we see Elijah’s life end 

with him messing around with some water at the Jordan River.  Coincidence?  I think not. 

 John is a prophet.  And a prophet’s role was to confront Israel with her failure to 

keep the covenant and call her back to her God.  We’ll see in a minute that this is exactly 

what John is doing.  But John is not just any prophet.  John is picking up the legacy of 

Elijah.  The OT ends in Malachi 4:5 with the prediction that before the great and final 

conclusion to history, God would send “the prophet Elijah.”  Jesus says later in Matthew 

11:14 that “John is the Elijah who was to come.” 
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 You’ve got to understand that for 400 years from the closing of Malachi until the 

appearance of John in the desert, there had been virtual silence from God.  There hadn’t 

been a widely recognized prophet speaking unmistakably to the nation from the Lord for 

centuries.  Here all of the sudden there is a man who fits the bill.  His lifestyle, his 

message, the weight of his words… something is happening.  And “people went out to 

him from Jerusalem and all Judea and the whole region of the Jordan” to hear him (v. 5).  

He was a great prophet.  In fact, Jesus will say later in Matthew, “I tell you the truth: 

Among those born of women there has not risen anyone greater than John the Baptist…”  

John the Baptist is the prophet par excellance.  He is the greatest man who has ever 

lived… up until that point. 

Jesus adds, “Yet he who is least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he” 

(11:11).  Jesus is saying that John was the greatest of the prophets.  You could even say 

he was the single most important/preeminent figure of the OT era.  But that’s just it.  He 

was part of that OT arrangement.  “For all the Prophets and the Law prophesied until 

John,” Jesus says (11:13), but with Jesus something new has come on the scene.  

Fulfillment, completion, the deliverance of the Law’s promise, the answer to the 

Prophets’ charge.  Everything of the OT era has been lunging forward to Jesus, and John 

sums up everything of that era. 

 

The Message 
 So that’s the man; let’s look more closely at John’s message.  “In those days John 

the Baptist [the quintessential OT prophet] came, preaching in the Desert of Judea [a 

popular place for attempted eschatological/prophetic movements at the time (i.e. Qumran, 

Bannus)] and saying, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near’” (v. 2). 

So John’s message, as a prophet, was two-fold.  First, a call to repentance.  I’m 

going to explain more about repentance in just a moment.  But for now, know that 

repentance means a change (not, immediately, of lifestyle, but of heart or mind).  

Repentance is a turning, a returning, a owning that you are not right on your own, that 

you constantly drift away from God, that you have not lived up to his expectations, and 

coming back to him in contrition and humility. 

“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near” (v. 2).  Secondly, John announced 

the kingdom.  ‘Kingdom of heaven’ is just Matthew’s way of referring to the ‘Kingdom 

of God’ which is just the Bible’s way of referring to this long-awaited era where God 

comes to manifest his reign and make what’s wrong with the world right.  It’s what all 

the Law and the Prophets and the Writings (the whole history of Israel up to this point) 

were pointing towards.  The OT writings showed people what was wrong and they 

pointed them forward to what was ahead when God would do something about it.  And 

John is the final prophet, the end of the era of anticipation.  He’s announcing that it’s here 

– “has come near” means it’s at hand, not still far off or even just around the corner, but 

HERE. 

“This is he,” Matthew says, “who was spoken of through the prophet Isaiah: ‘A 

voice of one calling in the desert, “Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for 

him”’” (v. 3).  Roads back then were not that great.  Oftentimes when a great king would 

venture out to visit some place in his kingdom, in preparation there would be new roads 

made just for him.  A smooth, level, highway.  Quoting Isaiah 40:3, Matthew is saying 

that John is the forerunner who goes with the regal decree just before the king and 
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announces his arrival and calls people to make ready for a royal visit.  John tells us what 

we need to get Jesus, and it may be different than you thought.  We’ll get there. 

But don’t miss, as one person has alerted us, “the radical significance of 

Matthew’s choice of text: the coming one in Isa 40:3 is not the Messiah, but God 

himself.”
1
  If you’ve ever wondered where the Bible actually says that Jesus is God there 

are several places, but here is a clear one.  John is preparing the way for the LORD, who 

is Jesus.  John is the great prophet, calling people to repentance so they can receive God 

in the flesh come to fully and finally save his people from their sins; that is the kingdom.  

