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Sunday School Lesson 
Matt. 3:1-12 

by  Lorin L. Cranford 

All rights reserved © 

When Bad News is Good News 

A copy of this lesson is posted in Adobe pdf format at http://cranfordville.com under Bible Studies in the Bible 
Study Aids section.  A note about the blue, underlined material: These are hyperlinks that allow you to click them 
on and bring up the specified scripture passage automatically while working inside the pdf file connected to the 
internet. Just use your web browser’s back arrow or the taskbar to return to the lesson material. 

************************************************************************** 
Quick Links to the Study 

I. Context II. Message 
a. Historical a. Ministry, vv. 1-6 
b. Literary  Literary b. Preaching, vv. 7-12 Preaching, vv. 7-12 

*************************************************************************** 

This study concerning John the Baptizer is taken from Mt. 3:1-12, which is but one of four gospel 
sources depicting the ministry of John. The others include Mk. 1:1-8; Lk. 3:1-9; and John 1:19-28. In the 
Synoptic Gospel sources, Mark’s account was written first and provided an independently used source for 
both Matthew and Luke. The Johannine gospel “does its own thing” with a very different account, that may 
or may not have had access to Mark or either of the other Synoptic Gospels. Probably it didn’t. 

All four accounts will be utilized with three of them supplementing the Matthean account. 

I. Context 
Since this study is a continuation of the Advent studies from Matthew’s gospel, we will utilize the 

relevant historical and literary materials for the previous study in Mt. 24:36-44. 

 a. Historical 
The external history, that is, the compositional history, of the Gospel of Matthew comes up against 

the anonymous nature of the document at the outset. That is, no author identification is contained inside 
the document itself. The heading, “The Gospel according to Matthew,” usually printed in most English 
translations reflects the Greek heading KATA MAQQAION, which was added to the document after it had 
gone through about a century of being copied after the initial writing of the document in the late 60s to 
middle 70s of the first Christian century. The heading, which links Matthew with this document, reflects the 
viewpoint of post-apostolic Christian tradition as to authorship. As Howard Clark Kee (“The Gospel of 
Matthew, “The Interpreter’s One Volume Commentary on the Bible, iPreach) describes: 

From the early 2nd cent. down to the present, Christians have believed that the first gospel in the NT was also the 
first to be written and that the author was Matthew the tax collector, a disciple of Jesus (9:9). The source of this 
persistent belief can be traced back as far as ca. A.D. 130, when Papias, a bishop in Hierapolis, a city of Asia 
Minor, wrote a work titled "Exposition of the Oracles of the Lord." His writing, which is known only from fragments 
quoted by later Christian writers, reports that Matthew, the disciple, compiled the sayings of the Lord in Hebrew. 
Those who have quoted Papias seem to have accepted his statement without question as referring to the First 
Gospel. 
Yet, several major barriers must be overcome before this ancient Christian tradition gains full accep-

tance. Kee addresses one of these in relation to the major source of that tradition with Papias: 
There are several difficulties with this assumption, however. (a) The gospel consists of a rather full account of Jesus' 
public ministry, not merely of a series of sayings. (b) Detailed analysis of Matt. shows that the author used Mark as 
one of his sources (see below). (c) Mark and therefore Matt., for which Mark was a source, were written in Greek, 
not Hebrew. In view of these difficulties, it is plausible to assume that Papias is referring, not to Matt. as we know 
it, but perhaps to a now lost collection of sayings of Jesus. 

Other obstacles exist as well. Most notable among them is the difficulty in explaining how a Jewish tax 
collector, whose job automatically placed him on the fringe of Jewish religious life, could develop the skills 
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to be able to argue his case for Jesus as the promised Messiah using patterns of scribal argumentation 
ranked among the best one can find in ancient Jewish writings. The presentation of his case reflects 
persuasion skills matching and following thought patterns found among the most skilled of the ancient 
rabbis in the Mishnah etc. Several other barriers also exist in regard to this early church tradition and are a 
part of the challenges to be faced in attempting to assert the accuracy of Matthew as the author of the first 
gospel. 

For me, it’s better to speak of the Matthean community, without fully assuming the early church tradi-
tion, as the source of this document. This divinely inspired document arose out of a desire to defend the 
belief in Jesus as the promised Messiah prophesied in the Hebrew Bible. Evidently this need was occa-
sioned by the First Jewish War (appx. 66-70 AD), which resulted in the destruction of the temple in Jerusa-
lem and a huge fear among Jewish people for the continuing existence of their way of life and religious 
heritage. The religious community of mostly Jewish believers, possibly in the Roman province of Syria in 
either Damascus or Antioch -- or both -- came under strong pressure to abandon their Christian faith in 
favor of the synagogue tradition of Judaism as a way to help preserve that threatened heritage. God in-
spired this community -- along with individuals within it -- to produce the Gospel of Matthew in order to 
demonstrate just the opposite. In order to be consistent with what God had begun in the Old Testament 
faithful Jews should accept Jesus as their Messiah, since Christ represented the culmination of the Old 
Testament revelation and promises for His covenant people. 

The internal history, that is, the historical setting for the ministry of John, is identified by Matthew in 
two ways in verse one: (1) Time: “in those days” and (2) Place: “in the wilderness of Judea.” 

