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Matthew 3:5-12 GCC

Introduction

This morning we are going to be face-to-face with one of the greatest

dangers to the souls of men.  This danger is presumption.  I think

something, therefore I live my life as though it is true, never bothering to

even try to discover whether it is or it is not because since I think it, it must

be true.

[Read Text and Pray]

Jesus said of John the Baptist that among those born of women, no one has

arisen greater than him.  We will spend our second week in a row looking at

him this morning.

I.  The Baptism of John (5-6, 11)

A.  It was popular.  Verse 5, as I mentioned last week, indicates that

multitudes from all around were going out to the wilderness to hear John

preach and to be baptized by him.  John refused to lower himself and

preach in a place what was popular to the people in order to reach a crowd

by human ingenuity.  And yet his preaching of the truth of judgment

actually resulted in massive numbers coming out to the wilderness to hear

him and to be baptized.

B.  It was also powerful.  These baptisms no-doubt had a powerful impact

on those who observed.  They were evidence of a powerful work of God

within their hearts.  You see, John’s call for baptism was a call for a

declarative act by which they would be giving public expression for all to

see that they were breaking with their past and personally humbling

themselves before God.  They wanted to be part of this kingdom which was

at hand.

And there is more.  The practice of baptism was not common in the day and

certainly not so among Jews.  The one thing the Jews knew that compared

to John’s baptism was the ceremonial immersion of a Gentile who was

embracing the Jews and their God.  When a Gentile would break with their



background and belief system to affirm and own the faith of the Jews, they

would submit to a ceremonial dipping in water.  They were outsiders being

granted entrance to the people of God.  The baptism was a ceremonial

cleansing that granted them entrance into God’s chosen race and access to

the temple.  

Everyone who submitted to John’s baptism came to John like the Gentiles

who came to join with the Jews.  It was humbling because in effect, they

were saying that they were outsiders to the kingdom who by their

repentance and confession of sin were seeking to enter it.

That is powerful.  It is indication of a mighty work of God in their hearts. 

This was a great revival!

C.  Christian baptism is distinct from John’s.  In Acts 19 tells that Paul

encountered some disciples who’d been baptized into the baptism of John. 

He said to them, “John baptized with the baptism of repentance, telling

people to believe in the one who was to come after him, that is, Jesus.” 

And on hearing it, they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus.  The

baptisms are distinct.  But they bear certain similarities.

They are outward declarations of an inward reality.  Baptism does not save

you.  It cannot save you.  It was never intended to save you.  Jesus saves! 

But baptism confesses.  Baptism confesses sins.  Baptism confesses Christ. 

Baptism obeys a command.  John was exhorting the people to be baptized. 

Jesus commanded his followers to go to all nations making disciples and

baptizing those disciples.  Baptism obeys a command.  It submits to the

Lord for the purpose of confessing him before the world.  God wants every

one of his children to boldly declare their allegiance to him.  That’s part of

what baptism does.  And in this way, it is a powerful testimony to a change

of heart that is brought by God himself.

Look down at verse 9 where John tells the Pharisees and Sadducees that

God is able to raise up from these stones children for Abraham.  This is

exactly what happens every time a person repents of their sin and trusts in

the Lord Jesus Christ.  God takes a heart of stone and replaces it with a

heart of flesh.  God replaces stone cold hard heartedness with a warm living



heart that beats for him.  And then, following the Lord’s command in

baptism is one of the first outward acts of a believer who boldly declares his

faith in and life commitment to Jesus.  And it evidences God’s mighty

glorious work in their heart and life.  This is why I love baptisms!  They

powerfully impact my soul.  They impact us as a church.  

Some of you need to be baptized.  Not for me and not for us.  But to obey

Christ and glorify God.

So here was this great wave of revival sweeping through the land.  The

revival was an ointment which soothed the souls of people who were

hungering for God and looking for Messiah.  A great sense of unity and

worship filled the place.  Out there, the wilderness became almost like the

promised land itself.  But the whole mood changed suddenly when flies

descended into this ointment.

II. The Party Crashers (7a)

A.  In contrast to all the regular folk who were coming from everywhere to

this barren place to hear the preaching of John the Baptist and to be

baptized by him, confessing their sins,  there came Pharisees and

Sadducees.  They came on the scene like cold water.

B.  We are going to be encountering both of these groups throughout our

study of Matthew.  These two groups represent opposite ends of the

religious establishment.  They were to the religious culture of the day what

the Republicans and Democrats are to the US political landscape of today. 

At one end you have the left and at the other you have the right.  And on

the left were the Sadducees.  They were liberal.  They were the royals of

Jewish society.  They were the ones in charge of the temple and the day-to-

day religious ceremony.  But they were compromisers, pragmatists.  They

did not believe in bodily resurrection.  They rejected the supernatural

including angels.  They were more worried about keeping their prestige and

power than anything else.  On the right were the Pharisees.  Now they were

your ultra-conservatives.  They wanted to preserve the law and the

traditions and were zealous for it.  They were meticulous in their own lives

to check off the religious boxes.  And they wanted everyone to know how

righteous they were.  



