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‘JOHN & THE KINGDOM COME NEAR’ 
MATTHEW 3:1-17 

 
[St Mark’s Northbridge, All Services, Sunday January 10, 2021] 

 
 

1.  John the Weirdo Baptist. 
 
Because John the Baptist is such a well-known figure in the gospel story, I think it can be 
easy for Christians like us to forget how strange he was.  If someone asked you for a 
contemporary equivalent of John the Baptist, I wonder what you’d suggest?  Would you 
say he’s like a preacher or a pastor?  Would you say he’s like an edgy YouTuber with a 
niche following?  Would you say he’s like some kind of off-beat cult leader?  I reckon if I 
met him today I’d probably think John the Baptist was a weird homeless guy who 
occasionally steps up on a milk crate in Hyde Park and yells at people about the fires of 
hell.  Because that’s pretty much what we’re dealing with here in Matthew 3. 
 
Verse 1- he came preaching in the ‘wilderness’- strange place to plant a church.  Verse 4- 
he was dressed in camel’s hair clothing with a leather belt- like the ancient prophet Elijah 
used to wear1.  And he ate cicadas and honey.  That’s the whole diet.  Verses 5-6- when 
he met people and talked to them he asked them to come down to the river with him so he 
could push their heads under the water.  Verse 7- when he saw the religious leaders he 
called them names and disrespected them publicly.  Verse 12- his message was 
completely politically incorrect- unqualified fire and brimstone stuff. 
 
John was a weirdo.  And I imagine people who met him thought he was a weirdo.  In polite 
company we might call him eccentric.  But that’s really pretty generous.  This is the guy 
we’ve come to know as John the Baptist.  But for all his eccentric weirdness, he’s 
someone Jesus thought very highly of, and he’s someone who’s ministry every gospel 
writer wants to make sure we know about2.  And it’s the ministry of John the Baptist that 
we’re thinking about together this morning/evening.  And there are two key dimensions of 
his ministry that I want to focus on in this sermon.  The first is his preaching. 
 
2.  John the Preacher. 
 
 - a declaration about the kingdom 
 
And when Matthew summarises John’s preaching ministry in verse 2, this is what he says 
John proclaimed:  ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near’.  There’s a clear 
imperative- repent.  He wanted everyone who heard him to change the way they were 
relating to God.  But the clear imperative is followed by a clear statement of fact.  
According to John, at that time, the kingdom had come near. 

 
1 See 2 Kings 1:8 
2 See also Mark 1:1-13 etc, Luke 3:1-22 etc, and John 1:19-42 etc. 



2 

 
And I want to start with that statement of fact- with John’s declaration about the kingdom.  
Clearly he’s talking about the kingdom of God.  But in what sense did he think it had ‘come 
near’? 
 
Well, it seems pretty clear from Matthew 3 that John thought the kingdom of God was near 
because Jesus himself was near.  John had been given insight into who Jesus really was.  
He knew the Messiah was about to appear.  And all Israel knew that the Messiah was the 
king God had promised to send. 
 
But what’s fascinating about John’s preaching is that the kingdom’s nearness seems to be 
tied up with a conviction about the coming wrath of God.  In part the logic of verse 2 makes 
this very clear, doesn’t it?  It’s because the kingdom is near that you need to repent.  
Because if you don’t repent soon it might be too late.  But this is made even clearer as the 
chapter unfolds.  For example, down in verse 8 John says to the Pharisees and 
Sadducees:  ‘You brood of vipers!  Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath?’  He 
doesn’t mince his words does he?   
 
Tamara and I actually have an old friend whose journey to becoming a Christian started 
with the words of that verse.  She was a young teenager in a school Scripture class who 
thought Christianity was boring, and all its key characters were gentle, mild, and 
uninteresting.  But hearing the Pharisees called a ‘brood of vipers’ caught her attention 
and made her want to reconsider her previous assumptions.  And that was the beginning 
of her taking another look at the claims of Christ.  
 
John isn’t gentle and mild here is he?  And he’s certainly interesting!  But his confronting 
words are because he believes that if the kingdom is near then the day of judgement is 
near.  The wrath of God is coming.  And this is the point he’s making in verse 10 as well. 
 
[Read 3:10] 
 
The fire he refers to is the wrath of God.  And the axe is already at the root of the trees 
because the day of God’s wrath is near.  And the day of wrath is near because Jesus is 
near, because the Kingdom has come near. 
 