Matthew’s time indicator, “in those days”,  is rather broad, and serves mostly to make a transition from 
the Infancy Stories (chaps 1-2) into the main body of his story of Jesus. Luke, however, provides what 
amounts to the most precise time indicator found in the New Testament, with his (Lk. 3:1-2, NRSV): “1 In the 
fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, and Herod was ruler of 
Galilee, and his brother Philip ruler of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias ruler of Abilene, 2 during the 
high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness.”  William 
Baird (“The Gospel According to Luke,” Interpreter’s One Volume Commentary on the Bible, iPreach) 
provides a helpful summation of these verses: 

The Prophet in Historical Perspective. Considerable time has elapsed since the previous narrative. Again 
Luke is anxious to set his account in the context of contemporary events. It is the fifteenth year of the Emperor 
Tiberius; this would be A.D. 28-29. The rulers of Palestine are listed. Over Judea is Pontius Pilate, a procurator 
appointed by Rome; he ruled from A.D. 26 to 36, and his presence in Palestine is confirmed by an inscription 
found recently at Caesarea, his capital city. Ruler of Galilee is Herod — a son of Herod the Great known as Herod 
Antipas, whose realm also included Perea E of the Jordan. The title tetrarch originally referred to the ruler of a 4th 
of a region, but in Hellenistic times it could be used for any ruler of a petty kingdom. Since Luke lists 4 Palestinian 
rulers here, he may intend the title to carry its original meaning. Over Ituraea and Trachonitis rules Philip. He too 
was a son of Herod the Great and half brother of Antipas; his area was to the N and E of the Sea of Galilee. 
Lysanias is tetrarch of Abilene — a region still farther to the N. It is known that a certain Lysanias ruled this region 
in the first cent. B.C., but the man mentioned here is perhaps Lysanias II. 

3:2a. Luke also gives the religious setting of his story. It takes place during the high-priesthood of Annas and 
Caiaphas. This statement is confusing, since there could be only one high priest at a time. According to Jewish 
custom a man was appointed to the office for life. The Romans, however, prevented this practice and appointed 
high priests by their own authority. Thus Annas held the office from A.D. 6 to 15, while Caiaphas (his son-in-law) 
was recognized as high priest from A.D. 18 to 36. Perhaps the Jews still considered Annas to hold the position, or 
it may have been that Annas was the real power behind the high-priesthood of the younger man. 

In spite of the chronological problems in “lining up the ducks” in Luke’s list, it does appear that Luke is 
setting John’s ministry in the late 20s of the beginning Christian era. 

Matthew’s place indicator, “in the wilderness of Judea”, is described in the online Easton’s Bible Dictio-
nary

Easton’s Bible Dictio-
nary as “The ‘wilderness of Judea’ (Matthew 3:1) is a wild, barren region, lying between the Dead Sea and the Hebron 
Mountains. It is the ‘Jeshimon’ mentioned in 1 Samuel 23:19.” This is the only place in the Bible where this term, 
ejn th÷/ ejrhvmw/ th÷¿ !Ioudaiva¿, is used.  Mark (1:4) simply says ejn th÷/ ejrhvmw/ (“in the wilderness) without further 
description, as does also Luke (3:2) with the identical words. This region was located mostly at the north 
end of the Dead Sea where the Jordan River empties into the sea. As the picture on the following page 
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suggests, the area was barren and not an attractive place to live. Most of John’s ministry was conducted 
in this region. As William A. Simmons (“John the Baptist,” Baker’s Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical The-
ology

Baker’s Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical The-
ology) says 

Although his formative years were lived in obscurity in the desert (Luke 1:80), his public ministry ended nearly 
four hundred years of prophetic silence. John was that voice crying in the wilderness preparing the way for the 
coming Messiah (Isa 40:3; Matt 3:3; Mark 1:2-3; Luke 3:3-6). In this sense his message and ministry marked the 
culmination of the law and the prophets, but heralded the inbreaking of the kingdom of God (Matt 11:12; Luke 
16:16). So John was truly a transitional figure, forming the link between the Old and New Testaments. He spans 
the ages with one foot firmly planted in the Old Testament and the other squarely placed in the New. 

 b. Literary 
In Matthew’s literary design, this narrative begins the discussion of Jesus’ public ministry as is 

reflected in the literary outline of the first gospel: 
The Prologue Matt. 1-2 
Book One: The Son begins to proclaim the Kingdom Matt. 3:1-7:29 

Narrative: Beginnings of the ministry Matt. 3:1-4:25 
Discourse: The Sermon on the Mount Matt. 5:1-7:29 

Book Two: The mission of Jesus and his disciples in Galilee Matt. 8:1-11:1 
Narrative: The cycle of nine miracle stories Matt. 8:1-9:38 
Discourse: The mission, past and future Matt.10:1-11:1 

Book Three: Jesus meets opposition from Israel Matt.11:2-13:53 
Narrative: Jesus disputes with Israel and condemns it Matt. 11:2-12:50 
Discourse: Jesus withdraws from Israel into parabolic speech Matt.13:1-53 

Book Four: The Messiah forms his church and prophecies his passion Matt. 13:54-18:35 
Narrative: The itinerant Jesus prepares for the church by his deeds Matt. 13:54-17:27 
Discourse: Church life and order Matt. 18:1-35 

Book Five: The Messiah and his church on the way to the passion Matt. 19:1-25:46 
Narrative: Jesus leads his disciples to the cross as he confounds his enemies. Matt. 19:1-23:29 
Discourse: The Last Judgment Matt. 24-25 
The Climax: Death-Resurrection Matt. 26-28 

Each gospel writer introduces the story of John in his own unique manner as is reflected in the listing of 
pericopes sequentially for each gospel account: 

Matthew: 
1. Genealogy: Abraham to 

David 1:2-6 
2. Genealogy: David to 

Joseph 1:7-16 
3. Genealogy:  Summary 

Comment 1:17 
4. Angelical announce-

ment to Joseph 1:18-23 
5. Joseph's obedience 

1:24-25 
6. Visit by wise men. 2:1- 

12 
7. Flight to Egypt 2:13-15 

Mark: 
Title 1:1 

1. John the Baptizer 1:2-8 
2. Jesus' baptism 1:9-11 
3. Jesus' temptation 1:12-13 

Luke 
1. Prologue 1:1-4 
2. Announcement of John's 

birth 1:5-25 
3. Announcement of Jesus' 

birth 1:26-38 
4. Mary's visit to Elizabeth 

1:39-56 
5. John's birth 1:57-80 
6. Jesus' birth 2:1-21 
7. Jesus' presentation in the 

temple 2:22-40 
8. Jesus' visit to the temple 

John 
1. 1. Prologue: The divine 

Word and creation 1:1-5 
2. Prologue: John's witness 

to the Word in creation 
1:6-8 

3. Prologue: Reactions to 
the Word in creation 1:9- 
13 

4. Prologue: The Word and 
the community of believ-
ers 1:14 

http://bible.crosswalk.com/Dictionaries/BakersEvangelicalDictionary/bed.cgi?number=T389
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8. Slaying of children in 
Bethlehem 2:6-18 

