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Matthew 3 

Heralding the King; Baptism of the King 

 

I. Summary. 

There was one who had the task of preparing the way for the coming King—the prophets even 

told of his work.  That person was John the Baptizer.  When a king visited any place in those 

days, just as today, the people being visited would seek to make the visit as pleasant for the 

king as possible.  John’s task was to do that for the Lord Jesus.  However, the kind of 

preparation that this King desired involved a work in the hearts of the people.  John’s powerful 

preaching was an appeal to the Jews to change their hearts and they were confronted with the 

important word REPENT!  The messenger for this urgent work was quite different in his 

clothing and lifestyle.  He was, in many ways, like the prophets of old.  Verse 5 lets us know 

about the success John was having as the entire area was coming out to hear him and they were 

responding to his message.  However, early on, the religious leaders of the day had difficulty 

with John, just as they would later have difficulty with the King.  The problem was that they 

saw themselves as superior and not in need of repentance—their lives demonstrated this and 

John could see it clearly.  We have (Matthew 23) Jesus reacting to these hypocrites in a quite 

similar way to the way John did when John called them a BROOD OF VIPERS.  Their lack of 

sincerity was their major stumbling block and they never got over it.  As we read about the 

warnings John was giving (in his preaching), we might wonder how anyone could 

misunderstand that this King he was preparing the way for was coming to establish a 

SPIRITUAL KINGDOM.    

 

John’s humility and understanding of his role is made quite clear in verses 11 and 14.  Jesus 

convinced John to baptize Him by insisting that it was appropriate for the purpose of fulfilling 

all righteousness.  Differing from all others who came to John, Jesus HAD NOT come 

confessing sins (He had none, Hebrews 4:15).  This concept of fulfilling all righteousness has 

caused a great deal of interest and discussion.  We know that Isaiah prophesied of Jesus that He 

would bear the iniquities of the people (Isaiah 53:11), and Leon Morris suggests this is the 

sense in which this act was fulfilling.  “Jesus might well have been up there in front standing 

with John and calling on sinners to repent. Instead he was down there with the sinners, affirming 

his solidarity with them, making himself one with them in the process of the salvation that he 

would in due course accomplish” [Leon Morris, The Pillar New Testament Commentary: The 

Gospel According to Matthew, p. 65].   

 

II. Outline. 

1. Heralding the King (3:1-12). 

2. Baptism of the King (3:13-17). 

 

III. Chronology Notes. 

Bible Period: Life of Christ 

 

IV. Interesting Words. 

1. Preaching (v. 1)… “Not sermonizing, but crying out a message as a king’s herald 

making a proclamation, or a policeman crying ‘Fire!’ in a slumbering town. His discourse 
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was brief and unembellished. Its force lay in the importance of the truth announced. It 

promised to the Hebrew the fulfillment of two thousand years of longing. It demanded 

repentance, but for a new reason. The old call to repentance had wooed with the promise 

of earthly blessings, and warned with the threat of earthly judgments; but John’s 

repentance had to do with the kingdom of heaven and things eternal. It suggested the 

Holy Spirit as a reward, and unquenchable fire as the punishment” [J.W. McGarvey, The 

Fourfold Gospel, p. 66]. 

2. Repent (v. 2)… “The theme of John’s preaching was repentance, and the chief motive by 

which he enforced the duty of repenting was the near approach of the kingdom of 

heaven.  The latter event served as a motive to induce repentance because only by 

repentance could the people be prepared for it.  A people totally indifferent to their 

violations of the law already given, would be ill-prepared to receive an additional 

revelation.  John’s theme, therefore, was well adapted to his mission as the herald of the 

coming kingdom” [J.W. McGarvey, The New Testament Commentary, Volume 1: 

Matthew and Mark, pp., 33-34].     |||||     “This is a PRESENT IMPERATIVE which is an 

ongoing command. Without repentance, it is impossible to be saved (cf.,  Luke 13:3). The 

Hebrew equivalent meant ‘to change one’s actions’ while the Greek word meant ‘to 

change one’s mind.’ It implied a willingness to change.” [Bob Utley, The First Christian 

Primer: Matthew, p. 18]. 

