Matthew Bible Study

A Voice Crying in the Wilderness

Matthew 3:1-12

Matthew 3:1-3 In those days came John the Baptist, preaching in the wilderness of Judaea, {2} And saying, Repent ye: for the kingdom of heaven is at hand. {3} For this is he that was spoken of by the prophet Esaias, saying, The voice of one crying in the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make his paths straight. 

For nearly four hundred years the voice of a prophet had not been heard.  Suddenly, if out of nowhere, John the Baptist appeared on the scene.  Malachi had predicted that he would appear:  "Behold, I will send my messenger, and he shall prepare the way before me..." (Mal. 3:1).  John’s message was simple; "Repent" or "Be converted" because the Kingdom of Heaven was very near.  Something had changed and now the Kingdom of Heaven was indeed near.  Jesus was coming very soon, and John's job was to prepare the way for the Lord.  The age of grace was at the door and the road for the king had to be prepared.

In ancient times, the roads were always in a terrible condition.  They were called "the king's highway" because they were only maintained when the king was getting ready to make a trip on them.  Before the king would leave, the word would go out to make ready the king's highway.  The people of the towns and villages would quickly make the necessary repairs on these roads in anticipation of the king.  So it was with the King of the world.  The road had to be prepared for his journey.

The road that John the Baptist prepared was in the hearts of men.  Before Jesus could come, sin had to be repented of, bad religious traditions had to be abandoned and renounced, minds had to be changed and prepared, and thoughts needed to be set aright.  John was a road-clearer and a highway-paver.  His preaching told people to clear out the garbage that would block the message, and then change their way of thinking in order to pave the way for the reception of grace.      

Matthew 3:4 and the same John had his raiment of camel's hair, and a leathern girdle about his loins; and his meat was locusts and wild honey. 

John was not wearing a business suit, or Levi jeans, or designer sneakers.  He would have been a sight to see, and even by the standards of that day, John would have been considered bizarre.  John was the voice crying in the wilderness, the representation of Elijah preparing the way for the Lord.  He even dressed like Elijah (2 Kings 1:8).  Zechariah 13:4 and 1 Samuel 28:14 link this kind of rugged clothing with that of a prophet.  He ate honey and locusts.  Locusts were considered "clean" by the Old Testament laws (Lev. 11:22), and John was completely within his rights to eat them.  

Why did John dress and eat in this manner?  He was making a statement, and that statement was a protest against excessive indulgence and selfishness.  His message was repentance and a call to give up carelessness, greed, self-righteousness, and hypocrisy because the Kingdom of Heaven was at hand.  His message, his clothing, his food, and his simple life-style stated to the world, "Repent! Repent!"

Matthew 3:5   Then went out to him Jerusalem, and all Judaea, and all the region round about Jordan.  {6}   And were baptized of him in Jordan, confessing their sins. 

A great multitude of people came out to see and hear John the Baptist preach.  They were living in a period of time when the Messiah was expected to reveal himself at any moment, and many thought that perhaps John the Baptist was the Anointed One.  He himself declared in John 1:20 that he was not the Christ, nor Elijah, nor The Prophet.   Yet, his message was so different from the Scribes and Pharisees that people, out of curiosity, wanted to come out hear what he had to say.

John not only preached, he also baptized people in the Jordan River.  Baptism publicly symbolized the admittance and cleansing of sin.  Before one could be baptized by John, they had to admit that they were sinners.  This would be particularly difficult for the Jews to admit.  They believed that they were justified because they were children of Abraham, yet John's baptism required them to say, "I am filthy with sin, and I need to be cleansed and forgiven by God Almighty."  John’s baptism symbolized this cleansing of sin, and the turn-about of one's life.

Matthew 3:7   But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees come to his baptism, he said unto them, O generation of vipers, who hath warned you to flee from the wrath to come? 

The Pharisees and the Sadducees were the two dominant political and religious parties of Jesus' day.  In general, they opposed Jesus and his teachings.  Jesus is confronted and challenged by them on numerous occasions.  Therefore, it is important for us to understand these two groups.  


The Pharisees were vigilant, nationalistic landowners.  They were committed to the preservation of the Law of Moses and of the oral traditions that had been passed down to them.  They were the legalist of their day.  They assiduously avoided any situation or person that would make them ceremonially unclean.  They considered themselves to be better than the average man whom they dubbed, "The people who do not know the Law"                       (John 7:49).  They disliked foreign government domination.  They opposed the rule of the Roman government.  They believed in angels and demons, and resurrection.  They awaited the coming of the Messiah, which would establish the throne of David and overthrow the foreign domination.