John’s message is about how to be prepared to receive Jesus who was there, ready and 

waiting on the side of the world’s stage.  And what he’s saying is: all you need is to need 

him.  That is his message. 

 

The Response 
 Let’s tease that out more as we look at the responses he received.  So we’ve seen 

who John the Baptist, the man, was and what he represented.  We’ve looked briefly at 

what he was saying, his message.  Now let’s dig deeper into the response he received.  

And here we begin to find what this text has to do with us.  There are two responses we 

find here to this great prophet’s message calling people out on their failure to keep the 

Law and calling them to look to the one who would fulfill it all for them.  Two camps. 

 

Seekers 

 First, there are the seekers.  “People went out to him from Jerusalem and all Judea 

and the whole region of the Jordan.  Confessing their sins, they were baptized by him in 

the Jordan River” (vv. 5-6).  There was a portion of this crowd who was no doubt 

genuine.  They heard John’s message and were convicted to the core.  They were what 

I’d call genuine seekers. 

The picture of baptism here is interesting.  [Note: the baptism of John and the 

baptism that we do nowadays are two completely different things.  Don’t get confused.]  

But the baptism of John probably was playing on two images that first century Jews 

would have been familiar with.  The first is the mikveh – a basin used for ritual washings.  

First century Jews had them everywhere and they used them to bathe themselves before 

religious observances in order to cleanse themselves of impurities.  That no doubt plays 

into what John is doing.  The second is the immersion of a Gentile convert to Judaism.  If 

a non-Jew decided to convert, part of the process involved bathing.  We may think this is 

so primitive, but something of this remains today.  If you have a big date or a big job 

interview you will no doubt take a shower beforehand.  You know inherently there is 

something about you that is dirty. 

So John is doing something similar to these two known rituals of his time, but 

with a twist.  (1) He’s not addressing Gentiles/non-Jews.  He’s calling Jews to admit that 

they are in need of cleansing.  And (2) he’s not letting them wash themselves.  Mikveot 

and Gentile proselyte baths were self-administered.  But John is baptizing them!  They 

were confessing their sins, and submitting to washing by the hand of another as a way of 

saying that they were helpless to help themselves. 

This is the genuine seeker.  He or she is broken, tired, willing to admit that 

something is wrong and something is missing.  This person is primed and ready to 

receive Jesus.  She knows something’s wrong and has begun to seriously doubt the 
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mantra that all the resources for her solution lie deep within herself.  He’s come to be 

disillusioned with the world’s promises, come to “suspect [for example] the transcendent 

power of sex as portrayed in ads and rock music videos.  According to the surveys, one 

out of three or four of the people he sees on the commuter train each day has had sex the 

previous night.  But he can’t see any difference as he studies their faces.”
2
 

If this is you, God has been working on you, preparing you; the message of John 

the Baptist resonates with you.  You’re ready to get Jesus.  Keep listening as I clarify 

how Jesus is the answer.  But understand this clearly: Jesus is not calling you to clean 

yourself up to meet him.  He’s for people who confess their sins and are willing to submit 

themselves to the hand of another.  And John the Baptist is going to be very clear who 

that ‘Other’ really is. 

 

Self-Assured 

 The second camp we see here in this text and the second response to John’s 

message is the self-assured.  John has more to say in a different tone for them.  “But 

when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to where he was baptizing, he 

said to them: ‘You brood of vipers!  Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath?  

Produce fruit in keeping with repentance’” (vv. 7-8).  Why is John so forceful, even 

astringent with them?  Because they were not there as seekers.  They were there to 

inspect, observe.  They were not broken and needy; they were self-assured – “And do not 

think you can say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’  I tell you that out of 

these stones God can raise up children for Abraham [there’s a Hebrew/Aramaic wordplay 

going on here with children/stones]” (v. 9).  Basically he’s saying, “Don’t think you’re 

just fine because of some pedigree.” 