9. Return from Egypt 2:19- 
23 

10. John the Baptizer 3:1- 
12 

11. The Baptist of Jesus 
3:13-17 

2:41-52 
9. Beginning of John's 

ministry 3:1-6 
10. John's preaching of 

repentance 3:7-9 
11. John's ethical instruc-

tion 3:10-14 
12. John's preaching of 

the Messiah 3:15-17 
13. John's imprisonment 

3:18-20 
14. Jesus' baptism 3:21-22 

5. Prologue: John's witness 
to the Word in the com-
munity of believers 1:15 

6. Prologue: Reaction to the 
Word in the community 
of believers 1:16-18 

7. The witness of John 
the Baptist 1:19-28 

8. The Lamb of God 1:29-34 
9. The first disciples 1:35- 

51 

Mark begins his story of Jesus with John as the introduction to that story. Matthew and Luke both include 
infancy stories about the birth of Jesus (and for Luke, John also) before introducing John. The fourth gospel 
uses John to launch the story of Jesus after the formal Prologue which lays out the theological framework 
for telling the story of Jesus. The one common element among all four is that the story of John introduces 
the public ministry of Jesus and thus sets the backdrop for the telling of that story of Jesus. 

 
II. Message 

The Matthean passage naturally breaks down into two natural literary units: (1) General Depiction of 
Ministry, vv. 1-6, and (2) Detailed Preaching Sample, vv. 7-12. 

 a. Ministry, vv. 1-6 

Mt. 3:1-6, NRSV 
1 In those days John the Bap-

tist appeared in the wilderness of 
Judea, proclaiming, 2 "Repent, for 
the kingdom of heaven has come 
near."F22 3 This is the one of whom 
the prophet Isaiah spoke when he 
said, "The voice of one crying out 
in the wilderness: "Prepare the 
way of the Lord, make his paths 
straight.' " 4 Now John wore cloth-
ing of camel's hair with a leather 
belt around his waist, and his food 
was locusts and wild honey. 5 
Then the people of Jerusalem and 
all Judea were going out to him, 
and all the region along the Jor-
dan, 6 and they were baptized by 
him in the river Jordan, confess-
ing their sins. 
------- 
Footnotes: 
F22: Or [is at hand] 

Mk. 1:1-6, NRSV 
1 The beginning of the good 

newsF1 of Jesus Christ, the Son 
of God.F2 2 As it is written in the 
prophet Isaiah,F3 "See, I am send-
ing my messenger ahead of you,F4 
who will prepare your way; 3 the 
voice of one crying out in the wil-
derness: "Prepare the way of the 
Lord, make his paths straight,' " 4 
John the baptizer appearedF5 in the 
wilderness, proclaiming a baptism 
of repentance for the forgiveness 
of sins. 5 And people from the 
whole Judean countryside and all 
the people of Jerusalem were go-
ing out to him, and were baptized 
by him in the river Jordan, con-
fessing their sins.  6 Now John 
was clothed with camel's hair, with 
a leather belt around his waist, and 
he ate locusts and wild honey. 
------- 
Footnotes: 
F1: Or [gospel] 
F2: Other ancient authorities lack [the Son of 
God] 
F3: Other ancient authorities read [in the 
prophets] 
F4: Gk [before your face] 
F5: Other ancient authorities read [John was 

Lk. 3:1-6, NRSV 
 1 In the fifteenth year of the 

reign of Emperor Tiberius, when 
Pontius Pilate was governor of 
Judea, and Herod was rulerF23 of 
Galilee, and his brother Philip 
rulerF24 of the region of Ituraea and 
Trachonitis, and Lysanias rulerF25 
of Abilene, 2 during the high priest-
hood of Annas and Caiaphas, the 
word of God came to John son of 
Zechariah in the wilderness. 3 He 
went into all the region around the 
Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of 
repentance for the forgiveness of 
sins, 4 as it is written in the book 
of the words of the prophet Isaiah, 
"The voice of one crying out in the 
wilderness: "Prepare the way of 
the Lord, make his paths straight. 
5 Every valley shall be filled, and 
every mountain and hill shall be 
made low, and the crooked shall 
be made straight, and the rough 
ways made smooth; 6 and all 
flesh shall see the salvation of 
God.' " 

Matthew Mark Luke John 
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GNT 
ã3Ú1Ã !En de; tai÷¿ h Jmevrai¿ 

