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Introduction

An absent-minded professor of theology called his students together after their lunch break, and said excitedly, "You'll never guess what I've brought with me this afternoon! I have in my pocket a species of locust just like the one that John the Baptist ate in the wilderness!" He reached into his pocket and pulled out a paper packet, then shook its contents onto the table. But out slipped a fresh ham sandwich. The professor looked at it, perplexed, and scratched his head and muttered, "That's funny. I distinctly remember eating my LUNCH today."

John the Baptist seems to be a larger-than-life character to us today. When we think of eating locusts and wild honey, living in the wilderness, and dressing in such a Spartan way, we picture a Mountain Man guarding a still! John was truly an extraordinary man, as we will see today. But he was extraordinary for reasons other than what we normally think.

Context


Popular Jewish expectation anticipated a messianic forerunner. Deuteronomy 18:18 tells of a prophet like Moses and to who all should listen. Malachi 4:5 predicts that a man like Elijah would come, bringing in the day of the Messiah. Into this realm of expectation walks John the Baptist. It is a time when a word from God was scarce. The miraculous events of previous years surrounding Christ’s birth have soon been forgotten, as happens today. Reminiscent perhaps of Israel’s wandering in the wilderness prior to their entry into the Promised Land, John too prepared the way for One who would reconstitute God’s people. 

Interpretation

Repentance - ìåôáíïÝù      

To think differently or afterwards, that is, reconsider (morally to feel compunction): repent. Under Old Testament influence this word took on the sense of a change of action as well. 

Kingdom of Heaven – Occurs 33 times in Matthew and is largely interchangeable with ‘Kingdom of God’ (see 19:23-24). This term depicts the irruption of God’s power into history in a new and dramatic way with the advent of Messiah Jesus.

‘At Hand’ - dããßæù      

To make near, that is, (reflexively) approach:—approach, be at hand, come (draw) near, be (come, draw) nigh. The perfect tense suggests the meaning ‘has drawn near’ and points to the present as the decisive moment of the kingdom’s arrival. 

John’s Attire – Matthew describes John’s dress as much like that of the prophet Elijah (2 Kings 1:8). His diet resembles that of desert dwellers of the day. Both clothing and food point to an asceticism appropriate to his stern calls for repentance. 

Baptism - âáðôßæù      

To make whelmed (that is, fully wet); used only (in the New Testament) of ceremonial ablution, especially (technically) of the ordinance of Christian baptism:—baptist, baptize, wash. To immerse. Jews seem to have regularly practiced water baptism by immersion for adult proselytes from pagan backgrounds as an initiation into Judaism. John’s call for a one-time-only baptism for those who had been born as Jews was unprecedented. 

John’s Condemnation of the Pharisees and Sadducees – The text says that they were literally ‘coming to the baptism’ which suggests that they were coming not to submit to it, but to witness it, or to somehow look as though they were supporting his ministry. John sensed some kind of hypocrisy and that led him to unleash a verbal attack against this particular group of Pharisees and Sadducees. ‘Brood’ is more literally ‘offspring.’ By calling them vipers John refers to their shrewdness and to the danger they pose to others. Possibly an indirect allusion to the evil caused by the original serpent in Genesis 3 appears as well. 

Outline

I. The Messenger Characterized (3:1-4)

A. A Succinct Approach

1. Overt Message

2. No Flowery Rhetoric

B. A Scriptural Adherence

1. Fulfillment of Isaiah 40:3

2. Prophecy of the forerunner

C. The Spartan Attire

1. Camel’s hair Garment

2. Leather Girdle

3. Food – Locusts & Wild Honey

II. The Multitudes Baptized (3:5-6)

A. Public Confession of Sin

B. Public Compliance with the Sign

1. Sign of Intention – Repentance

2. Sign of Identification – With the Kingdom

III. The Message Summarized (3:7-10)

A. A Call to Repentance

1. Flee from Wrath to Come

2. Fruits to be Evident

B. A Caution Concerning Relationship

1. Physical Descendants of Abraham Condemned

a. Trust in Position

b. God can make them from Stones

2. Fruit of Faith Commended

Conclusion


John’s attire and mannerisms seem to attract our attention today. They were out of the mainstream in his day no doubt, but even more so in our day. And yet examine the man closely. His attire was not meant to attract attention to himself. His manner of living was simple, with no undue distractions from his life’s purpose. His message was powerful because it was not cached in flowery rhetoric and soft platitudes. And his words cut straight to the heart. Repentance toward God and faith in the Lord Jesus Christ is still the message of the church (Acts 20:20-21). For those who desire to live in the Kingdom, the mode of entry is still the same. And for those who would present this truth to others, there is no finer example of singleness of purpose than John the Baptist.
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