It’s important for us not to miss this.  We tend to associate the coming of Christ to the earth 
with the coming of salvation.  And well we should.  The angel told Joseph back in chapter 
1 that his son would save his people from their sins3.  That’s a wonderful truth.  But it’s not 
the whole truth is it?  Because the coming of Christ to the earth also means that the day of 
judgement is nearer than it was before.  Christ’s kingship is marked by love and rescue, 
but it’s also marked by holy justice.  And we must not believe in one without the other.  
Clearly John didn’t.  And that’s why his declaration about the kingdom leads to an urgent 
call for repentance. 
 

 
3 1:21 
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 - a call for repentance 
 
This is the declaration- the kingdom of heaven has come near.  And so this is the call- 
repent.  And really repentance is the key theme of this chapter.  And it’s the theme of this 
chapter because it’s at the heart of John’s message.  It’s there in the summary we find in 
verse 2.  But it’s also there in verse 6 where we learn that when people came to John and 
were baptised they were also confessing their sins.  They were repenting- turning away 
from their failures.   
 
But it’s also there in verse 8 when John chastises the Sadducees and Pharisees.  He 
says:  ‘Produce fruit in keeping with repentance’.  And that’s an interesting phrase isn’t it?  
Because it reminds us that repentance is not just about the confession of sin- as in verse 
6.  It’s also about the changed patterns of life that ensue from sincere confession- new 
choices, new resolves, new disciplines.  True repentance bears fruit.  It can be seen and 
not just heard. 
 
And this is followed up by an even more withering critique of the Jewish leaders’ attitude in 
verse 9.  Listen again. 
 
[Read 3:9] 
 
John exposes the fact that the religious leaders of his day had excused a lack of 
repentance on the basis that they were Jews- descendants of Abraham, part of God’s 
chosen people.  It seems they thought that was enough.  The fruit of their hearts didn’t 
really matter because it was their heritage that counted.  But John rejects their 
assumption.  He says:  God doesn’t need you.  He can turn the rocks into descendants of 
Abraham if he wants to!  So it’s not enough to simply play the “chosen nation” card as if 
that exempted you from listening to God’s word and doing what God says.  It’s essential 
that his people don’t just rest on their laurels, but actually produce good fruit.  Repentance 
matters- even for those who belong. 
 
And then, just in case you missed it, the theme of repentance is underlined again in verse 
11 where John makes it clear that the reason for his baptism is so that people might 
repent.  He suggests here that the water washing itself is a symbol of repentance- a 
symbol of being cleansed from the past and being renewed to live more fruitfully.   
 
In the light of the near kingdom, in the light of the Messiah’s arrival, John’s message in his 
day was that people needed to turn from their sins and live in newness of life.  They 
needed to repent.  And of course, this remains to the present day the central implication of 
Christ’s kingdom.  Repentance.  This was the heart of the message the apostles preached 
even after Jesus’ death and resurrection.  And it remains at the core of the gospel 
message we possess and share now.  And arguably it is even more urgent now than it 
was then- more urgent because the wrath of God is even closer now than when John the 
Baptist spoke.  Christ is King.  So all must repent. 
 



4 

That is the message God has for the whole world.  And for those we know and love who 
have never truly repented of their sins, this is the thing that they need to attend to- more 
importantly and more urgently than anything else.  For every unbeliever this is the thing 
they need to do in life above all other things.  And I say that conscious that there may be 
some here today who need to hear that too.  If you’ve never looked Christ’s kingship in the 
face and confessed to God your failures to live as he wants you to, and if you’ve never 
resolved to live life differently, in a way that pleases your Creator, then this is the thing 
God calls on you to hear and attend to.  And I hope and pray that you will. 
 
But, of course, this is a call every believer needs to keep hearing and attending to as well.  
Because repentance is not simply the gate with which the kingdom of God opens up to us.  
It is also the road along which we walk until we reach our journey’s end.  And this passage 
contains a stinging reminder to us that we mustn’t neglect this essential responsibility of 
discipleship.  We mustn’t be like the Pharisees who thought it was enough to just belong.  
And this is a Gentile Christian danger as much as it was a Jewish danger, don’t you think?  
Because we too can rest on our laurels.  Even if we’re not resting on our ethnic heritage, 
we can still rest on the heritage of our faith.  We can say:  ‘I’m a Christian.  I can tell you 
about my Christian upbringing, or my Christian schooling, or my Christian conversion.  I go 
to church.  I believe everything we say in the creed.  I belong.’  But we can say all those 
things and still neglect the fruit of the new life- new choices, new resolves, new disciplines.  
But when we become spiritually lazy like that, we need to hear the sternness in John’s 
voice, because at this point he represents to us the serious jealously of God:  ‘God can 
raise up church-going Christians out of these stones if he wants to!’  Repentance matters- 
even for those who belong. 
 