The Sadducees, on the other hand, were the wealthy landowners - the gentry.  They wielded immense power.  They were the high priests and senators.     They accepted only the Law of Moses (first five books).  They rejected the oral traditions.  They accepted and profited by the Roman occupation.  They did not believe in angels or demons, or resurrection.  They believed that the soul perished when the body died.  They did not expect a Messiah to come (He would disrupt their profitable businesses and lifestyle).  They are the ones who actually crucified Christ.
John did not mince words; he stated exactly what was on his mind.  He knew that the Pharisees and Sadducees were hypocrites, submitting to the rite of baptism only to stay in favor with the multitudes.  He did not call them "Rabbi" or "Teacher."  He did not applaud them as was the custom.  He did not preach at them, he preached to them, and called them a generation of snakes.
The Pharisees were considered the conservatives of their day, and the Sadducees were the liberals.  Each group, for their own reasons, rejected both John the Baptist and Jesus.  And, both John and Jesus called them snakes.  Desert snakes are small and blend with the sand.  They may even look like a stick, but when you get too close they strike and cling to your body.  It is interesting to note that Satan is also called a serpent (Rev. 12:9, 20:2).  Time and time again, the Scribes and Pharisees played the role of Satan's workers.

The question John put to them was, "Who warned you to flee from the wrath of God, or what made you think baptism could save you?" Baptism has never saved anybody and it never will.  It is only an outward expression of an inward change of heart.  The Scribes and Pharisees had not repented or changed their attitudes in any way, shape, or form, and therefore would not escape the future punishment of God. 

Matthew 3:8-9   Bring forth therefore fruits meet for repentance.  {9} And think not to say within yourselves, We have Abraham to <our> father: for I say unto you, that God is able of these stones to raise up children unto Abraham. 

I imagine that when John called these men snakes, and told them that he would not baptize them when they had not shown any evidence of repentance, that these men began to cry out, "We are the chosen people, a peculiar race.  Abraham is our father; we are children of the Covenant.  Maybe the heathen Gentiles need to repent, but that is not necessary for us.  Who do you think you are telling us to repent?"  

People never change.  Even today people get upset when they are told they must repent.  "Just who do you think you are telling me that I am a sinner and need to repent?  Go and preach to the people living in the gutters, but don't preach to me about repentance!"  Folks, I believe repentance is the forgotten message in America today.  God requires it of his people and He will not bless his people if they refuse to confess their sins and repent of them.   

Matthew 3:10   And now also the ax is laid unto the root of the trees: therefore every tree which bringeth not forth good fruit is hewn down, and cast into the fire. 

John continued his scathing sermon with a warning of hell-fire and judgment.  Judgment is at the door, unless true repentance occurs.  The axe is resting at the root of the tree and is ready to begin hacking away at the very foundation that holds the tree up.  This judgment is not just a pruning of branches; it is complete destruction and death by burning.

Many people deny the literal existence of hell.  If hell does not exist, then one must also conclude that heaven does not exist as well.  Eternal life means much more than just immortality.  Implied in eternal life is a glorious fullness with the Lord, and also implied in the second death is an eternal separation from the Lord.  Fire always symbolizes the final outpouring of God's wrath.  (Mal. 4:1, Matt. 13:40, John 15:6).  Jesus spoke of "the Gehenna of fire" (Matt. 5:22,29; 18:9; Mark 9:47).  The fire is unquenchable (Matt. 3:12; 18:8; Mark 9:43; Luke 3:17).  This "fire" has been prepared for the unsaved, as well as the devil and his angels (Matt. 3:13; 25:41).

Matthew 3:11   I indeed baptize you with water unto repentance: but he that cometh after me is mightier than I, whose shoes I am not worthy to bear: he shall baptize you with the Holy Ghost, and <with> fire: 

Jesus baptizes the believer with the Holy Spirit and with fire.  Jesus will cause his Spirit and the gifts associated with the Spirit to come upon his followers (Acts 1:8); to be poured out on them (Acts 2:17,33); to fall upon them (Acts 10:44, 11:15).  Jesus said in John 14:26 that the Father would send the Comforter in Jesus' name, and this Comforter would teach us all things, and cause us to remember what Jesus has said to us.  Jesus not only baptizes the Believer with the Holy Spirit He also brings the fire of judgment upon the unbeliever.  This theme is expanded on in the very next verse.

