
Matthew 3 
Church Growth Strategies with John the Baptist 

 
Main idea: Always point to Jesus. 
 
I want you to take a moment right now to identify in your mind your strategy 
or goal in life. Maybe your goal is simply to live life to the fullest. Maybe it’s 
that your kids would be happy. Or maybe your goal in life is to make your 
mark on the world. Whatever it is, I want you to think about what your goal is 
in life, and also the strategy you use to accomplish it. Take a moment to 
write it down. 
 
If you’ve been here a few weeks and you’ve been paying attention, you 
might have realized that I’ve actually already asked this question a few 
times during VBS in a few different ways. I think the first week, I asked, 
“What do you want to do this summer?” And last week, I asked you to tell 
me what you want, what you really really want. But I want to ask it again it a 
slightly different way, so this week, I’m asking you to identify your goal and 
strategy for your life. 
 
I used to think being pastor meant growing your church to as big as it could 
get. And sometimes I’m still tempted to think that way. So I’ve read 
countless books on church growth strategies. Here are just a few of them. 
 

“Balanced Church Growth” by Ebbie Smith 
“Sticky Church” by Larry Osborne 
“The Five Star Church” by Stan Toler and Alan Nelson 
“Comeback Churches” by Ed Stetzer 
“Revitalizing the Sunday Morning Dinosaur” by Ken Hemphill 
“Advanced Strategic Planning” by Aubrey Malphurs 
“User Friendly Churches” by George Barna 
“Simple Church” by Thom Rainer and Eric Geiger 
“The Purpose Driven Church” by Rick Warren 



“Breakout Churches” by Thom Rainer 
 
These are just a few books that I pulled off my shelves last week. In reality, 
there are countless books on how to grow a church. And the stack gets 
even bigger when you include books on how to be a good pastor. So I 
pulled a few of those off my shelves, too. 
 

“Lectures to My Students” by Charles Spurgeon 
“The Top Ten Mistakes Leaders Make” by Hans Finzel 
“Brothers, We are Not Professionals” by John Piper 
“Called to be God’s Leader” by Henry Blackaby 
“The Renegade Pastor” by Nelson Searcy 

 
And, once again, this is only the smallest fraction of the books that have 
been written to pastors about how to pastor and lead a church to grow. 
 
I’ve been asked before if I’ve read all of these books that I have. To quote 
one of my college professors, Terry Chrisope, when asked if he had read all 
the books in his office, he said with a smirk, “Some of them more than 
once.” 
 
So I have all these books on church growth strategies, thinking that if I just 
implemented these strategies, I would be a good pastor of a growing 
church. And if I don’t implement these strategies just perfectly, should I be 
afraid that I’ll fail? In other words, if I’m not perfect, can I mess up God’s 
plan? 
 
Now, I’m not knocking any of these books. Some of them contain some 
great advice! But should this be our growth strategy? 
 
Many of you are probably thinking, “So what, pastor? What does this have 
to do with me and my mission in life?” 
 



Well, it’s because this kind of mentality is actually the same mentality that 
many of you have about something else. Something that you’re chasing 
after in life. For some of you, it’s money. You just really want a good job with 
good pay, and maybe you’ve even put a dollar amount on it, and you think, 
“If I can just make that much money, I’ll have everything I need.” So maybe 
you’ll read a book, or hear a lecture, or get some advice about how to make 
money, and you’ll make a plan, so that one day you’ll get out of debt and be 
able to afford some nice things. And I’m not really knocking any of that. 
Maybe that is what God would have you to do. But should that be your 
strategy, your mission in life? And should you fear failure? 
 
Many people say that John D. Rockefeller was the richest man to have ever 
lived. When Rockefeller died in 1937, his assets equaled 1.5% of America's 
total economic output. In today’s terms, that would be a net worth of about 
$340 billion dollars, more than four times that of Bill Gates. When asked 
once, "How much money is enough?" John D. Rockefeller replied, "Just a 
little bit more." 
 
Some of you may be chasing after accomplishments. Like, you don’t care so 
much about money, but you just want to make a mark on the world, even if 
just in a small way. Well, the odds are pretty much stacked against you on 
this one, because there are over 7.5 billion people alive right now, and only 
the smallest fraction of them will be remembered just a hundred years from 
now. So if your goal is to leave a legacy, should you fear failure? 
 