ejkeivnai¿ paragivnetai !Iwavnnh¿ oJ 
baptisth;¿ khruvsswn ejn th÷/ ejrhvmw/ 
th÷¿ !Ioudaiva¿ ã3Ú2Ã ªkai;º levgwn, 
Metanoei÷te:  h [ggiken ga;r h J 
basileiva tw÷n oujranw÷n.  ã3Ú3Ã ou|to¿ 
gavr ejstin oJ rJhqei;¿ dia; !Hsai?ou tou÷ 
profhvtou levgonto¿, Fwnh; bow÷nto¿ 
ejn th÷/ ejrhvmw/:  @Etoimavsate th;n oJdo;n 
kurivou, eujqei va¿ poiei ÷te ta;¿ 
trivbou¿ aujtou÷.  ã3Ú4Ã Aujto;¿ de; oJ 
!Iwavnnh¿ ei\cen to; e[nduma aujtou÷ 
ajpo; tricw÷n kamhvlou kai; zwvnhn 
dermativnhn peri; th;n ojsfu;n aujtou÷, 
hJ de; trofh; h\n aujtou÷ ajkrivde¿ kai; 
mevli a[grion.  ã3Ú5Ã tovte 
e jxeporeuveto pro;¿ aujto ;n 
@Ierosovluma kai; pa÷sa hJ !Ioudaiva 
kai; pa÷sa hJ peri vcwro¿ tou÷ 
!Iordavnou, ã3Ú6Ã kai; ejbaptivzonto 
ejn tw÷/ !Iordavnh/ potamw÷/ uJp! aujtou÷ 
ejxomologouvmenoi ta;¿ aJmartiva¿ 
aujtw÷n. 

baptizing] 

GNT 
ã1Ú1Ã !Arch; tou÷ eujaggelivou !Ihsou÷ 

Cristou÷ ªuiJou÷ qeou÷º. 
ã1Ú2Ã Kaqw;¿ gevgraptai ejn tw÷ / 

!Hsai?a/ tw÷/ profhvth/, 
!Idou; ajpostevllw to;n a[ggelovn mou 

pro; proswvpou sou, 
o}¿ kataskeuavsei th;n oJdovn sou: 

ã1Ú3Ã fwnh; bow÷nto¿ejn th÷/ ejrhvmw/, 
@Etoimavsate th;n oJdo;n kurivou, 
eujqeiva¿poiei÷te ta;¿trivbou¿ 

aujtou÷, 
ã1Ú4Ã ejgevneto !Iwavnnh¿ ªoJº baptivzwn 
ejn th÷ /  e jrhvmw/ kai; khruvsswn 
bavptisma metanoiva¿ eij¿ a[fesin 
aJmartiw÷n.  ã1Ú5Ã kai; ejxeporeuveto 
pro;¿ aujto;n pa÷sa hJ !Ioudaiva cwvra 
kai; oiJ @Ierosolumi÷tai pavnte¿, kai; 
ejbaptivzonto uJp! aujtou÷ ejn tw÷ / 
!Iordavnh/ potamw÷/ ejxomologouvmenoi 
ta;¿ aJmartiva¿ aujtw÷n. ã1Ú6Ã kai; h\n oJ 
!Iwavnnh¿ ejndedumevno¿ trivca¿ 
kamhvlou kai; zwvnhn dermativnhn 
peri; th;n ojsfu;n aujtou÷, kai; ejsqivwn 
ajkrivda¿kai; mevli a[grion. 

GNT 
3Ú1  !En e[tei de; pentekaidekavtw/ th÷¿ 
hJgemoniva¿ Tiberivou Kaivsaro¿, 
hJgemoneuvonto¿ Pontivou Pilavtou 
th÷¿ !Ioudaiva¿, kai; tetraarcou÷nto¿ 
th÷¿ Galilaiva¿ @Hrwv/dou, Filivppou 
de; tou÷ a jdelfou÷ aujtou÷ 
tetraarcou÷nto¿ th÷¿ !Itouraiva¿ kai; 
Tracwnivtido¿ cwvra¿, kai; Lusanivou 
th÷¿ !Abilhnh÷¿ tetraarcou÷nto¿,  3Ú2 
ejpi; ajrcierevw¿ $Anna kai; Kai>avfa, 
ejgevneto rJh÷ma qeou÷ ejpi; !Iwavnnhn to;n 
Zacarivou uiJo;n ejn th÷/ ejrhvmw/.   3Ú3 
kai; h \lqen ei j¿ pa÷san ªth;nº 
perivcwron tou÷ !Iordavnou 
khruvsswn bavptisma metanoiva¿ eij¿ 
a[fesin aJmartiw÷n,  3Ú4  wJ¿ 
gevgraptai ejn bivblw/ lovgwn !Hsai?ou 
tou÷ profhvtou, 

Fwnh; bow÷nto¿ ejn th÷/ ejrhvmw/, 
@Etoimavsate th;n oJdo;n kurivou, 

eujqeiva¿ poiei÷te ta;¿ trivbou¿ 
aujtou÷: 

3Ú5 pa÷sa favragx plhrwqhvsetai 
kai; pa÷n o [ro¿ kai; bouno;¿ 

tapeinwqhvsetai, 
kai; e[stai ta; skolia; eij¿ eujqeivan 

kai; aiJ tracei÷ai eij¿ oJdou;¿ leiva¿: 
3Ú6 kai; o[yetai pa÷sa sa;rx to; 

swthvrion tou÷ qeou÷. 

Notes: 
This first segment provides a general description of the ministry of John including his essential mes-

sage, dress, and response to his ministry. 
The essence of John’s preaching is couched in a pointed statement: “"Repent, for the kingdom of 

heaven has come near" (3:2, NRSV; Metanoei÷te:  h[ggiken ga;r hJ basileiva tw÷n oujranw÷n). John called for the 
people to repent. The idea is that of a complete transformation in thinking about the way one live’s his life. 
The nature of the Greek verb, a present imperative of command, is to call for this transformation as an 
ongoing process, rather than just as a one time instance. The basis of the challenge is given as the 
“nearness” of the Kingdom of Heaven. Again, as is reflected in the NRSV translation and marginal reading, 
the idea of the Greek verb, h[ggiken (engiken), is either temporal closeness (“is at hand”) or spatial close-
ness (“has come near”). In either sense of the term, John’s message was stressing that God’s rule was 
identified with Jesus who was present both temporally and spatially. For Matthew the theme “Kingdom of 
Heaven” is going to become a major idea for his story of Jesus, with some 31 uses of the phrase. It means 
for Matthew what the term Kingdom of God means in Mark and Luke, as Howard Clark Kee (“The Gospel 
according to Matthew,” The Interpreter’s One Volume Commentary on the Bible, iPreach) notes: “The term 
“kingdom of heaven” (lit. “kingdom of the heavens”) is used here as by pious Jews to mean “the kingdom of God,” since 
it was considered irreverent to pronounce God’s name directly.” 