3. Brood of Vipers (v. 7)… “He called them the offspring of vipers.  These vipers were 

extremely poisonous snakes which could deliver a painful and deadly bite.  John’s labeling 

of them as vipers was very appropriate, because that is truly what they were.  They had 

long distorted God’s law, elevating their own human ideas and thus injecting the masses 

with the poison of false doctrine, false values, and evil expectations” [Raymond Hagood, 

in A Homiletic Commentary on the Book of Matthew, p. 154]. 

 

V. Notes to Aid Understanding. 

----Verse 3.  The voice of one crying in the wilderness… “The Old Testament closed with this 

promise: ‘I will send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the great and dreadful 

day of the Lord’ (Malachi 4:5, NKJV).  Imagine it.  Elijah would live again.  Not literally, 

though many people took it that way.  Some even thought that Jesus was the 

reincarnation of Elijah!  Four centuries later, the New Testament opened with the 

fulfillment of that promise.  Elijah did indeed return, figuratively, in the person of John 

the Baptist.  Jesus Himself confirmed this when He said, ‘If you are willing to receive it 

[John the Baptist] is Elijah who is to come’ (Matthew 11:14, NKJV)” [Dewey & Rebecca 

Bertolini, The Book of Matthew: The Smart Guide to the Bible Series, p. 35]. 

Comparisons Elijah John the Baptist 

Both were children of the desert 1 Kings 17:3 Matthew 3:1 

Both withdrew and lived apart from 

mainstream society 
1 Kings 17:5 Luke 1:80 

Both wore the clothing of the desert 2 Kings 1:8 Matthew 3:4 

Both shattered the prophetic 

silence of many years and spoke to the 

masses on behalf of God 

1 Kings 18:21 Matthew 3:5 

Both had fiery personalities and an 

explosive intensity 
1 Kings 18:8 Matthew 3:7 

Both fearlessly confronted the religious 

leaders 

 

1 Kings 18:25 Matthew 3:7 
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Both put their lives on the line by 

confronting the political leaders of the day 
1 Kings 18:18 Matthew 14:4 

Both condemned the sins of a wicked and 

hard-hearted people 
1 Kings 18:21 Luke 1:17 

Both turned the hearts of many away 

from their sins and toward their God 
1 Kings 18:37 Luke 1:16 

Both fell into despair and briefly doubted 

their missions and masters 
1 Kings 19:4 Matthew 11:3 

--Data for table above from Bertolini, pp. 35-36 

----Verse 5.  Then Jerusalem, all Judea, and all the region around the Jordan went out to 

him… “Vast numbers of people came into the wilderness to hear the great preacher 

(Matthew 3:5).  It has been estimated that perhaps as many as a million people heard that 

prophet preach.  Matthew tells us that they came from Jerusalem, Judea, and from the 

region round about Jordan.  Though the word ‘all’ is used, this does not mean that 

everyone in these areas came to hear John.  The Greek idiom points out that most of the 

people came to hear John from these areas but not all of the people” [Hagood, p. 152]. 

----Verse 8.  Therefore bear fruits worthy of repentance… “Producing fruit as a metaphor for a 

repentant lifestyle occurs elsewhere in Matthew (3:10; 7:16–20; 12:33; 13:8, 23, 26; 21:19) 

and is common in the OT (Ps 1:3; Isa 3:10; 5:1–7; Hos 10:1). John now and Jesus later both 

affirm that the lifestyle of converts must fit or correspond to their profession of 

repentance. Such a change in lifestyle will never occur if confidence is placed in descent 

from Abraham” [Cornerstone Biblical Commentary, p. 58]. 

----Verse 9.  …We have Abraham as our father… “…John challenges ‘the popular assumption 

that descent from Abraham guaranteed one a share in the blessings promised to 

Abraham’ (Gardner, 62; John 8:39).  Those Jews who thought that having Abraham as 

their ancestor would keep them from punishment, needed to learn that the true children 

of Abraham were those connected to him by faith, not blood (Romans 4:12ff, Galatians 

3.7,9)” [Kenneth L. Chumbley, The Gospel of Matthew, p. 58]. 

----Verse 10.  ...ax is laid to the root of the trees… “The axe (here and in Luke 3:9 only in the 

New Testament) was a symbol of destruction, and lying at the root of the trees paints a 

grim picture of impending doom (cf. Isa. 10:34; Jer. 46:22). It is not easy to understand 

why the axe is pictured as lying at ‘the root’ of the trees; if one is using an axe a tree is 

generally cut down some little distance up from the ground. But the root is that from 

which the tree draws its sustenance; therefore, the picture suggests that not only will the 

tree be overthrown, but its source of nourishment will be taken away. There is no hope for 

such a tree” [Leon Morris, p. 60]. 

