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Today we are going to consider the man that Jesus described in the following way. 
 
Matthew 11:11 (NIV)      I tell you the truth: Among those born of women there has not risen 
anyone greater than John the Baptist;  
 

Now, before we go further, I want to clarify something about John’s name.  His given name was 
not John the Baptist.  His parents did not name him John the Baptist.  That was a nickname 
others put upon him.  The Greek word meaning “to immerse” was baptidzo.  Over time it was 
anglicized as Baptist.  So in effect it is an untranslated word in most English Bibles.  So if we 
fully translate his nickname into English it would be John the Immerser.   
 
I clarify this so that none of you will think, “Wow, John was one of us, a Baptist.  There are no 
Methodists or Lutherans mentioned in the Bible, only a Baptist.”  This is a wrong understanding 
of his name.  John was not a part of any Baptist Christian denomination.   
 
He was given this nickname because he called Jews to repent of their sins in preparation for the 
arrival of the kingdom of God.  He called them to be immersed as a public demonstration of 
their commitment to repent of their sins.  We find his story in Matthew 3 and John 1. 
 

Matthew 3:1-5 (NIV)  In those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the Desert of Judea 
 and saying, "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near."  This is he who was spoken of 
through the prophet Isaiah: "A voice of one calling in the desert, 'Prepare the way for the 
Lord, make straight paths for him.'"  John's clothes were made of camel's hair, and he had a 
leather belt around his waist.  His food was locusts and wild honey.  People went out to him 
from Jerusalem and all Judea and the whole region of the Jordan (river valley). 
 

Who was this unusual man?  That is what the religious leaders wanted to know.  They were 
easily jealous of anyone who got a following.  And people were flocking to this wild man out on 
the edge of the desert.  The leaders were also afraid of anyone who might appear to be a threat 
to the Romans and the status quo in Israel.  The status quo favored the rich and powerful 
among the Jews.  That was the high priest and the Sadducees.  So they sent a delegation to 
investigate this wild wilderness preacher.  We pick up the story of their investigation in the 
apostle John’s gospel. 
 

John 1:19-21 (NIV)  Now this was John's testimony when the Jews of Jerusalem sent priests 
and Levites to ask him who he was.  He did not fail to confess, but confessed freely, "I am not 
the Christ."   
 They asked him, "Then who are you? Are you Elijah?"  
 He said, "I am not."  
 "Are you the Prophet?"  
 He answered, "No."   
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John did not wait for them to speculate as to whether he was the Messiah that God had 
promised.  He flat out told them he was not.   
 
But there were two other figures they were waiting for from God.  We see both in their follow-
up questions.  The first concerned one of the Old Testament prophets.  They asked, “Are you 
Elijah.”  The prophet Elijah had lived almost 900 years before John’s day.   So, why would they 
think Elijah might show up?  There are two reasons.  The first is that Elijah did not die.  He was 
taken directly to heaven.  We read of this in 2 Kings. 
 

2 Kings 2:11 (NIV)  As they (Elijah and his apprentice, Elisha) were walking along and talking 
together, suddenly a chariot of fire and horses of fire appeared and separated the two of 
them, and Elijah went up to heaven in a whirlwind (tornado). 
 

So, Elijah did not die.  The second reason they asked about Elijah is that God foretold the return 
of Elijah.  This prophecy came through the prophet Malachi.  In the passage we are looking at, 
God is speaking through Malachi. 
 
Malachi 4:5 (NIV)  "See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day 
of the LORD comes.”  
 
John said he was not the Messiah and he was not Elijah.  So they asked a further question 
because there was a third person they were waiting for.  They asked, “Are you the prophet?”   
 
They asked, “Are you THE prophet?”  They were asking about a specific prophet.  What prophet 
did they ask about?  Who were they expecting?  We find the answer in Deuteronomy.  In this 
passage Moses speaking to the Israelites. 
 
Deuteronomy 18:15 (NIV)        “The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me 
from among your own brothers.  You must listen to him.”  
 
In the Old Testament there were lots of prophets after Moses.  What set Moses apart from 
them?  How was Moses unique?  Well except for the few miracles that Elijah and Elisha did, the 
rest of the prophets did almost no miracles.  Moses was unique for all the many miracles that 
God did through him for 40 years.  The prophet like Moses would do many miracles. 
 
So, who is this multi-miracle working prophet?  It is Jesus.  Jesus is the prophet like Moses.   No 
one has done more miracles than Jesus.  Now, back to John’s gospel. 
 