A little over a decade ago, after winning his third Super Bowl, Tom Brady 
said this in an interview: 
 

“I reached my goal, my dream, my life…[And] I think...it's gotta be more 
than this. I mean this can't be what it's all cracked up to be. I mean I've 
done it. I'm 27. And what else is there for me?” - Tom Brady 

 



How many of you played football in school? How many of you have ever 
watched a football game and thought, “I wish I could do that!” After 
accomplishing what some of you here could only dream of doing, Tom 
Brady couldn’t help but think something was missing. So the question he 
should ask himself is simply this: what’s missing? Have you ever asked 
yourself what’s missing? 
 
Have you seen this chart before? 
 
[Chart of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs] 

 
 
This is known as Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. It was created by Abraham 
Maslow to explain why we do the things that we do. According to this model, 
at the basic level, we’re all motivated by things like food and shelter, but 
what we all really want is to grow to the top of the pyramid, which is 
self-actualization, or knowing and accepting yourself. 
 
So where do our goals fall on this chart? Making money and providing for 
your family: where would that go? Wanting your kids to be happy: where 
would that go? Achieving great things: where would that go? Also, identify 
where your goal would be. 
 
I want you to notice something about this pyramid: In order to get to the top, 
where we all want to be, we have to have all our needs at the bottom 
already met. So whether we’re trying to grow a church, or grow as a person, 



it seems like we’re always looking for some strategy of growth. And it seems 
like even those who achieve such growth, such as John D. Rockefeller, or 
Tom Brady, they still seem to think something is missing. So perhaps we 
need a different goal, or strategy in life. Perhaps we need to throw away 
these charts and plans, and look to something else for our peace. 
 
Last week, we saw that when Jesus was born, the angels declared, “Glory 
to God in the highest, and on earth peace among those with whom he is 
pleased!” 
 
Well, about thirty years after Jesus was born, this happened. Matthew 3. 
 

In those days John the Baptist came preaching in the wilderness of 
Judea, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” 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.’” (Matthew 3:1-3) 

 
John the Baptist was talking about Jesus. Even before Jesus began His 
ministry, John the Baptist told everyone, “The Lord is coming, so make room 
for Him in your life! Make His paths straight.” 
 
How straight is your path? I need a volunteer who can walk a straight path. 
Your job is to walk straight on this line of tape. Not too hard, right? But the 
thing is, the Bible says that before we trust in Jesus, we walked in darkness, 
so you’re going to be blindfolded. And the Bible also says that if we walk in 
darkness, we stumble. So I’m going to spin you around a few times. Now, 
follow the straight path! 
 
Now, if we can’t even make our own path straight, how can we possibly 
make the path straight for Jesus? How can we make room in our lives for 
Jesus? 
 



John the Baptist told us how. His whole message could be boiled down to 
one word: repent. The word repent means to change your mind. It means 
you change your mind about God, making Him your God, and you change 
your mind about your sin, so that you’re no longer content going your own 
way, but instead desire to follow Jesus. That’s what it means to repent. 
 
John preached this one word message with this as the rationale: for the 
kingdom of heaven is at hand. Imagine that for a second. Imagine the 
kingdom of heaven, with its golden streets, no sin, and absolute joy forever, 
being at hand. Imagine heaven being something you could reach out and 
touch, being right next to you, even right now. 
 
What do you consider to be heaven on earth? And if you were in heaven, 
right now, how would you live? 
 
You see, all of our earthly goals and strategies kind of become pointless 
when we’re in the presence of God and His kingdom, and all we can really 
do at that point is be in awe of everything that God has done. 
 
John the Baptist preached that the kingdom of heaven was at hand. In other 
words, the people that he was preaching to were closer than they had ever 
been to the kingdom of heaven. Why? Was it because they were just a 
strategy away from accomplishing their goals? Was it because they almost 
had enough money to fulfill their dreams? No, the kingdom of heaven was at 
hand because Jesus was at hand, because Jesus is King of kings, and 
Jesus ushered in the kingdom of God. 
 
Last week, we saw that Jesus had been born, and we were reminded that 
all of the Old Testament anticipated and pointed forward to the birth of the 
Savior. And even in the beginning of the New Testament, John the Baptist, 
being the last prophet under the Old Covenant, was still pointing forward to 
the One who would come after him. You see, John’s ministry was not about 
himself, but was all about pointing to Jesus. 



