
1 
 

The Orchard Arlington Heights                          Sunday, February 5, 2023 
The Promise Fulfilled: Preparation                            Pastor Brad Wetherell 
Matthew 3:1-12 

 
 
Let’s keep our Bibles open right there at Matthew, Chapter 3. Today we are continuing our journey 
through this Gospel together. And as we read Matthew, we will see that he is determined to show us that 
every promise of God, and every prophetic word, and every part of the Old Testament is fulfilled in Jesus 
Christ. Which is why I’ve titled this series “The Promise Fulfilled.” And our passage this morning focuses 
on a messenger who came to fulfill a promise from the Old Testament and to prepare God’s people to 
meet the Lord. Let me begin this morning by introducing you to this messenger. 
 
The Messenger 
 
Look with me at Matthew 3, verse 1. It says, In those days John the Baptist came preaching in the 
wilderness of Judea. If you were here last week, you’ll remember that the previous story in Matthew took 
place during Jesus’s early years of childhood. Well, we’ve jumped forward a few decades here to the 
days when John the Baptist launched his public ministry right before the public ministry of Jesus himself 
is about to begin. We’re not given any background information on John in this book. Although in Luke’s 
Gospel, you can read more about John’s family and his birth. But here, John simply appears on the 
scene.  
 
Matthew clearly expects that his readers will know John by his nickname, “John the Baptist.” But notice, 
before Matthew says anything about John’s ministry of baptism, he highlights his ministry of preaching.  
He says, John the Baptist came preaching in the wilderness of Judea. So, John’s primary ministry was a 
ministry of the Word. And this is emphasized in verse 3, which says, For this is he who was spoken of by 
the prophet Isaiah when he said, “The voice of one crying in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the 
Lord; make his paths straight.’” Isaiah prophesied about a day when the Lord would visit his people and 
how that great and awesome day would be preceded by a preacher…A messenger in the wilderness, 
preparing the way for the arrival of the Lord. And Matthew says that promise was fulfilled in John the 
Baptist! 
 
Then, Matthew adds this description of John in verse 4. He writes, Now John wore a garment of camel’s 
hair and a leather belt around his waist, and his food was locusts and wild honey. (v.4) Why does 
Matthew draw our attention to John’s odd fashion and unusual diet? As for the locusts and wild honey,  
that’s just what you eat when you live in the wilderness outside of Jerusalem! There’s no Chick-Fil-A. 
You just take what you can get! But the garments of camel’s hair and the leather belt around his waist 
would have sounded very familiar to any Israelite who knew the Scriptures. One of Israel’s most famous 
prophets, Elijah, is described like this in 2 Kings 1:8: He wore a garment of hair, with a belt of leather 
about his waist. Matthew says the same thing about John, almost word-for-word, making this 
unmistakable point: John is more than a preacher. John is a prophet! 
 
And this helps us grasp the full weight of the significance of John’s ministry. You see, at this point in 
history, there had not been a prophet in Israel for roughly 400 years! But now, a new prophet has come, 
with a new word from the Lord. So, what does this new prophet have to say? What is his message?  
This is where I want us to spend the bulk of our time this morning. Because the message of John the 
Baptist is as crucial for us today as it was for God’s people 2000 years ago. 
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The Message 
 
Listen to verses 1-2: In those days John the Baptist came preaching in the wilderness of Judea, “Repent, 
for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” John’s prophetic message, his word from the Lord, is a summons 
to repent. I wonder what comes to your mind when you hear the word, “repent.” Maybe you’ve seen the 
word posted on a billboard along a highway or written on a sign held up at some event in protest, or 
perhaps you imagine the word flowing from the lips of some angry preacher. Many people hear the word 
“repent” and they are repelled. It sounds harsh. Maybe that’s how it sounds to you. 
 
Well, one of my prayers today is that you will come to see that the call to repent is actually one of the 
most kind, compassionate, gracious things God could ever say to you! I want you to see that when God 
calls us to repentance, he is extending the most loving invitation any of us could ever receive. I want you 
to see that the summons to repent should not repel you away from God, it should draw you toward him.  
To see this, we need to answer three questions: 

• First, what is repentance?  
• Second, why is repentance necessary?  
• And third, how is repentance possible? 

