Get Ready

Matthew 3:1-12

Introduction

Matthew has set us up in chapters one and two to answer this question: “How will you respond to Jesus?”  Are you ready to answer that question?  Will you recognize Jesus in your own life?  Today’s passage addresses the all-important task of getting ready for Jesus.  It deals with the life of John the Baptist – His ministry, his manner, and his message.
I. John’s Ministry: Preparation and Identification

Morpheus of Matrix fame was a John-the-Baptist-wantabe!  John is the true forerunner of the one true Messiah.
A. A ministry of identification (identifying Jesus).  John  came as Elijah, the one who would come before the Messiah

i. He was not literally Elijah returned, but he came in the manner, spirit or ministry of Elijah.

ii. The direct connection to Elijah as prophesied in Malachi and fulfilled in John the Baptist is saved until a later chapter (Matt. 11)

B. A ministry of preparation – he came preparing the way for Jesus 

Isaiah 40:3 ESV
3 A voice cries: “In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord; make straight in the desert a highway for our God.

II. John’s Manner

If John’s ministry was one of preparation and identification, his manner was nothing we would expect.  It was quite unusual.
A. Quite an unusual manner – he lived in the wilderness

B. Wore strange simple clothes  signifying prophetic ministry and poverty

C. Lived off the land – locusts and wild honey (as opposed to store bought!)

D. Austere is the word; strange would be the appearance – John lived a life that matched his message.  He was calling people to separate from the love of this world and to a greater love.

E. Ill.  – the kids in our family like most kids love gum.  In fact, they have a inordinate infatuation with gum.  They always want to buy, to have it and chew it.  At times if we will let them they will chew it for hours, they will put in many pieces at one time.  As an adult, gum just does not have that appeal for me.  I can do without it altogether.  This is the picture I have with John’s manner here.  He has moved on to greater pleasure, the pleasure of heaven and that is what he is calling people to enjoy, and his life matches it.  You think you have to have gum, you scheme to get it, you don’t share it because you think it means more for you if you don’t, and then one day you are 10 and you have to get braces and you are told you can’t chew gum for two years and your life falls apart.  John is calling us to move on to greater pleasures: to move beyond infatuation over sunglasses or purses or electronics or computers or cars or things of this world that are not necessarily even material, just gum.

F. But John was immensely popular.  If was the first real prophet in 400 years.  All four gospels tell us about him.  He is an important part of the plan of God.  He prepares the way.

i. Why was he so popular?  In our day people flood to hear someone just because there are a lot people there already.  There is a certain momentum.

ii. People are also attracted to the unusual.  In fact, some people make the mistake of thinking that just because something is out of the ordinary it must be from God.

iii. They think bizarre is spiritual.

iv. But John had much more than just being novel.  He was authentic.  He had 
God given authority.

III. John’s Message:

A. The Kingdom of Heaven – when we speak of kingdom we think of a king’s reign.  We do not limit our thinking to a geographical location.  Of course, God already reign’s in heaven, and so somehow we understand John to be saying that God’s reign is going to be extended and experienced on earth in a new way.  The Jewish listeners would not be caught off guard by John’s message – they would have heard here the expectation of a Messiah.  They were looking for one to come who would save the people.

i. Now we must struggle through this phrase and get some understanding.  What does Matthew mean here?  The phrase is awkward – the kingdom of heaven is near.  

ii. We mustn’t think that when John or Jesus uses this phrase that what is meant is that the kingdom is fully experienced.  Some make this mistake.

iii. Ill. – when one of our children turn 13 we have a coming of age gathering (party) for them.  So, if it is one of our sons, we invite not his peers, but adult men, and just a few, to challenge and exhort him to be a great and godly man.  It is a rite of passage.  Manhood now begins.  Now, we do not suppose for a moment that at 13 he has mastered manhood.  He has much to learn and much growth is yet to take place.  Indeed, a great man no matter what his age is always becoming a better man.  At any rate, the point is that now we expect something different.  There are new privileges and new responsibilities and he is trusted with more information as well.  It is an imperfect comparison, but in some ways that is how I envisage the reality of the kingdom of heaven in this life.  When we meet Jesus and he becomes our king, he reigns in our lives.  It has begun and it is ours and we are its!  But there is more to come, much more.  It is both a pursuit and a reality at the same time.  Now, here is why I find this comparison helpful.  I used to not like the idea of such an event for a son or daughter.  But then I realized that many young people are waiting for permission to be adults.  It is good to say, now is the time.  Go for it!  In a similar way, what should we believe God for in this life?  Do we just wait until we die, or do we start to experience the reign of God now?  We start now, but at the same time, we are not going to have it all anymore than a 13 year old young man has fully achieved manhood.