So we need to allow these verses today to encourage us in repentance- to keep doing the 
hard work of confessing our sins- taking time each day to reflect on our thoughts, and 
words, and actions, and acknowledging humbly and honestly where we’ve grieved God.  
And we also need to keep doing the hard work of making different choices so that 
repentance in our lives might be seen as well as heard- that the people who know us 
would be able to observe the fruit in us that genuine repentance bears.   
 
This is the newness of life that John the Preacher calls us to.  His message echoes down 
to us today.  And I hope it lands on you like it lands on me. 
 
3. John the Outshone. 
 
That’s the first dimension of John’s ministry that I wanted to focus on this morning/evening.  
But the second is the way John unrelentingly points us to the one who comes after him- to 
Christ.  And in this respect the concern of John the Baptist is the same concern that 
Matthew the gospel writer has- to illuminate Christ.  Because whilst repentance may be 
this chapter’s major theme, the major character of this chapter is not John but Jesus 
himself.  And I can see five different things this chapter tells us about Jesus. 
 
 - the Lord 
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Firstly, he’s the Lord- verse 3. 
 
[Read 3:3] 
 
The prophet Isaiah had predicted the ministry of John the Baptist 800 years earlier.  And 
he had said that the ministry of John would be to prepare for the coming of God himself.  
So the word ‘Lord’ here does not just signify that Jesus is a VIP.  It signifies his divinity.  
He is God in the flesh- ‘Immanuel’ as we learnt back in chapter 1. 
 
 - the one more worthy 
 
But secondly, he’s the one more worthy.  Verse 11.  John says: 
 
[Read 3:11a] 
 
John wants his hearers to be on the lookout for the one who deserves their attention more 
than he does- who deserves their reverence, and even their adoration. He says that the 
one who comes after him is not just more worthy of their devotion by a little bit, but by a 
great margin.  John says he’s not even worthy to carry the Christ’s shoes. 
 
 - a different “Baptist” 
 
And that leads to the third thing we learn here, in the second half of verse 11. 
 
[Read 3:11b] 
 
John is a Baptist.  He baptised with water for repentance.  But Jesus is a Baptist too as it 
turns out.  A different Baptist.  He will baptise as much as John, and then much more.  And 
he will baptise with much greater power.  Those who come to Christ for baptism will be 
baptised by the Holy Spirit and by fire.  And of course, the Day of Pentecost which we read 
about at the start of Acts shows us how spectacularly this promise is fulfilled.  But, of 
course, Christ baptising his people with the Spirit has continued from that day until this.  
And all around the world today Jesus continues to pour out his Spirit on those who come 
to him in faith as he draws them into God’s family and assures them of an eternal 
inheritance. 
 
 - a harvester 
 
And then the fourth thing.  The one who comes after John is also a harvester.  That is, he 
himself has a role in the judgement of God which his kingdom brings.  Verse 12. 
 
[Read 3:12] 
 
This is not a picture of Jesus that many people find comfortable.  We’re only a couple of 
chapters further into Matthew’s gospel and already we’re seeing things that are a long way 
from that picture we had at the start of the cute baby boy in the manger.  Now he’s a 
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grown man with a pitchfork in his hand separating harvest wheat from harvest chaff4.  And 
the wheat he gathers into his barn.  But the chaff is thrown into the fire that never ceases 
to burn.  And the wheat and the chaff in this picture are people- people who repent, and 
people who don’t repent; people who are welcomed into the kingdom of heaven, and 
people whose destiny is hell.  It’s not a comfortable picture at all is it?  But if you want to 
see Jesus for who he really is you don’t just get to pick the parts of the story you like.  And 
John tells us that Jesus is God’s harvester. 
 
 - a beloved and pleasing Son (in the royal family) 
 
And then the fifth and final thing.  His sonship.  And this is what we see in the final 
paragraph of the chapter, just after Jesus himself is baptised.  Verse 16. 
 