 
1. What is repentance? 
 
John comes with a message from God. He calls all people to repent. What does this entail?  
Well, repentance certainly involves… 
 

A. Confession 
 
Notice the way people respond to John’s message in verses 5-6: Then Jerusalem and all Judea 
and all the region about the Jordan were going out to him, and they were baptized by him in the 
river Jordan, confessing their sins. Word gets out that a new prophet has appeared in the 
wilderness. Again, there has not been a prophet for centuries. So, massive crowds of people 
make the journey from Jerusalem and Judea to see John and to listen to him. And we can 
imagine what happened. Many people arrive out of sheer curiosity, but as they listen to John’s 
preaching, they are cut to the heart. 
 
His call to repent lands with force upon their consciences as they come to see that they have 
rebelled against the Lord. They are confronted with the reality that they are not as good as they 
liked to believe, that they have not kept God’s commands or walked in his ways as he requires, 
that they are guilty in God’s sight. And maybe one bold person yelled out, “John, what should we 
do!?” And he replied, “Be baptized as an outward demonstration of the inner cleansing you know 
you need. And confess your sins to God.” Confession is the first step in repentance. When we 
come to see that we are not as good as we like to believe, that we have not kept God’s 
commands or walked in his ways as he requires, that we are guilty in God’s sight…What are we 
supposed to do? Where does repentance begin? With confession. 
 
And this immediately brings us to one of the reasons that the call to repent is so kind and 
compassionate and gracious. Because what does God do when people confess sins? He 
forgives! This was true of God’s people in the Old Testament. Take David for example. David 
sinned. And before he confessed, his life was awful. He says in Psalm 32:3-4: When I kept silent, 
my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long. For day and night your hand was 
heavy upon me; my strength was dried up as by the heat of summer. 
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Friends, living with a guilty conscience, living with unconfessed sin, is awful. But what happened 
when David confessed? Verse 5: I acknowledged my sin to you, and I did not cover my iniquity; I 
said, ‘I will confess my transgressions to the LORD,’ and you forgave the iniquity of my sin. God 
forgives! That was true for God’s people in the Old Testament, and it is certainly true for God’s 
people today! 1 John 1:9 tells us, If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our 
sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. 
 
Is something burdening your conscience today? Hear this wonderful news: God is faithful to 
forgive! He will surely do it! And he can do it justly because his Son has already paid the penalty 
for your sin upon the cross and secured your pardon. Ask him for mercy, confess your sin today, 
and God will forgive you. This is the first step of repentance. But it’s not the only step. 
Repentance also involves… 
 
B. Change 
 
In verse 8, John says these words: “Bear fruit in keeping with repentance.” Real repentance 
produces real fruit. In the Christian life, confession should always lead to change. The word often 
used for repentance in the Old Testament can also be translated “turn.” To truly repent is to turn 
around.  
 
Imagine a husband taking his wife out to a nice dinner in the city. And they’re headed down 53 
from Arlington Heights, but he accidentally takes the ramp onto 90 headed toward Rockford. His 
wife immediately tells him, “Um… you’re going the wrong way.” But he ignores her. Well, he 
doesn’t seem to notice as they pass by Medieval Times in Schaumburg, or the NOW Arena in 
Hoffman Estates, but then he crosses the Fox River and realizes he’s made a mistake.  
So, he confesses. “I’m sorry, honey, you were right. I am going the wrong way.” But then, he just 
keeps on driving in the same direction! This is not repentance! To truly repent is to turn around!  
 
It is not enough for us to confess our sins, to tell God, “I’m sorry. I was wrong.” We also need to 
turn from our sins, and go in the other direction, bearing the good fruit of a holy life. This is true 
repentance: confession and change. It’s humbling. It means we must acknowledge our failures 
and our flaws. And it’s hard. It means we have to take action to fight what is wrong and pursue 
what is right. So, why do it? Well, that brings us to our second question this morning. 
 