 It’s helpful to recognize that within the category of the self-assured there were to 

named parties – the Pharisees and the Sadducees.  The Pharisees were a movement within 

Judaism at the time that was ultra-conservative.  They saw themselves as carrying the 

mantle of the prophets by calling people back to rigorous law-keeping.  The Sadducess 

on the other hand were a religious sect, but they were the ultra-liberals.  They didn’t 

really believe in all the supernatural stuff.  They were sophisticates, cultural elites, in 

power with the Romans.  The Pharisees and the Sadducees were arch-enemies; they 

didn’t get along; they weren’t on the same page on anything… except John lumps them 

together as standing on the sidelines smugly with arms folded. 

You see, liberal or conservative can be two equally deadly ways to avoid God.  

You don’t think you need him.  Conservatives feel self-assured in their religious beliefs 

and observances.  They do all the right things.  Sadducees can feel self-assured in their 

sophistication.  They’ve been enlightened beyond the primitive talk of God and wrath and 

sin.  They’re past that or above that.  Most churches today are filled with Pharisees who 

think the real problem is Sadducees, but you’re really on the same team: self-assured. 

 And that’s who John is going after here.  He’s trying to shake up those who don’t 

really sense their need for Jesus.  This may be many here today.  How many days do you 

go through not really desperate for Jesus, sensing a need for him?  When is the last time 

you’ve really confessed your sins?  “Yeah, you see, all that talk gets kind of old and 

depressing after awhile.  What do you mean?  I guess I changed lanes on Thursday 

without signaling, but…”  John would say, “You don’t understand what sin is.” 
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 It really is helpful to frame sin in terms of idolatry.  “Again, what do you mean?  I 

don’t bow down to idols.  It’s not like I’m sacrificing my children in front of some 

statue!”  Maybe not, but millions of Chicagoans sacrifice their children on the altar of 

their career and miss their childhood because they were pursuing status and security at 

work.  That’s an idol. 

John calls these self-assured people a brood of vipers!  What’s that about?  It’s the 

same as saying children of serpents… heirs of the original Serpent.  If you know the story 

in the beginning of the Bible of the first humans and their encounter with the snake you 

know that the snake did not tempt them to disobey by saying, “C’mon, break the rules.  It 

will be fun!”  No, it’s much more subtle than that.  It was, “You can’t trust God.  He 

won’t make you happy.  This will make you fulfilled.”  It was idolatry.  And that is what 

those children of the Viper do still today.  We believe the lie that God is not good and 

satisfying and we look to someone or something else to fulfill us.  All sin is not, really, 

what you are doing or not doing.  It’s why.  It’s about what your heart is trusting in or 

relying upon.  Are you relying on God or are you avoiding him by being a Pharisee or a 

Sadducee?  Do you look to him?  Or are you finding your assurance in other places and 

things? 

 Do you really realize how much of an idolater you are?  John is saying, “Repent.  

Confess!  Turn from that.  Stop believing that lie that you’re okay apart from God.”  

Never stop turning over the idols in your heart.  And they are myriad.  Do you recognize 

this?  What are you obsessing over right now that’s making you borderline irrational?  

What is that goal that if it slips out of your hands or is threatened makes you bitter, 

despondent, paralyzed by fear?  That’s an idol. 

 There’s the idol of perfectionism.  We may look at someone and say he’s lazy, but 

really he has an idol of being perceived as perfect that ironically makes him do nothing 

because he’s secretly unable to cope with failure.  There’s the idol of uniqueness – 

“Nobody else here struggles like I do.  Nobody thinks like I do?  They don’t get me.  I’m 

unique.”  It could appear to be transparency and brokenness, but you’re holding on to the 

fact that your suffering is unparalleled in human history.  It’s pride.  There’s the idol of 

preference.  We do this all the time, so naturally.  Someone has said that 

opinions/preferences are like rectums.  Everybody has one.  And everybody thinks that 

his or her own doesn’t stink.  “My way is the best” leads inevitably to “Because I’m 

better.”  “That certain musical style is shallow, cookie cutter.”  Therefore, “I’m better 

than those who like it.”  Do you see? 

 Are you seeing these things in your heart regularly?  Your idol of comfort that 

makes you pretend to be asleep when the baby cries in the middle of the night so your 

wife will get up and take care of it…  Do you recognize this in yourself regularly and say, 

“Ah, God!  I have!  I have built my life upon things other than you!”  That’s repentance. 