Matthew 3:12   Whose fan <is> in his hand, and he will thoroughly purge his floor, and gather his wheat into the garner; but he will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire. 

The verse describes a common scene of that day.  In order to process the wheat properly it would be dumped into a threshing floor.  The threshing floor was a flat surface, about thirty to forty feet in diameter, with sloping sides.  First, the grain had to be spread out on the floor by oxen, which pulled a sled, studded with stones, from one end to the other.  This would cause the kernels to separate from the stalks.  However, the kernel's hard coat, dust, dirt, and small pieces of straw would still cling to the kernels.  Next, the farmer would toss the kernels into the air using a pronged-shovel.  The heavier kernels would fall straight down upon the threshing floor, but the dirt, straw, shells, and dust would be caught in the wind and blown away.

 
The farmer would take his precious kernels and store them in his barn (garner) for safe-keeping.  It is here, that we have a wonderful promise from God.  Christian, you are one of these precious kernels that God will store in his store-house.  For the saint, even death is described by Scriptures in a comforting manner:  "carried away by the angels into Abraham's bosom" (Luke 16:22), "paradise" (Luke 23:43), "blessed departure" (Phil. 1:23), and "being at home with the Lord" (2 Cor. 5:8).  It is also described as a gain, as falling asleep, and as being better by far than this life.

On the other hand, something must be done with the chaff.  It has blown all over the farmer's property and must be gathered up.  Just like in autumn when you rake your leaves into a pile and set them on fire, the farmer would gather the chaff into a pile and burn it up.  Why?  Because it is worthless to the farmer.  You see, when a person rejects Jesus Christ, he has rejected God himself.  The wrath of God remains on that person, and nothing but a terrible judgment awaits him.  But if you will come to God through Jesus Christ today, He will change you from chaff to wheat and someday send his angels to carry you into Abraham's bosom.

The Baptism of Jesus
Matthew 3:13-17

I. JOHN’S RELUCTANCE (13-14)

Matthew 3:13-14: Then cometh Jesus from Galilee to Jordan unto John, to be baptized of him.  14But John forbad him, saying, I have need to be baptized of thee, and comest thou to me?  


Let's try to imagine the scene.  Perhaps it happened this way, perhaps it did not, but we do know that John was so shocked at Jesus' request to be baptized that he tried to prevent him and at first refused to obey him.  


John has just arrived at the Jordan River and a huge crowd has gathered to listen to the message.  He begins to preach about the coming Lamb of God.  He cries out, "This One that is coming is an awesome man.  He is the Messiah, the Savior of the word. I only baptize you with water, but He is going to baptize you with the Holy Ghost and with fire.  He is going to judge the wicked and reward the righteous.  He is so great, so mighty, so majestic, that I would feel unworthy to even lace up his shoelaces.  I am nothing but a worm compared to the One that is coming."  

His audience is pricked to the heart and cries out "What shall we do?  How can we be prepared for this coming King?"  John cries out "Repent, Repent, Repent, and confess your sins."  He steps into the water and wades out until he is about waist deep, and he invites everyone that will confess their sins and repent of them to come down into the water and be baptized for the remission of their sins.  The people make a line into the water.  Tears are flowing down the cheeks of some, others are bowing in silent prayer, and still others have lifted their heads and hands to heaven, pleading for forgiveness.


For a moment, John scans the crowd, and he sees someone he recognizes coming down toward the river.  He is making his way through the throngs of people lined up to be baptized.  John stops and cries with a loud voice:  BEHOLD, THE LAMB OF GOD, WHICH TAKETH AWAY THE SINS OF THE WORLD.  A hush falls over the crowd and all eyes turn in the direction John was pointing in.  Out steps an ordinary looking man.  He's about thirty years old.  He hails from a small country town named Nazareth of Galilee.  He is a Galilean Jew.  He is Jesus.   He is Messiah.


The crowd moves aside as Jesus continues to make his approach.  John stands there watching him, water dripping from his arms and hands.  But, Jesus doesn't stop on the bank of the river; rather he walks right into the water itself.  In fact, He walks right out to John and faces him.  John has not yet comprehended what Jesus wants.  Certainly, he would not need to be baptized!  But, that is exactly what Jesus wanted!  He wanted to be baptized by John.