2. Why is repentance necessary?  
 
Listen to the summary of John’s message again in verse 2. Matthew tells us, In those days John the 
Baptist came preaching in the wilderness of Judea, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at 
hand.” (vv.1-2) The reason John says the people must repent is because the kingdom of heaven is 
at hand. What does this mean? The kingdom of heaven is one of the ways the Bible describes the 
rule and reign of God. And therefore, to say that the kingdom of heaven is at hand is to say that God 
is at hand. John is saying that God is drawing near in all his power. He is saying… 

 
A. The Lord is coming 
 
This becomes crystal clear in verse 3, which again, describes the promised role that John fulfills. 
It says: For this is he who was spoken of by the prophet Isaiah when he said, “The voice of one 
crying in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord; make his paths straight.’” (v.3) John’s 
purpose, John’s mission, is to prepare the way of the Lord, to get people ready to meet their God. 
And don’t miss the implication of these words. It’s so obvious and so familiar we often skip right 
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past it. John says, “The kingdom of heaven is at hand.” “God is drawing near in the fullness of his 
power.” Matthew says, “John’s ministry fulfilled Isaiah’s prophesy that before the Lord visits his 
people a messenger will come first.” And as we’ll see next week how does God draw near? How 
does the Lord visit his people? In the person of Jesus Christ! 
 
Don’t let anyone tell you the New Testament does not definitively declare that Jesus is God.  
Time and time again, the New Testament Scriptures take Old Testament Scriptures that clearly 
refer to God and apply them to Jesus. And this is what’s happening in Matthew 3. Matthew is 
showing us that when Jesus comes, the kingdom of heaven comes. When Jesus arrives, the Lord 
God Almighty arrives. And if we want to be ready to meet him, we must repent. Because John the 
Baptism also makes it clear that… 
 
B. The Lord is coming in judgment 
 
In this passage, there are two vivid pictures of the judgment that the Lord will bring. Try and take 
these in. The first comes in verse 10, and it is the picture of the axe and the tree. John says, 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 is saying, “Picture the entirety of humanity like an orchard. 
Everyone is a tree.” And every tree will be inspected. Those bearing fruit will live. Those not 
bearing fruit will be cut down and destroyed.  
 
The second picture comes in verse 12, and it is the picture of the wheat and the chaff. John says 
of Jesus, His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and gather his 
wheat into the barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire. Harvesters in the ancient 
world gathered their crop from the field on a threshing floor. And with a winnowing fork, they 
would lift clumps of it up into the air and smash it down again. In the process, the valuable grains 
of wheat would fall to the ground, but the useless chaff would fly away in the wind into separate 
piles. The grain was then gathered and stored in barns, while the chaff was gathered and burned. 
 
Once again, the meaning is clear: The Lord is coming, and he will separate all people into two 
groups. Some will be gathered into his presence. Others will be burned in unquenchable fire. So, 
what makes you a tree bearing good fruit? What makes you wheat? What saves you from the 
coming judgment?” Answer: Repentance. Not, national identity and religious pedigree, like the 
Pharisees and Sadducees in this passage thought. Not, an honest effort to live a good life, as so 
many people in our world think today if they believe in the judgment of God at all. No, the 
kingdom of heaven is at hand, and there is only one way to be prepared: we must repent. 
 
Friends, this is as relevant for us as it was for John’s original audience 2000 years ago. Because 
the Lord is coming. You and I will see him sooner than we often think. Either our short lives will 
end, or he will come again. But the Bible tells us we must all appear before the judgment seat of 
Christ. And do you see the kindness and the compassion of God in this call to repent? Before that 
day comes, he has shown you the way to be saved! The call to repent is not an angry outburst. It 
is a loving summons from the gracious Lord who is coming in judgment, but who has opened the 
way to salvation first! Salvation for all who will turn from sin to him in honest confession and real 
change. 
 
But that leads us to our final question…  
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3. How is repentance possible? 
 