 
Really, that’s what all of life ought to be about. We tend to think that life is 
about our reputation, or about accomplishing things, or making money, or 
enjoying ourselves, but as we’re seeing with John the Baptist, he really 
cared very little about any of those things. And yet, Jesus later said of him 
that of those naturally born, no one was greater than John. I mean, can you 
think of a higher honor than Jesus saying that no one is greater than you? 
 
We chase after so many things, but Jesus would later say that only one 
thing is necessary: that we rest in Him. 
 
So what does it look like to rest in Jesus? To get an idea, let’s look at John 
the Baptist. Verse 4. 
 

Now John wore a garment of camel's hair and a leather belt around his 
waist, and his food was locusts and wild honey. (Matthew 3:4) 

 
Is that what we need to look like and do in order to rest in Jesus? Wearing 
strange clothes, and eating bugs? Is that what it looks like to follow Jesus? I 
could answer that question right away, but I want you to wrestle with it for a 
second. Let me ask it like this: would you be willing to look like that if that’s 
what it meant to follow Jesus? 
 
So I brought some insects with me this morning. This says that they’re 
edible, but I should also warn you that most of the reviews on Amazon said 
that they were disgusting, so you’ve been forewarned. Who wants to try 
one? Any takers? 
 
If anyone here would like to try one, talk to me after we’re done this 
morning, because I don’t think everyone else here wants to see you try one. 
 
Now, I’m definitely not saying that in order to follow Jesus, we need to all 
eat locusts. However, I am saying that we often seem to care much more 



about our personal preferences, or about how we look, or about what we 
personally want than really following God. But having faith in Jesus involves 
not only an inner belief, but an outward change. Although repentance 
begins with a change in your mind, it leads to a change in behavior, and that 
behavior is going to look a little odd to the world around you. 
 
Let me give you just one small example of how that might look. I want you to 
turn to each person around you right now, and just let them know you love 
them. Go. 
 
[everyone tells each other “I love you”] 
 
How did that feel? How did it feel to tell people you love them? How did it 
feel to be told that you were loved? Some of you may not hear that very 
often. Some of you might be thinking right now, “You people are weird.” The 
thing is, really following Jesus causes you to look a little weird to the world 
around you. 
 
John the Baptist definitely looked a little weird. And yet, people flocked to 
him to be baptized. Verse 5. 
 

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. But when he saw many of the Pharisees 
and Sadducees coming to his baptism, he said to them, “You brood of 
vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Bear fruit in 
keeping with repentance.” (Matthew 3:5-8) 

 
In other words, baptism doesn’t save you. And baptism isn’t really the point. 
We could fill up this pool every week and baptize people every week with 
the right incentive. I mean, our church has a few thousand dollars in the 
bank right now. We could start spreading the word that we’ll give $500 to 
everyone who would be willing to get baptized next Sunday. I bet we’d run 



out of money before we ran out of people to baptize. People would flock to 
our church! 
 
But John actually turned people away. A couple Jewish religious groups, the 
Pharisees and Sadducees, went to John for baptism, but John recognized 
that they didn’t have genuine faith. So John called them a brood of vipers, 
and told them, “bear fruit in keeping with repentance.” In other words, show 
your faith by your works, or else you’re just like a snake in the garden. 
 
James wrote that faith without works is dead. We’re not saved by what we 
do, and yet, if after coming to faith in Jesus, you have no change in your 
lifestyle, and you continue sinning in all the same ways, and you don’t even 
desire to serve God, then you prove by your lack of works that you don’t 
really have faith in Jesus. 
 
For example, if someone living in poverty with debt up to their eyeballs is 
given a million dollars, what do you think they would do? They would pay off 
their debt and buy all the things they have been needing and lots of the 
things they have been wanting, right? Did buying all those things show that 
they earned the money? No, buying things is just what they did as a result 
of getting the money. If someone was in deep debt and living in poverty and 
told you they had a million dollars in the bank, would you believe them? Of 
course not! 
 
Doing good deeds is what you do when you realize your Father is the King 
of the universe and that His Spirit in you gives you the ability to do good 
deeds, and that makes both Him and you happy. You don’t do the good 
deeds out of fear. You do them because you are a good prince or princess 
in your Father’s kingdom. 
 