John 1:22-23 (NIV)     Finally they said, "Who are you? Give us an answer to take back to those 
who sent us.  What do you say about yourself?"   
 John replied in the words of Isaiah the prophet, "I am the voice of one calling in the 
desert, 'Make straight the way for the Lord.'"  
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God told John that he was the fulfillment of this prophecy by Isaiah.  But later Jesus declared 
that John WAS the fulfillment of Elijah returning.  Jesus knew it though John did not. 
 
That is who John was.  Now, what was his message?  It is summarized this way in Matthew’s 
gospel. 
 
Matthew 3:2 (NIV)      "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near." 
 
The root of the word repent means “to turn.”  Repentance is turning away from your sins and 
turning to God in obedience.  
 
The word kingdom refers to God’s rule over his people.  This is a kingdom of a people, not a 
place, not a country.  By believing the Gospel of Jesus Christ and repenting of your sins, you are 
submitting yourself to the rule of God over your life.  You become a part of his kingdom. 
 
John’s message was an invitation.  And God is still making that invitation today.  God is still 
calling all people to believe on Jesus as savior and Lord, and to repent of their sins.  Doing so 
will bring you into a blessed relationship with God. 
 
John announced that the time of the kingdom’s arrival was almost here.  But that was the 
message then.  That was before Jesus died and was raised from the dead.  The kingdom is no 
longer almost arriving.  It has already arrived.  It is here, now, in the present.  Right now, today, 
God is inviting you to enter his kingdom, to repent of your sins and submit yourself to his rule.  
And in so doing, you will receive all the benefits and blessings he has promised to those who do 
so. 
 
You will be forgiven of your sins.  You will be adopted into God’s own family.  You will be given 
a new heart.  The Holy Spirit of God will come to live inside you.  He will begin to change you 
according to God’s will.  And in the future you will receive a new resurrection body, glory with 
Jesus, and eternal life with him. 
 
Now, for us who have already joined his kingdom, his call to repent did not end the day you 
became a Christian.  It is a continual call.  We must regularly examine our lives for sin and 
repent. 
 
You might be thinking, “Well, I try to be a good person.  What do I need to repent of?” 
 
Let me give just a few examples.  
 
> Repent of desire for things of the flesh. 
 
Romans 8:5 (NIV)  Those who live according to the sinful nature (flesh) have their minds set 
on what that nature desires; but those who live in accordance with the Spirit have their 
minds set on what the Spirit desires. 
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What are the desires of your heart today?  Is it health, longer earthly life, more money, more 
comforts, more or newer electronics?  What desires are driving your life?  What is the focus of 
your daydreaming, of your prayers, of your conversations?  Are your desires for the things that 
God wants for you?   
 
>  Repent of envy. 
 
1 Peter 2:1 (NIV)    Therefore rid yourselves of all… envy… 
 
The desire for what others have is a form of discontent with what God has provided.  This 
shows a lack of gratitude towards God.  We must learn to recognize this tendency in ourselves 
and repent of it. 
 
>  Repent of ignoring Jesus, neglecting prayer. 
 
Colossians 4:2 (NIV)  Devote yourselves to prayer, being watchful and thankful.  
 
Jesus is actively the Lord of our lives.  He is not Lord in name only.  By the Holy Spirit who now 
lives in us, Jesus leads us in living out God’s will as revealed in the Bible.  Are you seeking him, 
open to his leading of your life?  
 
These are just a few examples of God’s will for us is.  Read your Bible prayerfully and the Holy 
Spirit will reveal in you many sins to repent of.   
 
 
Let’s go back to Matthew’s gospel and finish the words of John the Baptist to those who saw 
themselves as good, religious people not needing to repent. 
 
Matthew 3:7-12 (NIV)    But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to 
where he was baptizing, he said to them: "You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from 
the coming wrath?  Produce fruit in keeping with repentance.  And do not think you can say 
to yourselves, 'We have Abraham as our father.' I tell you that out of these stones God can 
raise up children for Abraham.  The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that 
does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire.   
 "I baptize you with water for repentance. But after me will come one who is more 
powerful than I, whose sandals I am not fit to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit 
and with fire.  His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor, 
gathering his wheat into the barn and burning up the chaff with unquenchable fire."  
 
 
Let me suggest a prayer to you, based on the last words of this passage.  “Holy Spirit, burn up 
the chaff of sins that are within me.” 