John cannot believe his ears.  "What, me baptize you?  Why, I need your baptism.  I need you to baptize me, and you want me to baptize you! Incredible, and out of the question."  John refused to baptize Jesus and in fact the language indicates that he continued to argue with Jesus for some time about it.  He continually tried to prevent Jesus from doing what the Lord came to do, and that was submit to baptism.  He may have tried to escort Jesus out of the Jordan River.  He may have said, "Jesus, let's have a little meeting about this.  I'm not sure you realize what you are doing here.  Remember, you are the King.  Jesus, this is not the right way for a King to act.  This is not right and you know it.  You don't have anything to repent of.  I don't want to do it.  You should be baptizing me.  The greater should baptize the lesser.  I'm not worthy to do this.  I don't understand your motives.  It doesn't just make logical sense to me."  But in the end, John submitted and obeyed the Lord, and Jesus was baptized.
II. JOHN’S OBEDIENCE (15-17) 

Matthew 3:15-17 And Jesus answering said unto him, Suffer it to be so now: for thus it becometh us to fulfil all righteousness. Then he suffered him.  16And Jesus, when he was baptized, went up straightway out of the water: and, lo, the heavens were opened unto him, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove, and lighting upon him:  17And lo a voice from heaven, saying, This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.


John’s baptism was a baptism of repentance for the remission of sins.  Doesn’t it seem strange to you that Jesus, who was completely sinless, who had nothing to repent of, was baptized?  Why was Jesus baptized?   According to verse 15, it was to "fulfill all righteousness."  Now, we're not told exactly what that means.  For centuries, students of the Bible have tried to figure out why Jesus Christ, the sinless, Son of God, would submit to a baptism for the remission of sins.  In order to be baptized by John, you had to admit you were a sinner, confess that sin, and repent of it.  Jesus had no sin to admit to, confess, or repent of.  So, why was Jesus baptized?  Let me give four possible reasons.

1.
To introduce himself to the world

What was John's purpose for preaching and baptizing?  His purpose or job was to prepare his people to receive their King.  He was the "the voice of one crying in the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make his paths straight" (Matt. 3:3).  He was the King's herald.  


The time had arrived for two major events in redemptive history to take place.  Number one, the time had arrived for John to prepare the way for the coming king, and number two, the time had arrived for the Messiah to make his entrance.  Regarding the first major event, John chose baptism as the means to prepare people for the coming King.  For the first time in all of history, the Jews submitted to a baptism for the remission of sins.  Baptism didn't start with John; it had been used in the past to bring proselytes, people converting to Judaism, into the Jewish religion.  No Jew would ever submit to baptism because they considered themselves to be the Chosen People, the sons of Abraham.  They would never admit they were sinners and in need of cleansing from above.  Baptism was for sinners, not Jews.


Until now!  John the Baptist did more to prepare the people for the coming king than all the preaching had done over the previous 400 years.  For the first time, Jews were made aware of their sin.  For the first time, Jews were willingly submitting to baptism.   Through baptism, John was preparing the hearts of God’s people to receive their Messiah.    And when the time was just right, Jesus of Nazareth steps out of obscurity and into the spotlight of history.  For thirty years he lived in quiet seclusion.  Then, in the fullness of time, Jesus came not to Jerusalem, not to the great seminaries, not to the great religious leaders, not to the established temple and synagogues, but to the Jordan River where the King's herald, himself, was proclaiming the Good News that the Messiah was coming.  In doing this, He fulfilled John's ministry, and in fact, shortly after this event, John was jailed and beheaded.   


Jesus came to those that willingly submitted to baptism because they knew they were sinners in need of God's grace and forgiveness.  Folks, Jesus is still doing just that.  He does not come to the proud and haughty.  He does not come to those who are self-righteous and conceited.  Education makes no difference in this matter, even if it is a religious education.  Jesus is still there in the midst of people that are crying out to the Lord God, "I am a man of unclean lips and an unclean heart.  O God, please have mercy on me.  I cannot save myself.  I cannot educate myself into heaven.  I am unable to keep the law.  Lord have mercy on me!"  When you find someone like this, they have been prepared for the Lord's coming.  

