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VA NCO U V ER , VA NCO U V ER , T H IS IS I T !
On a sunny Sunday morning in May 1980, USGS volcanologist David 
Johnston was monitoring Mt. St. Helens about 60 miles northeast of 
Vancouver, Washington. The volcano had been rumbling and venting 
steam for months, and most people expected “something” would happen, 
but no one knew when. None could predict how big it would be. At just 
after 8:30 a.m. came a brief, but unforgettable radio transmission from 
Johnston: “Vancouver, Vancouver, this is it!” The eruption many had 
expected (and some had doubted) came with breath-taking speed and 
power. Johnston and 56 other people perished in the blast, and the 
landscape of the Pacific Northwest was forever changed.

As Matthew chapter 3 opens, John the Baptist is manning his post in the 
Judean wilderness. We hear him make his unforgettable announcement 
of an event that would far eclipse Mt. St. Helens’ eruption. “This is it!” he 
shouts at the throngs of people who have been expecting “something” 
from God. There were varied opinions about when God’s Messiah would 
“erupt” onto the scene and what, precisely, He would do. For 400 years, 
there had been no prophetic voice in Israel. Some had surely ceased 
believing anything at all would happen.

But now reports of a wild young man down by the Jordan River 
filtered through the countryside. People came in droves to listen to his 
electrifying message. He had a prophet’s demeanor and a megaphone 
voice. There could be no mistaking the urgent words they were hearing: 
“This is it! Prepare the way. The kingdom of heaven is at hand!” With 
breathtaking speed and power, events began to unfold and John’s 
message proved true. We still celebrate year after year the coming he 
announced, for it has changed the landscape of our lives forever.

“This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well 
pleased” Had we been there to hear the Voice, it 

would still be echoing in our ears and hearts.

Matthew
T h i s  i s  i T !
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A VOICE I N T H E W I LDER N ESS 
Matthew 3:1–6
The time lapse of thirty years since the Holy 
Family’s move to Nazareth seems of no 
consequence to Matthew. The reader may ignore 
the chapter division and read on without a pause: 
“he . . . lived in a city called Nazareth . . . In 
those days John the Baptist came” (2:23–3:1). 
What now happens “down by the riverside” is the 
moment of consequence. The powerful preaching 
of John the Baptist at the Jordan River is where 
the Synoptic Gospels synchronize.

Who was this fellow John? Luke tells us that 
Mary and Elizabeth were relatives (Luke 1:36), 
which means John and Jesus were too. All four 
Evangelists identify him as the “voice . . . crying 
‘In the wilderness’” (Is. 40:3). No ordinary street 
preacher is John! He is the herald of God’s 
coming “with might” in the last days to restore 
His exiled people. John is announcing the coming 
of the Messiah who will bring His people home 
from the exile of their sins.

This man John is a walking sermon. Even his food 
and clothing preach a message. His garments 
fairly shout who he is and why he has come. “A 
garment of hair, with a belt of leather about his 
waist” once identified the prophet Elijah to King 
Ahaziah (2 Kings 1:8). Now John is wearing the 
very same outfit.

What was the significance of Elijah? The very 
final paragraph in the Old Testament provides 
God’s explanation: “Behold, I will send you Elijah 
the prophet before the great and awesome day 
of the Lord comes . . . he will turn the hearts . . . 
lest I come and strike the land with . . . utter 
destruction” (Mal. 4:5–6). Just one look at him 
told people the “great and awesome day” had 
come. John was that end-time Elijah, and Jesus 
would later confirm it (Matt. 11:14).

John’s preaching is a clarion call to everyone 

listening: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven 
is at hand!” (v. 2). Jesus Himself begins His 
preaching with these very words (4:17). As He 
later sends out the Twelve, Jesus instructs them 
likewise to proclaim, “The kingdom of heaven is 
at hand” (10:7). Different mouths, same message. 
That kingdom is at the heart of Matthew’s Gospel.