You see, if you fix your eyes on Jesus, then He will perfect your faith. And if 
you fix your eyes on Jesus, then you begin to care less and less about how 
you look to the world around you, and you live more and more for Him. 



 
Verse 11. John the Baptist said: 
 

“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.” (Matthew 
3:11a) 

 
Not long after this, John baptized Jesus, not because Jesus had any sin to 
repent of, but as an example for us to follow. And later, John said of Jesus, 
“He must increase, and I must decrease.” 
 
In other words, are you willing to decrease, so that Jesus might increase in 
your life? Are you willing to decrease your ambitions, so that God’s 
ambitions might be fulfilled through you? Are you willing to deny your goals, 
your strategies, and even deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow 
Jesus? 
 
So this goal of making money and providing for your family might suddenly 
change to “I want to work for God and use whatever amount He gives me to 
glorify Him.” And this goal of wanting your kids to be happy might change to 
“I want to point my kids to Jesus, because I know that they can be happy in 
Him alone.” And this goal of achieving great things and making a mark on 
the world might change to “I want to lift Jesus up as everything, even if that 
means being nothing in the eyes of the world.” 
 
And when our goals suddenly change to these things, where do they fall on 
this chart? They kind of don’t, do they? They kind of supersede this chart, 
because this chart is all about us, when God calls us to get our eyes off of 
ourselves, and onto Jesus. 
 
Our society would say that that’s not a very wise strategy for living in this 
world. And they’re probably right, if life was all about this world. 
 



John the Baptist broke just about every social norm at at the time, and he 
definitely didn’t seem to have a very wise strategy. He lived in the desert, 
ate locusts, wore camel’s hair as clothing, and in general just looked like a 
crazy man! He called people out on their sin, challenging them to radically 
obey God, at times even insulted people, and I bet he never once tucked in 
his shirt. And yet, people flocked to hear him and be baptized by him! And it 
wasn’t because he read a bunch of books or followed the wisdom of this 
world. And it wasn’t because he was self-actualized, or because he followed 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. It was because he found his peace and 
purpose not in the ways of the world or in the praise of men, but from resting 
in God and His Son, Jesus Christ. 
 
So, church growth strategy number 1: follow God, not man. And church 
growth strategy number 2: always point to Jesus. 
 
And that’s not just a strategy for church, but for your life. Maybe this 
morning, you need to change your whole goal in life. Maybe you’ve made 
life about you and what you want, when life is really all about God and what 
He wants for you. And the truth is, God wants you to experience His 
goodness in His kingdom. 
 
And check this out, because this is really cool. 2 Corinthians 6:18 says: 
 

And I will be a father to you, and you shall be sons and daughters to 
me, says the Lord Almighty.” (2 Corinthians 6:18) 

 
So if we have the King as our father, what does that make us? Yeah! 
Princes and princesses! Galatians 4:7 says it like this: 
 

So you are no longer a slave, but a son, and if a son, then an heir 
through God. (Galatians 4:7) 

 



Do you see what this means? It means that we don’t have to make a goal or 
a strategy to get to the top, because God has already brought us to Himself, 
who is far above this chart, by grace. And, because we’re now princes and 
princesses, God gives us authority to represent Him to the world. That’s an 
immense privilege and responsibility! We have the commission, the Great 
Commission, to go and tell all the world about Jesus, making disciples of all 
nations, and baptizing them as they begin to follow Jesus. 
 
You see, maybe your goal and strategy in life has been far too safe, when 
God wants you to take a step of faith. As much as you might be able to 
learn from the wisdom of others, and I’m certainly not saying you shouldn’t, 
all the books or classes in the world shouldn’t replace the command of 
Scripture to simply trust in Jesus to save you, and share Him with others. 
 
Solomon wrote this in Ecclesiastes 12. 
 

My son, beware of anything beyond these. Of making many books 
there is no end, and much study is a weariness of the flesh. The end of 
the matter; all has been heard. Fear God and keep his 
commandments, for this is the whole duty of man. (Ecclesiastes 
12:12-13) 

 
So whatever your goals in life are, and I’m not saying you can’t have them, 
make sure that they don’t get in the way of serving God. Make it your aim in 
all things to point to Jesus, and glorify Him. 
 
That’s only possible when we begin to trust in Jesus. And the first step of 
obedience is to follow Him in baptism. 