The discourse section at the end of Book One in Matthew’s story, The Sermon on the Mount (chaps 5- 
7), define in detail what is meant by the term. As Richard Gardner (“Matthew,” The Believer’s Bible Church 

http://bible.crosswalk.com/OnlineStudyBible/bible.cgi?new=1&word=Kingdom+of+Heaven&section=8&version=nrs&language=en
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Commentary, iPreach) notes, “It is noteworthy that the First Gospel is the only one to suggest that John preached 
about the kingdom, and that Matthew summarizes Jesus’ message in 4:17 with exactly the same words we find here. 
As noted earlier, Matthew wants the reader to see John and Jesus as allies in a common cause, joint heralds of the 
imminent reign of God which makes repentance so urgent.” 

This message of John is grounded in an Old Testament quote from Isaiah 40:3Isaiah 40:3: 
1 Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God. 2 Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that she has 

served her term, that her penalty is paid, that she has received from the Lord's hand double for all her sins. 
3 A voice cries out: "In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our 

God. 4 Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made low; the uneven ground shall become 
level, and the rough places a plain. 5 Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all people shall see it together, 
for the mouth of the Lord has spoken." 6 A voice says, "Cry out!" And I said, "What shall I cry?" All people are grass, 
their constancy is like the flower of the field. 7 The grass withers, the flower fades, when the breath of the Lord blows 
upon it; surely the people are grass. 8 The grass withers, the flower fades; but the word of our God will stand forever. 

Matthew uses only a small portion of the Isaiah passage, while Luke uses more of it. Mark, interestingly, 
combines Mal. 3:1 (Mk 1:2) with Isaiah 40:3 (Mk 1:3). The reason for using this passage is clear, as 
Gardner further notes: “Lest anyone miss the point, Matthew cites Isaiah 40:3 (as punctuated in the LXX), affirming 
that John the Baptist is the one crying out in the wilderness who starts things rolling. We should also keep in mind that 
the prophet Elijah is associated with the wilderness (1 Kings 19:4ff.).” John is seen in the role of an Elijah getting 
the people ready for the coming of the promised Anointed One from God. In fact, his dress and diet further 
point to Elijah, as Howard Kee (“The Gospel according to Matthew,” The Interpreter’s One Volume Com-
mentary on the Bible, iPreach) observes: “The garb of John is reminiscent of the prophet Elijah, with whom John 
is directly identified by Matt. (17:14; cf. Mark 9:13; see also on Mark 1:6), although John’s message more nearly 
resembles that of the later prophets, Zechariah or Daniel. His strange diet of locusts and wild honey is an indication of 
the ascetic life he lived.” 

Large numbers of people responded to John’s preaching; they came from the Roman province of 
Judea, the city of Jerusalem and the Jordon River valley where John was preaching. They were “confess-
ing their sins” and receiving baptism as an expression of repentance. Richard Gardner (“Matthew,” The 
Believer’s Bible Church Commentary, iPreach) provides a helpful summation: 

According to verse 6, John baptized those who responded to his preaching (hence his nickname, 
the Baptist). This washing in the Jordan was a symbolic action, confirming one’s desire to turn away 
from sin, and in some way preparing one for the endtime baptism of judgment (cf. vv. 11-12). The 
Essenes at Qumran also practiced a rite of washing; those willing to submit to all the precepts of God 
were “sprinkled with purifying water and sanctified by cleansing water” (1QS 3:8-9). Whereas the rite 
at Qumran was frequently repeated, however, baptism by John was apparently a one-time event. 

In his description of John’s baptism, Matthew departs from Mark 1:4 in one important respect: Mark 
tells us that John’s baptism of repentance was “for the forgiveness of sins” (cf. Luke 3:3). Since only 
Jesus can truly forgive sin, however, Matthew deletes the words about forgiveness from the description 
of John’s rite and inserts them later on in a saying of Jesus about his death (cf. Matthew 26:28)! 
Many possible connections come to mind in seeking to apply these verses to our world. First, the core 

message of John is still relevant; our world needs to repent as urgently as did John’s world. And for the 
same reason: the nearness of God’s rule in Christ Jesus. He is the entrance into God’s kingdom still. 
Second, our message needs to stir excitement about God in the hearts and minds of people. John caught 
the people’s attention, not because of a weird life-style, but because his life-style reinforced his message 
in a positive manner. His calling was to be a forerunner to the Messiah, and he became just that. For 
Matthew he was the “paper-clip” holding the Old and New Testaments together. Thirdly, John’s message 
was grounded in scripture. Ours needs that same sure foundation today. Finally, people still need to con-
fess sin and demonstrate it in concrete actions. Baptism is a good beginning. 

 b. Preaching, vv. 7-12 

Mt. 3:1-12, NRSV 
7 But when he saw many 

Pharisees and Sadducees com-

Mk. 1:7-8, NRSV 
7 He proclaimed, "The one who is 
more powerful than I is coming 

Lk. 3:7-20, NRSV 
7 John said to the crowds that 
came out to be baptized by him, 

http://bible.crosswalk.com/OnlineStudyBible/bible.cgi?new=1&word=Isaiah+40&section=0&version=nrs&language=en
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ing for baptism, he said to them, 
"You brood of vipers! Who warned 
you to flee from the wrath to 
come? 8 Bear fruit worthy of re-
pentance. 9 Do not presume to 
say to yourselves, "We have Abra-
ham as our ancestor'; for I tell you, 
God is able from these stones to 
raise up children to Abraham. 10 
Even now the ax is lying at the root 
of the trees; every tree therefore 
that does not bear good fruit is cut 
down and thrown into the fire. 11 
"I baptize you withF23 water for re-
pentance, but one who is more 
powerful than I is coming after me; 
I am not worthy to carry his san-
dals. He will baptize you withF24 the 
Holy Spirit and fire. 12 His winnow-
ing fork is in his hand, and he will 
clear his threshing floor and will 
gather his wheat into the granary; 
but the chaff he will burn with un-
quenchable fire." 
------- 
Footnotes: 
F23: Or [in] 
F24: Or [in] 