Matthew is the only Evangelist to use “kingdom 
of heaven” (the others regularly say “kingdom 
of God”), a phrase that appears more than thirty 
times. In normal English usage, “kingdom” is 
a place, a static location. Jeff Gibbs urges the 
more dynamic word “reign,” suggesting God’s 
kingly activity. To hear these words as the original 
listeners, he adds, we must think in the opposite 
direction. We are used to picturing salvation as 
our “going up” to heaven. The original listeners, 
however, pictured God rending the heavens to 
“come down” into our world and work His mighty 
deeds to rescue us. John announces nothing less 
than the intervention of God IN HISTORY. To help 
us hear these words aright, Gibbs translates: 
“The reign of heaven stands near!” Brace 
yourselves, says John. “Get ready. This is it!”

John’s sermon was more than words. Mark and 
Luke say he was literally “proclaiming a baptism 
of repentance” (Mark 1:4, Luke 3:3). Modern-
day Christians might scroll right past this detail 
without realizing just how astonishing it was 
for a preacher to invite JEWS to be baptized. 
Gentiles who wanted to join God’s people would 
undergo “proselyte baptism,” but John’s audience 
is Jewish, not Gentile. John is issuing a call for 
a national conversion to meet the one “who is 
coming after me” (v. 11). He speaks WORDS that 
urge a DEED of great significance. His preaching 
gets results. “Jerusalem and all Judea . . . were 
baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing 
their sins” (vv. 5–6).

The “great and awesome day of the Lord” 
Malachi had announced was here at last!

M A T T H E W  3 : 1 – 1 7
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WOR DS OF WA R N I NG 
TO T H E LE A DER S 
Matthew 3:7–10
Surprising to everyone, especially John 
himself, was the appearance of “many of 
the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to his 
baptism” (v. 7). The Pharisees were a lay 
movement that had its roots in the patriotic 
resistance to the former Greek occupiers, 
earning the respect of most Jews. They 
called the nation to a careful study of the 
Law and a rigorous obedience to it. The 
Sadducees were a small, but powerful 
priestly class who had control of the Temple, 
and who looked with suspicion on such 
“new” teachings as the resurrection and life 
after death.

Despite their differences, neither group 
would be likely followers of this new prophet. 
Both already had an established identity. 
They would eventually form a tag team in 
opposition to Jesus. But for now they came 
to the Jordan among the burgeoning throng, 
perhaps initially to evaluate this young man. 
It seems, somewhat unexpectedly, that they 
presented themselves for baptism as well.

John turned to face them and issued a 
startling rebuke: “You brood of vipers! Who 
warned you to flee from the wrath to come?” 
(v. 7). Jesus Himself would later call them 
“vipers” too (12:34, 23:33). Specifically 
John challenged their presumption of their 
own sufficient goodness in the sight of God: 
“Bear fruit in keeping with repentance. And 
do not presume to say to yourselves, ‘We 
have Abraham as our father’” (vv. 8–9). 
Both groups assumed that because of 

their physical descent from Abraham and 
avoidance of gross sin, they were right with 
God. The rabbis had taught that Abraham 
was such a good man that he had built up a 
“treasury of merit” that covered all the needs 
of his descendants. They were saying, in 
effect, “I’m one of his kids. I get a pass!”

John called the Pharisees and Sadducees to 
“bear fruit in keeping with repentance” (v. 
8). Genuine faith doesn’t simply talk the talk, 
it walks the walk! It produces fruitful deeds 
that issue from a heart fixed on the Lord 
(Matt. 12:33, Gal. 5:22ff.). John is urging 
not just a few more good deeds, but a total 
change of heart and mind. The relationship 
with God, not one’s religious pedigree, is 
what finally matters. What would John say, 
do you suppose, about clergy sex abuse and 
celebrity evangelists living wealthy lifestyles? 
What would he say to us, who are sometimes 
prone to boast about our Lutheran roots even 
when we are not yielding Gospel fruits? On 
what are our hearts truly fixed?

John set his warning against the backdrop 
of God’s coming judgment. The “axe . . . laid 
to the root of the trees” and the “fire” that 
would burn those trees were vivid images 
of the destruction waiting for people whose 
trust was in themselves and not in God. 
The winnowing fork (v. 12), something like 
our present-day pitchfork, was used to toss 
grain into the air. The wind would carry the 
chaff to the side and the heavier grain would 
fall to the threshing floor. It is an image 
of how God will one day separate “wheat” 
people from “chaff” people. All of us will 
face Him on that day.