 It’s a change of heart.  Repentance is NOT a change of behavior.  Mere behavior 

modification is not what John was after.  That is just substituting one idol for another.  

You can stop looking at an image on a screen simply because you become more addicted 

to your image with other people.  That’s worthless.  Notice John tells the Pharisees and 

the Sadducees that they must “produce fruit in keeping with repentance” (v. 8).  Don’t 

confuse repentance with the fruit of repentance.  A changed behavior is the result of a 

changed heart, the fruit of repentance.  It’s what comes out of a heart that turns from idols 

to serve the living and true God.  So to tell people to repent is not to tell them to shape 
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up, do better, act right.  It’s something else.  God is concerned with the root, of which 

behavior is the fruit.  What is your heart worshipping?  “The ax is already at the root of 

the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown 

into the fire” (v. 11).  You see how John is going after the root? 

 

JESUS 

Remember: he’s playing the role of the prophet.  The prophet’s job is to poke and 

prod and stir and drive people to Christ.  Many times in Scripture we hear clearly Jesus’ 

tender voice drawing us to him.  Sometime’s we hear the prophet’s voice calling out to 

drive us to Jesus.  That’s what’s going on here.  Flee the wrath to come… by going to 

Jesus.  It’s like a pig farmer saying, “Hyah, Hyah!”  That’s John.  That’s the Law.  That’s 

the Prophet.  Jesus is over there saying, “Come to me all who are weary.”  John is back 

here saying, “You’re not okay.  You really do need him.” 

And the point is not to make you try harder or feel really bad.  Christians are not 

to be people who are turned inward all the time in sullen moping about their sin.  That’s 

pride.  It may look like a person is repentant and aware of their sin because they are 

always down on themselves, conflicted, tortured, self-absorbed.  That’s an idol too!  

You’re trying to self atone.  Those who feel ugly and flawed may have the innate sense 

that they need to be punished.  They may even cut themselves from time to time for 

relief.  That’s not the answer.  Self-esteem is not the answer either.  It’s Jesus.  His is the 

only blood that can atone.  His righteousness is the only one that can count.  Flee to him!  

That’s John’s point. 

 His role is to drive us to Christ so that we can move from self-assured to God-

assured.  The prophet declares the Sovereign Lord’s words, “'As surely as I live… I take 

no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather that they turn from their ways and live.  

Turn!  Turn from your evil ways!  Why will you die, O house of Israel?”  They may use a 

whip, but it’s wielded in love.  “Such a ministry is needed greatly today when men have 

lost, in large measure, the sense of the sinfulness of sin,” says Harry Ironside.  “It is 

useless to preach the gospel of the grace of God to men who have no realization of their 

need of that grace.”
3
 

 But the grace must come.  And it does.  We see in the end of this passage that this 

was John’s goal.  To drive people to Jesus, the one who comes after him.  “I baptize you 

with water for repentance.  But after me will come one who is more powerful than I, 

whose sandals I am not fit to carry.  He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with 

fire” (v. 11).  That One is waiting in the wings.  Next week we will see him come out of 

the crowd to be baptized by John.  John is all about him!  In another passage we hear him 

say, after all the prophetic talk about preparing the way through repentance, confessing 

sins through submitting to baptism, “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of 

the world” (Jn. 1:29)!  Repentance is turning from sin to behold the Lamb who takes it 

away!  John is so integral to the story of Jesus because repentance is always the precursor 

to getting him. 

Jesus cleanses deep within through the Holy Spirit and gives life.  But to those 

who refuse to come to him and have life he will someday cast into “unquenchable fire” 

(v. 12).  He may not have come back yesterday with his winnowing fork (as some 

mistakenly predicted
4
), but it could be any day.  The message is: Repent!  The kingdom is 

here!  Flee the wrath to come.  Flee to Jesus!  To get him all you need is to need him. 
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The Lord’s Table 

Have you taken all your good deeds and all your bad deeds cast them together 

into a heap at the cross and fled from it to Jesus?  Let’s confess our sins and come to him 

now… 

 

Benediction 
May you turn to God from idols to serve the living and true God, and to wait for his Son 

from heaven, whom he raised from the dead – Jesus, who rescues us from the coming 

wrath. (1Thess. 1:9-10) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, May 22, 2011.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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