GNT 
ã3Ú7Ã !Idw;n de; pollou;¿ tw÷n 
Farisaivwn kai; Saddoukaivwn 
ejrcomevnou¿ ejpi; to; bavptisma aujtou÷ 
ei\pen aujtoi÷¿, Gennhvmata ejcidnw÷n, 
tiv¿ uJpevdeixen uJmi÷n fugei÷n ajpo; th÷¿ 
mellouvsh¿ ojrgh÷¿_  ã3Ú8Ã poihvsate 
ou\n karpo;n a[xion th÷¿ metanoiva¿ 
ã3Ú9Ã kai; mh; dovxhte levgein ejn 
e Jautoi ÷¿, Patevra e[comen to;n 
!Abraavm.  levgw ga;r uJmi ÷n o{ti 
duvnatai oJ qeo;¿ ejk tw÷n livqwn touvtwn 
ejgei÷rai tevkna tw÷/ !Abraavm.  ã3Ú10Ã 
h[dh de; hJ ajxivnh pro;¿ th;n rJivzan tw÷n 
devndrwn kei÷tai:  pa÷n ou\n devndron 
mh; poiou÷n karpo;n kalo;n 
ejkkovptetai kai; eij¿ pu÷r bavlletai. 
ã3Ú11Ã ejgw; me;n uJma÷¿ baptivzw ejn 
u{dati eij¿ metavnoian, oJ de; ojpivsw mou 
ejrcovmeno¿ ijscurovterov¿ mouv ejstin, 
ou| oujk eijmi; iJkano;¿ ta; uJpodhvmata 
bastavsai:  aujto;¿ uJma÷¿ baptivsei ejn 
pneuvmati aJgivw/ kai; puriv:  ã3Ú12Ã ou| 

after me; I am not worthy to stoop 
down and untie the thong of his 
sandals. 8 I have baptized you 
withF6 water; but he will baptize 
you withF7 the Holy Spirit." 
------- 
Footnotes: 
F6: Or [in] 
F7: Or [in] 

GNT 
 ã1Ú7Ã kai; e jkhvrussen levgwn, 
#Ercetai oJ ijscurovterov¿mou ojpivsw 
mou, ou| oujk eijmi; iJkano;¿ kuvya¿ 
lu÷sai to;n iJmavnta tw÷n uJpodhmavtwn 
aujtou÷.  ã1Ú8Ã ejgw; ejbavptisa uJma÷¿ 
u{dati, aujto;¿ de; baptivsei uJma÷¿ ejn 
pneuvmati aJgivw/. 

"You brood of vipers! Who warned 
you to flee from the wrath to 
come? 8 Bear fruits worthy of re-
pentance. Do not begin to say to 
yourselves, "We have Abraham as 
our ancestor'; for I tell you, God is 
able from these stones to raise up 
children to Abraham. 9 Even now 
the ax is lying at the root of the 
trees; every tree therefore that 
does not bear good fruit is cut 
down and thrown into the fire." 10 
And the crowds asked him, "What 
then should we do?" 11 In reply he 
said to them, "Whoever has two 
coats must share with anyone 
who has none; and whoever has 
food must do likewise." 12 Even 
tax collectors came to be bap-
tized, and they asked him, 
"Teacher, what should we do?" 13 
He said to them, "Collect no more 
than the amount prescribed for 
you." 14 Soldiers also asked him, 
"And we, what should we do?" He 
said to them, "Do not extort money 
from anyone by threats or false 
accusation, and be satisfied with 
your wages." 

15 As the people were filled 
with expectation, and all were 
questioning in their hearts con-
cerning John, whether he might be 
the Messiah,F26 16 John answered 
all of them by saying, "I baptize you 
with water; but one who is more 
powerful than I is coming; I am not 
worthy to untie the thong of his 
sandals. He will baptize you withF27 
the Holy Spirit and fire. 17 His win-
nowing fork is in his hand, to clear 
his threshing floor and to gather 
the wheat into his granary; but the 
chaff he will burn with unquench-
able fire." 18 So, with many other 
exhortations, he proclaimed the 
good news to the people. 19 But 
Herod the ruler,F28 who had been 
rebuked by him because of 
Herodias, his brother's wife, and 
because of all the evil things that 
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to; ptuvon ejn th÷/ ceiri; aujtou÷ kai; 
diakaqariei÷ th;n a{lwna aujtou÷ kai; 
sunavxei to;n si÷ton aujtou÷ eij¿ th;n 
ajpoqhvkhn, to; de; a [curon 
katakauvsei puri; ajsbevstw/. 