M A T T H E W  3 : 1 – 1 7
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H E R E COMES T H E JU D GE ! 
Matthew 3:11–12
John’s ultimate purpose was to direct his 
listeners’ gaze away from himself to the man 
“who is coming after me.” There is a clear 
demarcation between the two men, summed up 
in the sort of baptism they will bring. “I baptize 
you with water for repentance, but he . . . will 
baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire” (v. 11).

John’s baptism is not yet the later Christian 
sacrament, as is clearly indicated in Acts 19:1–6 
(there the issue for Paul is the absence of the 
Holy Spirit). John’s baptism was preparatory at 
best, meant to produce repentance, a “washing 
away” of one’s past and a getting ready to hear 
and follow the One who would administer a 
greater baptism “with the Holy Spirit and fire.”

We should be careful to observe that John’s 
description of Jesus’ work as a “baptizing” 
denotes the whole work of Jesus and not simply 
the sacrament of Holy Baptism. D. A. Carson 
notes that many Jews at that time believed that 
God’s Spirit had been withdrawn from the world 
until the Messiah would come. John was making 
it clear that the “coming one” was that Messiah, 
who would bring the Holy Spirit (as was finally 
poured out on the Church at Pentecost and is 
given to us individually in baptism) and the 
“fire” of final judgment. As John makes clear, 
the Messiah Himself will hold that “winnowing 
fork” that separates people on the Day of 
Judgment, even as He Himself will both “gather” 
and “burn”! “He will baptize” sums up His whole 
work, culminating in the Last Judgment.

It is a sobering and salutary word for us who, at 
times, lose sight of Jesus as Judge.

T H E B A P T ISM OF JESUS 
Matthew 3:13–17
The time has come. Jesus Himself arrives on 
the scene “to be baptized by [John]” (v. 13). The 
one whose mission it is to “save his people from 
their sins” (1:21) has come to the very place 
where sinners are lining up to confess! But John 
wonders why this is necessary: “I need to be 
baptized by you, and do you come to me?” We 
would wonder the same thing! A sinner’s bath 
for a sinless man? Jesus responds that this act 
was undertaken “to fulfill all righteousness” (v. 
15). But what does He mean? Since Matthew 
is the only Gospel to record this interchange, 
and since it comes precisely at the center 
of the narrative, this explanation is the key 
to understanding the significance of Jesus’ 
baptism.

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus contrasts 
two kinds of “righteousness.” One kind is the 
accumulation of good deeds, the righteousness 
the Pharisees sought. Such righteousness Jesus 
labels “your” righteousness (5:20). If you want 
to manufacture your own righteousness, Jesus 
is saying, you’d better outdo the Pharisees! 
The other kind is not ours but God’s (“[God’s] 
righteous acts” — Ps. 71:15). That kind is to be 
our aim: “Seek first the kingdom of God and his 
righteousness” (6:33). His, not ours! Now Jesus 
will begin to “fill” that righteousness God enacts 
and gives to people, starting with this baptism.

“Let it be so now,” Jesus tells John. His baptism 
“is a concession, an allowance due to His state 
of humiliation: the sinless Son of God receives 
the baptism meant for sinners because He shall 
be the sin-bearer” (Gibbs). In receiving this 
baptism, Jesus will take His stand with sinners 
and indeed begin taking their place! In doing 
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this Jesus and John together will “fulfill” righteousness, which is another way of 
saying that they will become agents in God’s plan for salvation.

Then the text says very simply, “[John] consented” (v. 15). What follows the 
baptism is an astonishing enactment by the Holy Trinity. Jesus the Son is baptized, 
and “the heavens were opened,” an answer to the prayer in Is. 64:1–2 and the 
Church’s Advent collects: “Oh that you would rend the heavens and come down!” 
The opening of the heavens signals an end-time event of great significance. The 
Holy Spirit descends “like a dove” and comes to rest on Him (v. 16), a signal that 
Jesus is that Servant promised in Isaiah: “Behold my servant . . . I have put my 
Spirit upon him; he will bring forth justice to the nations” (Is. 42:1).

