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1. Introduction 
a. Illustration: Table settings. One of the fondest memories I 

have as a child around the holidays is gathering around a 
beautifully decorated table. My mom sometimes went (and 
still goes) a little overboard with decorations, but she was 
always careful to dress the table in a way that set the tone 
for what was to come. We all know that a table setting isn’t 
the point of gathering around the table, but it does prepare 
us for the real reason everyone is there: the food! 

b. Transition: In a way, Matthew 3 sets the table. Because in it, 
John the Baptist prepares for Jesus’ ministry. He prepares the 
way for Jesus whose person and work embody the kingdom 
of heaven. 

c. Proposition: Just as John called for authentic repentance in 
order to ‘set the table’ for Jesus’ earthly ministry, today 
God is inviting you to respond with authentic repentance 
to Jesus’ eternal reign. 
 

2. Body: How does John the Baptist “set the table” for Jesus’ ministry? 
 

a. (1) Proclaimed a message of repentance 
i. He was a prophet 

1. Though not explicitly stated, John acted like 
a prophet (preaching), looked like a prophet 
(camel’s hair and leather belt, after Elijah in 
2 Kings 1:8), and functioned as a prophet by 
making God’s way known (Making ready the 
way of the LORD: Jesus) 

2. Prophets played a critical role in the history 
of Israel. They spoke for God to the people 
such that to dismiss a true prophet would be 
to dismiss God himself and to follow and 
obey a prophet would be to follow and 
obey God. 

ii. His message: “Repent for the kingdom of heaven is at 
hand” (v. 2) 

1. Kingdom of heaven:  
a. Essentially the same as ‘kingdom of 

God’ in Luke and Mark 

b. Represents the “dynamic concept of 
God ruling”1 In other words, ‘the rule 
of God that was promised is now 
here.’ 

c. OT: “It will come;” NT: It is here now! 
2. Repent: to turn; to change one’s mind about 

sin (not simple agreement or feeling bad 
about sin). In order to have a place in God’s 
rule, you must change your mind about your 
sin! 

iii. Sets the table… 
1. Jesus’ same message (4:17) 

a. “brood of vipers” (23:33) 
b. repentance (11:20 ff) 
c. Produce good fruit (7:16 ff) 
d. Children of Abraham (8:11-12) 
e. Cutting down of fruitless tree (7:19) 
f. Judgment by fire (5:22) 
g. Grain gathered (13:30) 

2. Jesus is the embodiment of the kingdom of 
heaven. What’s the difference between the 
OT prophetic message and now? Jesus’ 
presence! How you respond to Jesus dictates 
your place in God’s kingdom. “When Jesus 
comes, God comes”2 
 

b. (2) Baptized in the wilderness 
i. Wilderness: A theologically significant location 

1. Where the Israelites wondered after the 
Exodus 

2. Later prophets spoke of it as a place of new 
beginnings (Jer. 2:2-3; Hos. 2:14) 

3. According to Isaiah, it will be in the 
wilderness that God will lead his people 
through a “New Exodus” [Read Isaiah 40:1-
5] 

ii. Baptism: a (possibly) new practice 
1. Jewish culture required ritual washings but 

these were self-imposed had to be done 
over and over 

                                                      

1 R.T. France, The Gospel of Matthew, in NICNT, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans), 
102.   
2 Ibid, 115. 
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2. “Proselyte baptisms” may have been 
happening at this time, but scholars are 
divided 

3. At any rate, John was baptizing fellow Jews, 
not for ritual cleansing, but as a symbol for a 
penitent heart  

iii. Sets the table… 
1. Jesus is the LORD who brings about the last 

new beginning for the people of God 
2. Jesus undergoes John’s baptism in order to 

identify with His people. Not doing so would 
undermine the genuineness of John’s ministry 
and consequently his own! 
 

c. (3) Rebuked the Pharisees & Sadducees 
i. Pharisees & Sadducees: opposing political parties in 

the Sanhedrin 
1. Pharisees: conservative, bible-believing 

religious leaders who were so zealous for 
keeping God’s law they added to it 

2. Sadducees: composed of the wealthy 
aristocracy who ran the temple and favored 
Rome 

ii. Rebuke: “bear fruit in keeping with repentance” (v. 
8) 

1. They came out “to the baptism” probably not 
“for baptism” 

2. To which John replies: “Bear fruit…” 
3. Why? Because there was no substance 

behind their religious professions. They were 
presumptuous! 

iii. Sets the table… 
1. Jesus’ baptism with the H.S. (coming as 

savior)  
a. John’s baptism was merely a 

recognition of repentance 
b. Jesus’ ministry would forgive the 

repentant! 
c. Jesus’ ministry would send the Holy 

Spirit to seal that forgiveness and 
empower Christ-followers not to sin! 

2. Jesus’ baptism with fire (coming as judge) 

a. Jesus wasn’t obligated to the 
religious leaders of his day and he’s 
not obligated to you either. He is 
gracious to the contrite! But he is 
obligated to no one. 

b. Jesus is fierce and HE will separate 
the wheat and chaff 

c. Which are you this morning? 
 

3. Conclusion/Application 
a. Authentically repent 

i. Are you truly repentant for your sin? 
1. Have you ever really changed your mind 

about how you see your sin? 
2. Are you humbled by your sin? 

ii. Who do you say Jesus is? 
1. Is he the gentile, loving, non-judgmental 

prophet of your own imagination 
2. Or is he the complete embodiment of God’s 

rule who rescues the repentant and ruins the 
rebellious? 

b. Rejoice in Jesus’ eternal reign 
i. If you have authentically confessed Christ this 

morning, Jesus’ eternal reign is wonderful news 
1. Forgiveness is yours! 
2. The H.S. is yours! 
3. A spot at the reigning table is yours 

ii. John the Baptist may have ‘set the table’ for the 
ruling reign of the LORD Jesus, but in so doing a 
space has been made for us at that same table. The 
repentant are not mere subjects in God’s kingdom; 
we are co-regents! 

c. Proclaim Jesus’ eternal reign 
i. Help “set the table” for Jesus in the lives of those you 

know and love  