Where do we find the strength to confess? Confession is not always easy. Sometimes we struggle to 
even see what sins we need to bring to the Lord! And where do we find the strength to change? Sin’s 
already done so much damage in our lives. It’s made such a mess. How could we ever clean it up?  
And walking in holiness is hard! Anyone who has tried knows that it takes an effort and ability that 
often feels out of reach. So, if repentance requires honest confession and real change, how is 
repentance possible? Church, here’s the wonderful answer: 

 
A. By the power of the Holy Spirit 
 
Listen to what John says in verse 11: I baptize you with water for repentance, but he who is 
coming after me is mightier than I, whose sandals I am not worthy to carry. He will baptize you 
with the Holy Spirit and fire. God pours his Holy Spirit into the life of every believer, and what is 
the effect? Well, the Holy Spirit convicts our hearts so that we will confess our sins. Listen to John 
16:8. Jesus says, And when [The Holy Spirit] comes, he will convict the world concerning sin and 
righteousness and judgment. Where does conviction of sin come from? How do I come to see the 
ways in which I am falling short of God’s standards? And how do I not only recognize my sin in 
my mind but feel the conviction of my sin in my heart? The Holy Spirit does this. 
 
Just like a CT scan will show you the inner workings of your body in a way you could never know 
from looking in a mirror, the Holy Spirit will show you the inner workings of your heart you 
otherwise would not see. And it is unpleasant to see our sin. But it’s unpleasant to see a tumor 
too. And yet, once the problem has been identified, then the healing can begin. So, praise God 
for the Holy Spirit who convicts our hearts so we will confess our sins. But that’s not all the Spirit 
does. He also washes us and renews us. Listen to Titus 3:5: He saved us, not because of works 
done by us in righteousness, but according to his own mercy, by the washing of regeneration and 
renewal of the Holy Spirit. 
 
It’s wonderfully true that Jesus died on the cross to cleanse our sins, and Jesus rose from the 
dead to give us new life, but how does this become true for you? Answer: The Holy Spirit enters 
your life. And he brings the washing, cleansing power of Christ’s blood shed on the cross to you. 
And he brings the regenerating, renewing power of Christ’s resurrection to you. I think this is why 
John the Baptist mentions the Holy Spirit and fire. Because fire can destroy, but it can also purify. 
Fire can burn away the bad and pave the way for what is good. And the Spirit not only burns 
away the bad in us, the Spirit also produces much good in us! As Galatians 5:22-23 says, The 
fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-
control. 
 
So yes, we must bear fruit in keeping with repentance. But we do not have to do this by our own 
strength. The Spirit produces good in us! And once again, this helps us see God’s kindness in his 
call to repent. Because not only does he issue the command, but he also supplies everything we 
need to obey. And he supplies this to all who believe in Jesus Christ. We’ll end here today: how is 
repentance possible? 
 
B. By the power of the Holy Spirit, whom Jesus provides 
 
Listen to verse 11 one more time. John says, I baptize you with water for repentance, but he who 
is coming after me is mightier than I, whose sandals I am not worthy to carry. He will baptize you 
with the Holy Spirit and fire. (v.11) John called all people to repentance, and he could baptize 
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people in water, but water cannot transform your life. Jesus also calls all people to repentance, 
and he baptizes his people with the Holy Spirit who truly transforms us! This is why the 
application of today’s message is not simply: confess your sins and change your life. 
 
Here’s the application of today’s message: confess your need of Jesus and ask him to change 
your life! This was the point of John the Baptist’s ministry: he came to prepare the way of the Lord 
by alerting people to their need for the Lord. John was a mighty prophet. But we need the 
Mightier One who came after him! We need Jesus!  
 
Friend, you need Jesus. Ask him to save you. Ask him to pour his Spirit into your life. And then: 
 

• By his strength… Confess your sin and receive his forgiveness. 
 

• By his strength… Change your ways, bearing good fruit. 
 

• By his strength… Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand. 
 
And church, let’s remember that repentance is not something we do at the very beginning of our 
Christian lives, and never need to worry about it again. Repentance is the Christian life! Every 
time we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive. And he is changing us by the power of 
his Holy Spirit who produces good fruit in our lives. So even in a few moments, as we come 
around the Lord’s table, let’s respond once again to this compassionate call to repent as we 
prepare for the day when the Lord will come again. 