These two groups were far apart ideologically.  But they are grouped

together here.  And there are fundamental characteristics that they shared

whether they agreed or not.  They shared the sense that their reward was

based upon them, their own works and their own efforts.  They were

concerned for the outward and ceremonial, but had little to no care for the

condition or motives of their hearts.  It was all about the outside, the

appearance, what they were seen to be.  And they had no real concern for

other people either.  So anything that might interfere with their own

agendas of personal greatness, they had to see.  They had to keep up

appearances, perhaps even harness the popularity of John for their own

purposes.  So together they came to see what was going on in the

wilderness.

C.  John’s greeting is quite startling.  “You brood of vipers!”  Brood refers to 

offspring.  Wow.  This characterization says so much.  John knew what was

in their hearts.  He knew their hypocrisy.  He knew they were not motivated

by a heartfelt brokenness over their sin.  Why they didn’t think the had any. 

They exhibited no change as is characteristic of genuine repentance.  Since

John lived out in the wilderness, he would have been familiar with these

vipers.  And to have identified the Pharisees and Sadducees as a brood of

vipers poignantly makes several statements about them. 

1.  They were dangerous.  These were small snakes but highly poisonous. 

2.  They were deceitful.  Their appearance was such as to look like a

harmless dead branch.  But harmless they were not.

3.  They were deadly.  Not only would their poison make very sick, it was

known to kill.

4.  They were descendants.  As a brood or offspring, their heritage was

traceable to another snake.

Your real father is the devil.  You have the appearance of godliness.  But

you are quite the opposite.  You put yourselves forward as having influence

over the souls of men, but all you can promise is death if people follow your

ways.

Here is a telling statement Jesus made directly to the Pharisees in Matthew

23:13.  “You shut the kingdom of heaven in people’s faces.  For you neither

enter yourselves nor allow those who would enter to go in.”



D. Listen. The most dangerous people in the world and many of the most

deadly people in the world are not the atheists and the secular politicians.  

But many of the most dangerous and most deadly people in the world are

among those who cling most tightly to religion.  They believe in God, but

the God they preach is not the God of the Bible.  They associate themselves

with religion or religions or spirituality, maybe even with the name of Christ. 

They may be on the liberal side that holds to great and impressive forms

and buildings, but who compromise to keep peace and deny the power and

purity of God.  And they may be on the conservative side that holds

tenaciously to traditions and fine points of doctrines.  But when these

aspects come to replace a genuine heart conversion from sin against an

infinitely holy God, they shut the kingdom in the faces of people.  It is

deceitful, deadly, devilish, and damnable.  And that is why John greets this

kind of folks this way.  Why was John out in the wilderness?  In part it was

to avoid and all association with guys like these.

Listen, you do not get into the kingdom of God by religious ceremonies. 

Here we are talking about the baptism of John and Christian baptism.  And

here we are today observing the Lord’s Supper.  We are eating elements

representing the body and blood of our Lord.  But we are not and cannot be

saved by these things.  Baptism for John was a confession of a deeper

reality than any of these could accomplish.  Baptism as a follower of Christ

is a confession of a deeper reality than anyone can accomplish for

themselves.  It reflects a confession of a saving work of God within our

hearts in the person of Jesus.  There is a reason and a purpose for these

two ceremonies.  But they do not save.  They are symbols pointing us to the

only one who can save.  That’s what John was doing.  He was pointing

people to believe in the one who was coming afer him.  And that is Jesus. 

When Jesus was identified to John as the one, John began pointing the

multitudes to him saying, “Here he is!  The lamb that takes away the sin of

the world.”

III.  The Incriminating Question (7b)

Immediately after stating the facts about the nature of the religious

establishment, John asks a penetrating, though rhetorical question.  “Who

warned you to flee from the wrath to come?”  This question that John

issued publicly to the Pharisees and Sadducees is a revealing one.  It



revealed the reason why he was doing what he was doing.  And it drew

attention to the hypocrisy of these vipers.  And it provided to them an

image that ought to be burned into their minds.

A.  John’s question revealed why he was doing what he was doing.  The

wrath to come is what we are here to prepare for.  That’s why we are

baptizing.  This is not a show in which we are wanting everyone to see how

good we are, to congratulate ourselves that we are not like everybody else. 

It is not a ceremony in which we are putting our hope that somehow the

ceremony is going to change our situation.  No, we are here because we are

sinners and God is holy.  There is nothing we can do to make ourselves

holy.  We cannot do anything to erase our unholiness.  All we can do is

bring him our broken and contrite hearts.  Messiah is coming, and that

means wrath is also coming.  He is the only one who can save us from his

own wrath.  He is the lamb of God who will take our sins away, and so we

are coming to God not with proud hearts but with broken hearts lest we be

swept away in his wrath.  I am preaching because wrath is coming.  I am

baptizing because God’s wrath is coming.  People are confessing because

God’s wrath is coming.  Notice how he reiterates this point in verse 10.

“Even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees.  Every tree therefore that

does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.”