2.
To fully indentify with sinful humanity
Jesus Christ willingly submitted to baptism and in doing so he fully identified himself with sinful humanity.  Isaiah 53:12 says, "He was numbered with the transgressors…"   Now, of course, this points to his death on the cross.  He was crucified between two transgressors. But if you stop and think about it for a moment, you will also realize that it points to his baptism as well.  There in the water, John baptized a liar, an adulterer, a thief, a gossiper, a man that hated God, another that had cheated his neighbor, and then Jesus Christ, who was the sinless Son of God.  Jesus was willing to fully identify himself with you and me.  He will hurt with us, cry with us, and show us how we are to live our lives.  He shows us how we are to humble ourselves as He was willing to do in his own baptism.

3.
To symbolize His death, burial, and resurrection for the forgiveness of sin 

In baptism, Jesus symbolized his coming death, burial, and resurrection.  We see in the baptism of Jesus the fact that he was willing to be numbered with sinful humanity, just as he willingly died the death of a criminal on a Roman cross.   In our mind's eye, we see our Savior being led out of town to a place called "The Skull - Golgatha."  We hear the cries of the women along the road, and we feel the agony of the hour.  Jesus stumbles and falls, and a man is grabbed from the crowd to carry the cross.  We watch in horror as they lay the Sinless One on the old rugged cross and they drive the nails deep into the wood.  We listen and we hear our Lord repeat a prayer with every swing of the hammer, "Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do."  


We look and behold, the cross is hoisted into place and slips into the hole made for it with a thud.  The earth shakes, the wind blows, and darkness falls upon the earth as nature itself recoils in horror at the Creator being crucified.  And there on that cross, our Mighty Warrior does business for us.  He takes all the ugly sins of man upon himself.  Though he is sinless, he becomes a mass of writhing, ugly sin.  We hear him crying out something in total shock and agony, "My God, My God, Why hast thou forsaken me?"  
There, numbered with the criminals, hanging between two men condemned to die, our Lord took our hell, so we might have life; and that life more abundantly.  They took him down from the cross, wrapped in burial cloth and spices and placed him in a new tomb.  He was dead.   
But, praise the Lord, three days later, the bonds of death were broken as our Mighty Savior busted the grave wide open for evermore.  And now He is alive and because He is alive, we too will break the bonds of death and live forever with our Lord in Glory.  So we now can sing:


"UP FROM THE GRAVE, HE AROSE, WITH A MIGHTY TRIUMPH O'ER FOES; HE AROSE A VICTOR FROM THE DARK DOMAIN, AND HE LIVES FOREVER WITH HIS SAINTS TO REIGN.  HE AROSE!  HE AROSE!  HALLELUJAH!  CHRIST AROSE!"  ("Low in the Grave He Lay, pg. 118).


Did heaven accept Jesus' willingness to submit to baptism?  Absolutely.  Just look at verses 16-17.  Heaven responded in two ways:


1.  The Coming of the Spirit came to rest upon him and strengthen him.


2.  The voice of loving approval was heard as a witness to all that salvation had come to earth through the willing, obedient, Son of God.

So in Jesus' baptism we see his death and burial as He is dipped under the water where no man can breathe.  We see him covered over and lying flat as if in a tomb.  We see the hand of death holding down in the grave, and then we see him rising up out of the watery grace alive forever more.  We see in His baptism his coming death, burial, and resurrection that will ultimately secure our salvations.

4.
To give us an example of obedience to righteousness

Jesus told John to baptize him anyway in order to be obedient to all righteousness.  Whether we fully understand why Jesus was baptized doesn't change the fact that Jesus was baptized in obedience and in fulfillment of righteousness.  If Jesus, the sinless Son of God, was willing to humble himself, and identify himself fully with sinful humanity, and willingly allow John, a mere man to baptize him, ladies and gentleman, shouldn't we be willing to do what Jesus was willing to do?


To the one who is reluctant to be baptized, I would say this:  “If Jesus was willing to fully identify with you in baptism, are you willing to fully identify with him today in baptism?  Don't be a reluctant sinner or a rebellious Christian.  Just do as Peter said.  Repent and turn to Christ in faith and the follow that in believer’s baptism.  If you will repent and trust in Jesus in faith today, you will be given eternal life, and the gift of the Holy Spirit.  You will go to heaven when you die.  You will be born again and saved.  Then, be obedient to the Lord's command, and willingly come forward and submit to the same baptism that your Lord was willing to submit to in order to fully identify himself with you.  Will you do that?”
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