----Verse 11.  …He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit… “John baptized with water unto 

repentance (vv 5-6), but the Christ would baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire.  In the NT, 

only six passages refer to Holy Spirit baptism.  In the four Gospel references (here, Mark 

1:8; Luke 3:16; John 1:33) John the Baptist is the speaker; Jesus refers to it in Acts 1:5; 

Peter, in Acts 11:16.  What we can learn about it from the Gospels is limited to two 

considerations: viz., Christ would do the baptizing (‘he shall baptize’) and a plurality 

would be baptized (‘he shall baptize you).  In Acts 1:5 Christ tells the apostles they would 

be ‘baptized with the Holy Ghost not many days hence.’  Acts 1:8 reveals this would equip 

them to function as the Lord’s witnesses throughout the world (see John 14:16-18, 26; 

15:26; 16:7-8, 13-14).  In Acts 2:1-4 the apostles, as promised (Luke 24:47-49), were 

baptized (immersed) in the Spirit.  Four things marked the event.  First, no human agent 

administered the baptism—the unseen baptizer was Christ.  Second, there were empirical 

evidences of sound and sight (2:2-3).  Third, it was a group baptism that happened to all 
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the apostles simultaneously (2:4).  And fourth, the apostles miraculously spoke the 

languages of the nations represented in the audience” [Chumbley, p. 59]. 

----Verse 16.  He saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting upon Him… 

“The Spirit of God anoints Jesus as Israel’s King and Messiah and commissions him as 

God’s righteous ‘servant’ (cf. Isaiah  42:1)” [The ESV Study Bible, p. 1825]. 

 

VI. Quiz. 

True or False 
01. _____ John spoke in a very complimentary way to the Pharisees and Sadducees when 

they came to his baptism. 

02. _____ There was a response from heaven when Jesus was baptized. 

03. _____ Isaiah talked about John and the work he would do. 

04. _____ Bearing fruit is spoken of in this chapter. 

05. _____ Jesus was baptized in the Jordan River. 

WHO Said It?  Who Did It? 

06. ____________________ “I am well pleased.” 

07. ____________________ Came preaching. 

08. ____________________ Needed to show “fruits” of repentance. 

09. ____________________ Called religious leaders a BROOD/GENERATION of vipers. 

10. ____________________ Would baptize with the Holy Spirit. 

Fill in the Blanks 

11. John did his preaching in the ________________ of ____________. 

12. ___________ was coming according to one of John’s warnings. 

13. In John’s analogy, wheat would be ______________, but the chaff would be 

____________  ______. 

14. The unproductive tree would be __________  __________ and ____________ into the 

__________. 

15. Jesus was baptized in order to _____________ all ___________________. 

Each Question is worth 7 Points 

My Score is:  ________ 

Answers will be found on next week’s handout 

 

ANSWERS to Matthew 2 Questions… 1 False, 13; 2 False 1; 3 False, 5-6; Micah 5:2; 4 False, 

17; 5 True, 22-23; 6 c, 16; 7 c, 4; 8 a, 22; 9 b, 7; 10 b, 12; 11 death, Herod, 15; 12 

young, child, 20; 13 three, 11; 14 rejoice, exceedingly; 15 it, is, written, prophet, 5. 
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VIII.  Crossword Puzzle. 
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ACROSS 

01 John ate them. 

03 John’s voice was the one crying here. 

05 John rightly considered Jesus ____ than 
himself. 

06 Having an ax laid to their roots. 

10 God is ____ to raise up children to 
Abraham. 

11 The people were doing this and being 
baptized. 

12 The voice of ____ crying in the wilderness. 

13 Evidently the Pharisees and Sadducees 
felt justified to have ____ as their father. 

  

DOWN 

02 Came to John with the Pharisees. 

03 Spoke of as being gathered. 

04 The Holy Spirit was ____ like a dove. 

07 After Jesus’ baptism, He came up out of 
it. 

08 John said it was at hand. 

09 John’s belt was made of this.  

 