Finally the Father’s voice from heaven speaks the blessing, “This is my beloved 
Son, with whom I am well pleased” (v. 17). Had we been there to hear the Voice, it 
would still be echoing in our ears and hearts. “This is my beloved Son” reminds us 
of Psalm 2, a messianic song in which God speaks to the newly-crowned king and 
says, “You are my Son; today I have begotten you” (Ps. 2:7).

But there is another Scripture even closer at hand and more directly relevant. 
In the previous chapter (2:15), Matthew quoted Hos. 11:1: “Out of Egypt I called 
my son.” Jeff Gibbs argues convincingly that “Jesus has come as God’s Son, the 
representative of the nation, to be in the people’s place.” It was already at the 
exodus from Egypt that God constituted Israel as His “son” (Ex. 4:22). What’s 
more, in Jer. 31:20 God speaks of Israel (Ephraim) as “my dear son”! That Jesus 
the “beloved Son” is embodying the nation Israel and doing what it could not do 
will be spelled out again in the very next chapter, the story of His temptation.

God has broken the long silence between the Testaments, a clear sign of the 
dawn of the Messianic Age, the “last days”! The Spirit’s descent has imparted to 
Jesus the promised “servant” a power that now rouses Him to action. There is no 
preaching, there is no miracle until after He is baptized.

The baptism of our Lord is an ordination and installation like no other. Now His 
mission begins.

M A T T H E W  3 : 1 – 1 7

MichaeL KaSting 27

4



PER SONAL APPLICAT ION
Prayer as we prepare:

Lord God, gird us for the spiritual warfare that we face. Even as Jesus used the Word 
as His weapon, so plant Your Word in our hearts and bring it to our lips in time of 
need. Bless this study of Your Word for our lasting good, for Jesus’ sake. Amen.

For Review
1. Share something significant you learned about John the Baptist.

2. Distinguish the work of John from the work of Jesus by describing their respective “baptisms.”

Matthew 4:1–11
3. This chapter opens in “the wilderness.” Read Deut. 8:1–5. Recall the experience of the nation Israel in its 

wilderness wandering. How long were they there? What was God’s purpose in allowing them to go through 
this long ordeal?

4. For what purpose did the Spirit lead Jesus into the wilderness? Why was this important? See Heb. 2:14–18 
for additional insight.

5. How long was Jesus there? How do Deut. 8:2, Ex. 24:18 and 1 Kings 19:8 shed light on this detail?

6. Note that the tempter is called three different things in vv. 1–11. What are they?

7. Re-read 3:16–17. Why does the tempter preface the first two temptations as he does? What was at issue 
for Jesus?

8. Three times in these verses, Jesus quotes Scripture in His struggle with the tempter. All three are from the 
same book. Check a concordance or your footnotes (if you have those) and record the source of each.

9. When are you most vulnerable to the tempter? a) When I’m away from home. b) When I’m tired or under 
stress. c) When I’m not expecting it. d) After a spiritual high.

10. What comfort can you take from 1 Cor. 10:13?

LWBS28
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Matthew 4:12–16
11. When Jesus heard of John’s imprisonment, how did He respond?

12. Use the internet or a Bible dictionary to learn what you can about Capernaum. Jesus’ move there fulfilled 
another prophecy. List the source. Why do you think Matthew cites it?

13. The opening section of Matthew (1:1–4:16) focused on Jesus’ identity. Looking back, what did you see in 
that section that struck you about Jesus and His mission?

Matthew 4:17–24
14. How does Jesus’ ministry repeat John’s? How does it go beyond John’s? What three aspects of Jesus’ 

ministry are enumerated in v. 23?

15. What promise attends Jesus’ call to Peter and Andrew? What do you notice about the response of BOTH sets 
of brothers to the call of Jesus?

16. What’s the biggest hurdle you face in obeying Christ’s call to you?
 a. Being certain I’ve heard Him.
 b. Feeling I’m already too busy.
 c. There are people or things I just can’t bear “leaving.”
 d. My tendency to procrastinate — “later, but not now.”
 e. Fear of the unknown.
17. If you were in the crowds following Jesus, what kind of help would you ask Him for?

MEMORY VERSES
Take time to review the two verses suggested in these opening lessons (1:21 and 3:2).

M a t t h e w  4 : 1 – 2 4
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