Lk. 3:7-20, GNT 
3Ú7  #Elegen ou\n toi÷¿ ejkporeuomevnoi¿ o[cloi¿ baptisqh÷nai uJp! aujtou÷, Gennhvmata ejcidnw÷n, tiv¿ uJpevdeixen 

uJmi÷n fugei÷n ajpo; th÷¿ mellouvsh¿ ojrgh÷¿_   3Ú8  poihvsate ou\n karpou;¿ ajxivou¿ th÷¿ metanoiva¿ kai; mh; a[rxhsqe 
levgein ejn eJautoi÷¿, Patevra e[comen to;n !Abraavm.  levgw ga;r uJmi÷n o{ti duvnatai oJ qeo;¿ ejk tw÷n livqwn touvtwn 
ejgei÷rai tevkna tw÷/ !Abraavm.   3Ú9  h[dh de; kai; hJ ajxivnh pro;¿ th;n rJivzan tw÷n devndrwn kei÷tai:  pa÷n ou\n devndron mh; 
poiou÷n karpo;n kalo;n ejkkovptetai kai; eij¿ pu÷r bavlletai.   3Ú10  Kai; ejphrwvtwn aujto;n oiJ o[cloi levgonte¿, Tiv 
ou\n poihvswmen_   3Ú11  ajpokriqei;¿ de; e[legen aujtoi÷¿, @O e[cwn duvo citw÷na¿ metadovtw tw÷/ mh; e[conti, kai; oJ e[cwn 
brwvmata oJmoivw¿ poieivtw.   3Ú12  h\lqon de; kai; telw÷nai baptisqh÷nai kai; ei\pan pro;¿ aujtovn, Didavskale, tiv 
poihvswmen_   3Ú13  oJ de; ei\pen pro;¿ aujtouv¿, Mhde;n plevon para; to; diatetagmevnon uJmi÷n pravssete.   3Ú14 
ejphrwvtwn de; aujto;n kai; strateuovmenoi levgonte¿, Tiv poihvswmen kai; hJmei÷¿_  kai; ei\pen aujtoi÷¿, Mhdevna diaseivshte 
mhde; sukofanthvshte kai; ajrkei÷sqe toi÷¿ ojywnivoi¿ uJmw÷n. 

3Ú15  Prosdokw÷nto¿ de; tou÷ laou÷ kai; dialogizomevnwn pavntwn ejn tai÷¿ kardivai¿ aujtw÷n peri; tou÷ !Iwavnnou, 
mhvpote aujto;¿ ei[h oJ Cristov¿,  3Ú16  ajpekrivnato levgwn pa÷sin oJ !Iwavnnh¿, !Egw; me;n u{dati baptivzw uJma÷¿: 
e[rcetai de; oJ ijscurovterov¿ mou, ou| oujk eijmi; iJkano;¿ lu÷sai to;n iJmavnta tw÷n uJpodhmavtwn aujtou÷:  aujto;¿ uJma÷¿ 
baptivsei ejn pneuvmati aJgivw/ kai; puriv:   3Ú17  ou| to; ptuvon ejn th÷/ ceiri; aujtou÷ diakaqa÷rai th;n a{lwna aujtou÷ kai; 
sunagagei÷n to;n si÷ton eij¿ th;n ajpoqhvkhn aujtou÷, to; de; a[curon katakauvsei puri; ajsbevstw/.   3Ú18  Polla; me;n 
ou\n kai; e{tera parakalw÷n eujhggelivzeto to;n laovn.   3Ú19  oJ de; @Hrwv/dh¿ oJ tetraavrch¿, ejlegcovmeno¿ uJp! aujtou÷ 
peri; @Hrw/diavdo¿ th÷¿ gunaiko;¿ tou÷ ajdelfou÷ aujtou÷ kai; peri; pavntwn w|n ejpoivhsen ponhrw÷n oJ @Hrwv/dh¿,  3Ú20 
prosevqhken kai; tou÷to ejpi; pa÷sin ªkai;º katevkleisen to;n !Iwavnnhn ejn fulakh÷/. 

Notes: 
At this point in the gospel writers’ stories about John, each one goes a distinctive direction, governed by 

their own objectives. Matthew (3:7-10), with his Jewish oriented audience in mind, zeroes in on two Jewish 
leadership groups, the Pharisees and Sadducees, who had representatives coming out seeking baptism. 
The challenge to them is to be sincere. John evidently sensed a false motive behind their request for 
baptism, and he scorchingly denounced them and any special privilege they might claim to acceptability 
with God. 

Mark doesn’t focus on any specific group of people. Luke, however, takes a different approach. The 
strong language of Matthew is applied to the crowds of people in general, rather than just to the leadership 
groups as in Matthew. Then with the plea of the crowd as to what could they do to demonstrate repentance, 
he lists off several groups (Lk. 3:10-14) including tax collectors and soldiers. 

The second part of Matthew’s emphasis, vv. 11-12, stresses John’s relationship with Jesus in terms of 
humility and inferiority to Jesus. This picked up the earlier written Markan emphasis in Mk 1:7. Luke (3:15- 
20) also picks up on this theme with more elaboration. John baptized with water; the Messiah will baptize 
with the Holy Spirit and fire. Thus the Messiah is so much greater than John that he feels unworthy to 
perform even a slave’s task of carrying his sandals. The NLT picks up on the meaning here well with its 
rendering: “I am not even worthy to be his slave.“ Also John’s message, in Matthew, stresses that the Messiah’s 
coming will mean divine judgment in dramatic fashion. 

Connections? Several are here. Repentance, for it to be real, must lead to concrete actions of obedi-
ence to God. It can’t be reduced to ritual or show for PR purposes. We need a proper attitude of humility 
toward our Lord and his greatness. John had it; we need it. We must never loose sight of the judgment 
aspect of Jesus’ coming. It was a part of his first coming and will be a major part of his second coming. 