B. Repent

i. In a single word, this sums up John’s message.

ii. It means a total change

iii. Verses 6 – they came confessing their sins.  Did they confess openly their sins as they were baptized?

iv. Baptism was the primary response called for and this was clearly a baptism signifying repentance.

i. What did John’s baptism represent?  Or, what did it accomplish?

ii. Acts 19

iii. It called people to repent once and for all.  It was not a call to a lifetime of repentance.  This is found elsewhere in the bible.  But the baptism was a onetime expression of a once and for all repenting.

iv. The people were in a spiritual luke-warmness.  They had fallen into a place of think that they were Jews, children of Abraham and that was all they needed.  They were not passionate about God and were okay with abusing their fellow man at times.  John said this has to stop if you are going to meet with God.

v. A very telling phrase in verse 8 – bear fruit in keeping with repentance.  Do not just talk about it, but mean it.  Do it!

Application: People need to feel safe to admit sin and deal with it.  For example, if it is post-abortion (40% of women are post-abortive) or homosexuality or sexual sin or drug addiction, these sins must be confronted personally, confessed and restoration sought.  We need to create a safe place to admit our sin.  This does not mean condoning the sin, but facing the universal nature of sin so that all who will can turn from it.  John doesn’t do this by soft-pedaling sin, but by confronting all sin in every person.

Ill – when you were on the ARK you couldn’t stand the smell inside if it weren’t for the flood outside!

Garden of Eden Gate – the first great cover up.  Gardengate teaches us that cover ups never work and the sooner we face our sin the less we sin and the less we suffer.  Furthermore, sin is cleansed and forgiven – this is the remedy.  

C. Judgment

i. Flee the wrath to come

ii. The axe is laid to the root of the trees

iii. Every tree that does not bear fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire

iv. Baptism of fire

v. An unquenchable fire burning the chaff

vi. The winnowing fork is in the hand of Jesus

Pharisees and Sadducees

First introduction and this sets a tone for us to carry us through Matthew.  

The Pharisees were the traditionalists of their day, while the Sadducees were more liberal (see Acts 23:6–9). The wealthy Sadducees controlled the “temple business” that Jesus cleaned out. These two groups usually fought each other for control of the nation, but when it came to opposing Jesus Christ, the Pharisees and Sadducees united forces.

The Pharisees:

· They were proud self-appointed protectors of the law

· Religious in nature

· Held to the written and oral law

· Very conservative

· Believed in the resurrection (after life)

· Main emphasis in terms of law: Sabbath keeping and purity laws

The Sadducees:

· Wealthy/Aristocrats

· Liberal

· Denied the oral law

· Denied any after life

· Keepers of the temple – gained much wealth in this regard, so very upset about Jesus cleaning out the temple

· Small and powerful group which was basically political in nature

What could bring together these two Jewish groups that were natural enemies?  They opposed John the Baptist and they opposed Jesus.  Jesus has a polarizing effect.  He leaves no middle ground.  Eventually, people either love him or hate him.

Vipers!  John called them snakes!  Why?  Because they thought they were immune from the judgment of God somehow!  They had a false security

· Jeremiah 7 – the temple

The God of the resurrection – the God of the living and the one who can make Jews from stones!

D. Look to Jesus

i. He point people to Jesus

ii. The baptism of John was not enough

iii. John says of himself that he is not worthy to even carry Jesus’ sandals, which was considered to be the very basest of acts of service – in essence, I am unworthy of the most humble place of service in this new kingdom

iv. Jesus is mightier

v. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit

Conclusion

There are some who would like to draw a deep separation between the ministry of John and the ministry of Jesus.  They say that John preached judgment while Jesus preached love.  Of course, the problem in that is that when we come to the start of Jesus’ ministry in Matthew 4:17 we find the exact same prescription that is found in 3:1-2 describing John.  John came preparing the way, and there is a definite continuity between what Jesus did and what John did.  In fact, there are significant parallels when their lives and ministries are compared.

The point here is to understand that the themes of repentance and judgment are necessary and right.  They are not the whole message, but neither are they optional.
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