John dramatizes the urgency and reality of the judgment of God by directing

his hearers to a familiar situation.  If you were a farmer in the day with a

tree in your orchard that didn’t bear fruit, then you had a bad tree taking up

good space and using up precious nutrients in your orchard.  It needed to

be removed and destroyed.  And so you would get your axe out and you

would chop it down and throw it into the fire.  When the axe is laid at the

root, the farmer is about to do the deed.  John’s point?  Even now, even

now judgment is here.  The hour is urgent.  Judgment is real.  This is why

we are here.

B.  But John’s question also drew attention to the hypocrisy of the religious

establishment.  “Who warned you to flee?”  Nobody warned these guys of

anything.  They both knew everything they needed to know.  They did not

need anybody.  Moreover, wrath?  They were not looking for wrath to



come.  No, no it wasn’t about the purpose.  It was about the show.  It was

about the popularity of this thing that was going on out here in the

wilderness.  We did not come because we fear God’s wrath.  And we didn’t

come because we are sinners.  We are children of Abraham.  What do we

have to fear.  Hey, our reward is guaranteed by our Abrahamic connection.

We came to be seen.  This is what we do.

And yes, John knows why they came.  That is why he exhorted them, “bear

fruit in keeping with repentance.”  Repentance is not a show.  It cannot be

an empty profession.  If it is real, there will be fruit.  Your life will change. 

People will see.  But do not be misled; judgment is coming and without

repentance, you will perish in the wrath of God.  Don’t think your physical

descent from Abraham will do you any good.  Your real father is the devil. 

He is very apparent in who you are.  Sons of Abraham are not who

descends from him by physical birth but who align themselves with him

through faith.  What you need to do is repent.

C.  And John’s question gave them an image that should keep these men

awake at night until they should come to their senses.  “Who warned you,

vipers, to flee from the wrath to come?”

It was not an uncommon sight in the region after growing season when a

farmer was burning off his field or when a brush fire broke out.  In the

wake of the flames, one could observe vipers and other creatures slithering

or scurrying for their lives from the heat of the fire in order to escape and

be safe.  The fire of God’s wrath is coming; you better flee, you better run. 

You better repent.  Turn from your sin.  Bringing forth fruit in your life will

demonstrate whether your repentance is real or a sham.

IV.  The One Greater than John (11-12)

A.  What John does next is to point everyone to someone greater.  This is

the one whose way he was preparing.  He is greater.  He is the greater

baptizer.  He is mightier.  He is holy.  He is both the Savior and the Judge.

B.  John was preaching, “You may think my preaching is strong and you

may think that a lot of excitement surrounds what is going on here in the

wilderness with me.  You think there is a kind of power that is evident here



with all these people coming and confessing their sins.  You may think I

preach a strong view of divine judgment.  But you haven’t seen anything

yet.  He is supremely powerful and glorious.  I am not worthy to carry his

sandals.  I baptize with water but he will baptize with the HOLY SPIRIT and

fire.”

C.  And once again John draws on his vivid understanding of the land in the

day.  When the wheat was harvested, it had to be threshed to separate the

husks from the precious wheat kernels.  The farmer would use his

winnowing fork.  And he would toss the grain up into the air.  The wind

would blow the husks, the chaff, to the side and the wheat would fall to the

ground.  When the process of separation was complete, the farmer would

joyously gather the wheat kernels into his barn, but he would burn the

chaff.  

And John says, when he comes, you will know him by his winnowing fork. 

From the moment of his arrival his very presence will separate between the

good and the bad, the valuable and the worthless, the repentant and the

non-repentant.  He is coming to save the wheat and subject the chaff to the

horror of unending judgment.  He will burn the chaff with unquenchable

fire.

Conclusion

Though human beings live closely together, we will be divided into two

groups with two eternal destinies that could not be further apart.  The

stakes could not be more stark.  And it is not the people who think they are

good and whose lineage is good and who think they are important among

humans who are going to enter the kingdom.  No it is actually those who

greet the King with hearts broken over their sin who enter the kingdom.

His winnowing fork is in his hand.  In December we were down in Louisville

for Philip’s graduation from Southern Seminary.  And Al Mohler the

president of the seminary was preaching the graduation message to these

pastor who were going forth.  And he turned to this very text, and he said

to the graduates, “You are the winnowing fork in his hand.  It is by

preaching of the gospel that he divides the wheat from the chaff.”  Right. 

In fact it is true to say that John the Baptist was the winnowing fork in



Messiah’s hand.  And it is also true to say that each of us as believers are

his winnowing fork.  Because as we live and breathe and speak the gospel

to those around us, there will some who repent and believe.  They fall like

wheat to the ground to be gathered into the Master’s barn unto eternal life

and glory and blessing.  Meanwhile many will poo-poo the gospel and will

be separated out from the wheat the kingdom to be gathered together and

thrown into the Master’s unquenchable fire.

What we need to be very certain of from this text is that we are not vipers

who presume upon our position and our birth and find ourselves not only

shut out of the kingdom but who also shut the kingdom in others’ faces.

How?  Repent and bring forth fruit in keeping with repentance and preach

the same to others.