Herod had done, 20 added to them 
all by shutting up John in prison. 
------- 
Footnotes: 
F26: Or [the Christ] 
F27: Or [in] 

F28: Gk [tetrarch] 
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Mt. 3:1-12, GNT 
3Ú1      de; 

  !En tai÷¿ hJmevrai¿ ejkeivnai¿ 
1 paragivnetai !Iwavnnh¿ oJ baptisth;¿paragivnetai !Iwavnnh¿ oJ baptisth;¿paragivnetai !Iwavnnh¿ oJ baptisth;¿paragivnetai !Iwavnnh¿ oJ baptisth;¿paragivnetai !Iwavnnh¿ oJ baptisth;¿

Aujto;¿ oJ !Iwavnnh¿ ei\cen to; e[nduma aujtou÷Aujto;¿ oJ !Iwavnnh¿ ei\cen to; e[nduma aujtou÷Aujto;¿ oJ !Iwavnnh¿ ei\cen to; e[nduma aujtou÷Aujto;¿ oJ !Iwavnnh¿ ei\cen to; e[nduma aujtou÷

zwvnhn dermativnhnzwvnhn dermativnhnzwvnhn dermativnhnzwvnhn dermativnhn

hJ trofh; h\n aujtou÷ ajkrivde¿hJ trofh; h\n aujtou÷ ajkrivde¿hJ trofh; h\n aujtou÷ ajkrivde¿hJ trofh; h\n aujtou÷ ajkrivde¿

mevli a[grion.mevli a[grion.mevli a[grion.mevli a[grion.

ejxeporeuveto... jIerosovlumaejxeporeuveto... jIerosovlumaejxeporeuveto... jIerosovlumaejxeporeuveto... jIerosovluma

pa÷sa hJ !Ioudaivapa÷sa hJ !Ioudaivapa÷sa hJ !Ioudaivapa÷sa hJ !Ioudaiva

pa÷sa hJ perivcwro¿ tou÷ !Iordavnoupa÷sa hJ perivcwro¿ tou÷ !Iordavnoupa÷sa hJ perivcwro¿ tou÷ !Iordavnoupa÷sa hJ perivcwro¿ tou÷ !Iordavnou

ejbaptivzontoejbaptivzontoejbaptivzontoejbaptivzonto

ei\pen aujtoi÷¿ei\pen aujtoi÷¿ei\pen aujtoi÷¿ei\pen aujtoi÷¿

 
   khruvsswn 
      ejn th÷/ ejrhvmw/ th÷¿ !Ioudaiva¿ 

3Ú2      kai; 
   levgwn, 

 A           Metanoei÷te: 
               ga;r 

 B           h[ggiken hJ basileiva tw÷n oujranw÷n. 

3Ú3                ga;r 
 G           ou|to¿ ejstin oJ rJhqei;¿ 

                           dia; !Hsai?ou tou÷ profhvtou 
                       /-----------| 
                       levgonto¿, 
                                 Fwnh; bow÷nto¿ ejn th÷/ ejrhvmw/: 
                                 JEtoimavsate th;n oJdo;n kurivou, 
                                 eujqeiva¿ poiei÷te ta;¿ trivbou¿ aujtou÷. 

3Ú4      de; 
2 Aujto;¿ oJ !Iwavnnh¿ ei\cen to; e[nduma aujtou÷ 

                             ajpo; tricw÷n kamhvlou 
                               kai; 
                          zwvnhn dermativnhn 
                             peri; th;n ojsfu;n aujtou÷, 
     de; 

3 hJ trofh; h\n aujtou÷ ajkrivde¿ 
                      kai; 
                 mevli a[grion. 

3Ú5    tovte 
4 ejxeporeuveto... jIerosovluma 

   pro;¿ aujto;n       kai; 
               pa÷sa hJ !Ioudaiva 
                    kai; 
               pa÷sa hJ perivcwro¿ tou÷ !Iordavnou, 

3Ú6      kai; 
5 ejbaptivzonto 

   ejn tw÷/ !Iordavnh/ potamw÷/ 
   uJp! aujtou÷ 
   ejxomologouvmenoi ta;¿ aJmartiva¿ aujtw÷n. 

3Ú7      de; 
  !Idw;n pollou;¿ tw÷n Farisaivwn kai; Saddoukaivwn 
           ejrcomevnou¿ ejpi; to; bavptisma aujtou÷ 

6 ei\pen aujtoi÷¿, 
                   Gennhvmata ejcidnw÷n, 

 D               tiv¿ uJpevdeixen uJmi÷n fugei÷n 
                                    ajpo; th÷¿ mellouvsh¿ ojrgh÷¿_ 

3Ú8                    ou\n 
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 E               poihvsate karpo;n 
                        a[xion th÷¿ metanoiva¿ 

3Ú9                    kai; 
 Z                  mh; dovxhte levgein 

                           ejn eJautoi÷¿, 
                                       Patevra e[comen to;n !Abraavm. 
                   ga;r 

 H               levgw uJmi÷n 
                        o{ti duvnatai oJ qeo;¿...ejgei÷rai tevkna 
                               ejk tw÷n livqwn touvtwn 
                                                tw÷/ !Abraavm. 

3Ú10                    de; 
                                                    h[dh 

 Q               hJ ajxivnh pro;¿ th;n rJivzan tw÷n devndrwn kei÷tai: 
                   ou\n 
                               mh; poiou÷n karpo;n kalo;n 

 I               pa÷n devndron...ejkkovptetai 
                   kai; 
                               eij¿ pu÷r 

 K               --- -------...bavlletai. 

3Ú11                           me;n 
 L               ejgw; uJma÷¿ baptivzw 

                          ejn u{dati 
                          eij¿ metavnoian, 
                   de; 

 M               oJ ojpivsw mou ejrcovmeno¿ 
                                   ijscurovterov¿ mouv ejstin, 

 N               ou| oujk eijmi; iJkano;¿ ta; uJpodhvmata bastavsai: 
 X               aujto;¿ uJma÷¿ baptivsei 

                            ejn pneuvmati aJgivw/ kai; puriv: 
 O 3Ú12               ou| to; ptuvon ----- 

                             ejn th÷/ ceiri; aujtou÷ 
                   kai; 

 P               diakaqariei÷ th;n a{lwna aujtou÷ 
                   kai; 

 R               sunavxei to;n si÷ton aujtou÷ 
                 eij¿ th;n ajpoqhvkhn, 
                   de; 

 S               to; a[curon katakauvsei 
                           puri; ajsbevstw/. 
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