[Read 3:16-17] 
 
He is baptised and the Spirit of God comes down and rests on him like a dove5.  And at 
that moment a voice from heaven itself can be heard.  And the voice is the voice of God6.  
Can you imagine that?  What a moment!  And God says:  “This is my son.  Do you see 
him?  This is in my son.  I love him.  And I take pleasure in him.” 
 
It’s a breathtaking moment.  And with these words the final voice of the chapter has 
spoken.  Because as I’ve summarised these five things the chapter tells us about Jesus, I 
hope you’ve noticed that these are five words of testimony that come from multiple 
directions.  There was the voice of the Old Testament prophet.  Then there was the voice 
of John the Baptist.  And then ultimately, and I mean ultimately, there was the divine voice- 
the voice of the Father coming down from heaven to earth. 
 
And of course when you read that the ‘heavens’ opened and that there was a voice from 
‘heaven’, what does that make you think about?  It makes you think of the last time you 
read the word heaven in Matthew’s gospel- back in verse 2 of this chapter.  There we 
heard that the ‘kingdom of heaven’ has come near.  And so Matthew makes it 
unmistakeably clear that the one who is the Son of the voice from heaven is at the same 
time the king of heaven’s kingdom.  And that means he’s not just the son in any old family.  
He’s the king because he is first the son of the King.  He’s a son in a royal family.  The 
royal family. 
 
What a glorious vision of Christ this chapter presents!  And as I said, this is Matthew’s goal 
just as it’s the goal of John- to illuminate the glory of Jesus.  And, of course, his ministry of 
pointing to Christ is inextricably linked to his work of preaching the kingdom and calling for 

 
4 Literally in the Greek: ‘he will cleanse his threshing’. 
5 Perhaps like the dove that entered Noah’s ark after that great moment of judgement and salvation in Old Testament 
times? 
6 J C Ryle:  ‘It was the whole Trinity which, at the beginning of the creation, said, “Let us make man” (Genesis 1:26); it 
was the whole Trinity again which, at the beginning of the Gospel, seemed to say, “Let us save man”’ (Matthew 
Commentary, p.17). 
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repentance.  These are not two separate parts of his role.  They belong together.  In the 
same way, these are not two separate points of my sermon, but each makes sense of the 
other.  There is no need for repentance unless the kingdom of God is here.  But also, and I 
really hope you mustn’t miss this, seeing the majestic glory of Jesus is what produces the 
best kind of repentance. 
 
Do you hear what I’m saying?  Let me ask you.  What will really teach us to confess our 
sins to God every day, honestly and humbly?  A clear vision of Jesus will.  And what will 
really lead us to newness of life as we choose to listen to God and live his way?  Seeing 
clearly the majesty of Jesus.  And it’s for that reason that I don’t want you to go home 
today/tonight just hearing the call to repentance.  I don’t want you to go home just thinking 
you’ve got to get better at confessing your sin and trying to change.  Because extra effort 
on its own will almost always fail you.  What I really want is for you to go home 
today/tonight with a clear vision of Jesus Christ- the one who came after John- the Lord 
himself, the one more worthy, the one who baptises with the Spirit and fire, the one who 
will one day gather God’s harvest, the one who God calls his beloved son.  I want you to 
go home knowing that you have the most powerful and compelling reason for a life of 
repentance you could ever have- a clear picture of the majesty of Jesus the king. 
 
And all this leads me to say I think I’ve come up with a better name for John than “John the 
Baptist”.  It’s definitely a better name than ‘John the Weirdo’ which is where I started this 
sermon.  And I think it’s better than some of the alternatives I toyed with as I thought about 
this chapter- like ‘John the Preparer’ or ‘John the Diminishing’.  In the end I landed on a 
name that I think is really memorable and which really captures what John’s ministry is all 
about.  As far as I know this is a Flinders original.  From now on I’m going to call him ‘John 
the Outshone’.  John the Outshone.  Because in the gospel story that’s who he really is.  
He’s the one who prepared the way for Christ- yes.  But he did so with an unrelenting 
desire to shine the light on the one he went before.  And he did.  And so we’ve come to 
know that the glory of the one who came after, the glory of Jesus, outstrips and outshines 
any glory John himself had.  And that’s the point.  John the Outshone. 
 
[Read 3:16-17] 


