Sabbath Day Sermon of April 30, 2011
By Dr. Chika Flint, Bishop

John the Baptist Prepares the Way for Jesus’ Ministry

Matthew Chapter 3

This chapter begins by describing what happened in Israel when John the Baptist the first true prophet of God in 400 years came preaching in the wilderness of Judea, saying “Repent” you all for the kingdom of heaven is at hand, i.e. “has arrived.”  The Kingdom of heaven has arrived because God once again was visiting his people in the person of Jesus Christ. The Kingdom of heaven began when God himself entered human history as a man. Repenting means doing an about face a 180 degrees turn from the kind of self-centeredness that leads to wrong actions such as lying, cheating, stealing, gossiping, revenge, abuse, and sexual immorality. A person who repents stops rebelling and begins following God’s way of living prescribed in his Word. Of course, the first thing in turning to God is to admit your sin, as John urged. When you do, then will God receive you and help you live the way he wants you to live. We know only God can forgive sin, and although he does not expect you to clean up your life before coming to him, but he demands that you stop sinning now and take a turn toward righteous living. If you feel like you lacked the power to live righteously, call to Jesus and he will supply the power, and will sustain you with his grace so you may continue living righteously. 

John presented a strange image in the way he dressed and the unusual food he ate. No doubt many came to see him out of curiosity, but ended up repenting as the seed was planted in their hearts. As believers people are usually curious about our Christian life-style and values. We should always see this curiosity in people as an opener to share how Jesus Christ makes a difference in our lives.


The Jewish leaders who controlled the temple of religion in Israel at the time John the Baptist appeared on the scene were divided into several groups. Two of the most prominent were the Sadducees and Pharisees. The Sadducees were one of the leading sects in Israel of Jesus day. They came mostly from the priestly nobility, whereas the Pharisees came from all classes of people. The Sadducees and the Pharisees disliked each other and disagreed in Scriptural matters. The Sadducees objected strenuously to the oral law that the Pharisees accepted and practiced (it was known as “the tradition of the elders”) which Jesus spoke against in Matthew chapter 15. The Sadducees accepted the written law of Moses alone, in their theology they were known for what they rejected, such as (1) the bodily resurrection of the dead; in contrast to what is clearly prophesied in Daniel chapter 12; (2) future punishments and rewards of the day of judgment; (3) the reality of angels and spirits, and (4) overruling divine providence as against unconditional free will.
The Sadducees though less numerous than the Pharisees, were equally opposed to Jesus. Jesus refuted the Sadducees on several occasions, although not as often as he denounced the Pharisees (Matt. 16:1-4, 6-12; 22:23-33; Luke 6:24-26; 11:42-47, 52). The Pharisees were the most influential sect of the day. They believed in rigid separation from anyone or anything non-Jewish. Their theology included (1) the most careful keeping of the law; (2) a belief in the immortality of the soul, the resurrection of the body and retribution in the afterlife; (3) a belief in the reality of angels and spirits; (4) a belief that God would deliver Israel and restore her earlier glory; and (5) a belief in the doctrine of providence along with free will. Overriding all of this was their belief that Jews earned merit by keeping all the major and minor points of the law, which countered the doctrine of justification by faith through Jesus Christ. They hated Jesus because he did what they rejected for example, Matt 9:3-7, 11, 14; Luke 5:21. Jesus said they were legalists; he condemned their hypocrisy with vigor as we read from Matt. 6:2, 5, 16; 12:34; 23:13-35; Mark 7: 6.
John tells his audience that he was simply a messenger for the one who is coming after him, for that reason he baptizes them with water as a sign that they had asked God to forgive their sins and had decided to live as he wanted them to live. Baptism is an outward sign of commitment. To be effective, it has to be accompanied by an inward change of attitude leading to a changed life through the work of the Holy Spirit. John the Baptist tells us that the one that is coming after him, Jesus is mightier than him and will baptize with Holy Ghost and with fire. This prophetic word was literally fulfilled at Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit infilled all of the believers present, and the cloven tongues like as of fire rested on them (Acts. 2:1-4). The coming of the Holy Ghost empowered the believers to proclaim the Gospel message unto salvation to those who believe and unto judgment by fire for those who reject it. The Pentecost even marked the beginning of the church. It also conveyed a divine endowment on the early disciples, which is why their ministries became a significant force in the spreading of the gospel. John’s statement also symbolizes the work of the Holy Spirit in bringing God’s judgment on those who refuse to repent. Everyone will one day be baptized—either now by God’s Holy Spirit, or later by the fire of his judgment. 
v.8-11. John the Baptist called people to more than words or ritual; he told them to change their behavior. “Fruits meet for repentance” means “fruits that match repentance.” God looks beyond our words and religious activities to see if our conduct backs up our words, and he judges our words by the actions that accompany them. The Jews thought they could get away with every wrongful deed because they were the children of Abraham children, but John tells them that God is able to raise even stones to praise him if those who claim to belong to him are constantly in disobedience. That is exactly what God did when the Jews will not repent of their ways, so through Jesus Christ God raised the Gentiles to carry the message of his Kingdom to the end of the worlds. The point made here by John the Baptist is that a believer’s actions must match his or her words. Just as fruit tree is expected to bear fruit, God expects his people to produce a crop of good deeds. God has no use for those who call themselves Believers but who live otherwise. Like many people in John’s day who claimed to be God’s people in name only, we are of no value if we call ourselves Christians in name only, if others can’t see our faith in the way we treat them, we may not be God’s people at all.

v.12-13. John tells the people and us that God’s message has not changed since the Old Testament, for people will be judged for their unproductive lives. God calls us to be active in our obedience. John compared people who say they believe God but don’t live for God to unproductive trees that will be chopped down. To be productive for God, we must obey his teachings, resist temptation, actively serve and help others, and share our faith.

John the Baptist tells the people and us that the one coming after him has a fan in his hand, and both the wheat and the chaff shall he pure out on the floor; he will fan on them to separate the wheat from the chaff; the wheat he will gather and put in the garner, but the chaff will he burn up with unquenchable fire.  
v.15-17. Fulfill all righteousness, i.e., although Jesus did not need baptism, for he was without sin, he insisted on being baptize, for this act was by God’s divine appointment. Jesus saw his baptism as advancing God’s work, and support for what John was doing. He was inaugurating his public ministry and was identifying with the penitent people of God, not with the critical Pharisees and the scribes who were watching. The Lord Jesus, the perfect man, did not need baptism for sin, but he accepted it in obedient service to the Father, and God showed his approval. 
Jesus’ arrival was a test to John’s integrity; John passed the test because not soon after that did he say, “He must increase, but I must decrease. A true believer must put his or her egos and profitable work aside in order to point others to Jesus. A true believer must be willing to lose some of his or her status so that everyone will benefit. 
In verses 16 and 17 the doctrine of trinity is introduced which means that God is three persons and yet one in essence. Here all three persons of the Holy Trinity are present and active. God the Father speaks; God the Son is baptized; God the Holy Spirit descends on Jesus. God is one, yet in three persons at the same time (Gen. 18:1-3; Matt.28:19; John 15:26; 1Cor. 13:14; Eph. 2:18; 1Thess. 1:2-5; and 1 Pet. 1:2). 
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