
Matthew 3:1-12 
Prepare the Way for the Way 

 
Main idea: Are you prepared to receive Jesus? 
 
In this season of Advent, as we approach Christmas, I want to take a moment and talk about another darker 
holiday: Halloween. 
 
Twenty-five years ago, just hours before I received Jesus as my Savior, I actually lied about it earlier that 
evening and told people that I had already done it. That night, I had gone with my church youth group to what’s 
called a “judgment house.” If you’ve never been to one before, they were really popular with churches in the 
90’s. It was like a haunted house, less scary in some ways, but more scary in other ways, because it was all 
setup to show you the possibilities of heaven and hell after you died. And at the end of the night, they sat you 
down and asked you, “Would you like to receive Jesus tonight?” When they asked me, I told them I already 
did. I didn’t. 
 
That night, when I went home, along with other sins, I felt convicted of lying about receiving Jesus. So I 
confessed my sins to God and received Jesus, and was saved. 
 
So in a very real way, the judgment house, which reminded me of God’s judgment, prepared the way for me to 
receive mercy.  1

 
And I think that might be the purpose of all judgment. We wander in darkness now so that we would long for 
the Light.  We’re given the freedom to be slaves to sin, so that we would learn that Christ came to truly set us 2

free.  We’re allowed to wander our own way for a time, so that we would joyfully choose to follow THE Way in 3

eternity.  4

 
Our Advent candles remind us of all this. They remind us that while we live in a dark world, Christ was coming 
into the world as the Light, so that we would see God, and receive His mercy.  5

 
John the Baptist came with the same message. We’re going to be looking at a part of his story this morning 
from Matthew 3. 
 
Please stand with me for the reading of God’s word. Matthew 3:1-12. 
 

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.’” Now John wore a 
garment of camel's hair and a leather belt around his waist, and his food was locusts and wild honey. 
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. And do not presume to say to yourselves, 
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‘We have Abraham as our father,’ for I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children for 
Abraham. 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. “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. 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.”(Matthew 3:1-12) 

 
Father, convict us of our sin, and help us this season to prepare our hearts for the Lord. In Jesus’s name, 
Amen. 
 
Part of the purpose of Advent is that we would prepare ourselves for the coming of the Lord. That’s what John 
the Baptist’s message was all about. John the Baptist was appointed by God to preach before Jesus came, 
pointing everyone to the coming Messiah. A couple Old Testament books even prophesied about John the 
Baptist, including Isaiah and Malachi, saying that he would come with the authority of the prophet Elijah. 
According to his job description in these books, John the Baptist was simply to act as a precursor to the 
Messiah, pointing us to the Savior who was to come.  6

 
But how do you point to a Savior who has not yet even begun His ministry, much less died for our sins? I 
mean, we all know the story of Jesus, but the people who John the Baptist preached to certainly did not. It 
would be like if I were to say to you this morning, “Hey, you may not know it, but I know who’s going to win the 
presidential election next year, and he’s going to do an awesome job, so if you’ll just believe me and write in on 
your ballot the name ‘Joe Michael,’ you won’t regret it!” 
 
Would you believe me? Would you do it? 
 
Probably not. You’d think I was crazy. I mean, no offense, Joe, but you’re probably not going to be the next 
president of the United States. So if I started telling everyone that I knew for sure that you’d be the next 
president, you’d think I was crazy. And yet, that’s what John the Baptist was commissioned to do. He was 
called to preach that Jesus is the Savior, before Jesus was even a fraction as well-known as Joe Michael. 
 
So how was John the Baptist supposed to point to the Savior, when Jesus had not yet died to save us? But 
even more than that, how do you tell people to prepare the way of the Lord, when the Lord Himself is the way? 
 
Jesus would later say this: 
 

I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. (John 14:6) 
 
So we are to prepare the way of the Lord, who is the Way. We are to prepare the way for the Way. How do you 
do that? 
 
John did that by telling everyone to repent. Verse 2. 
 

“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” (Matthew 3:2) 
 
Not long later, Jesus would say exactly the same thing, word for word. 
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“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” (Matthew 4:17b) 
 
To repent simply means to change your mind.  In the context of coming to have faith, repentance is changing 7

your mind about God and your sin.  It’s agreeing with God that sin is bad, but God is good.  8 9

 
We’re even given a reason as to why we should repent: it’s because the kingdom of heaven is at hand. This 
means several things, but I’ll mention just two this morning. First, when John the Baptist said it, he was saying 
that the Messiah was coming soon. Second, when Jesus said it, He was saying that because He was with 
them, they were in the presence of the King of kings!  In both of these contexts, the only logical choice is to 10

humble yourself before the only Savior and Lord, and turn from sin, and embrace Jesus. 
 
Many people did that even through John’s ministry. Look at verses 5 and 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. (Matthew 3:5-6) 

 
Now, this is an interesting thing. When we baptize new believers, it’s because they’d received Jesus as their 
Savior.  We don’t baptize people because they want to turn over a new leaf, or because they think it will 11

suddenly make them more acceptable to God by getting wet. No, baptism is an outward symbol of an inner 
reality. It’s a symbol of you identifying with Jesus in His death, burial, and resurrection, and placing your faith in 
what He did for you, so that you also die to your old self, and are raised to live a new life in Christ.  That’s the 12

baptism that we practice. 
 
But that’s not exactly the baptism that John the Baptist practiced. It’s similar, but not quite the same, because 
Jesus had not yet died or risen from the grave. In fact, there were some who were baptized by John the Baptist 
who later were baptized again because they heard about Jesus. This is what it says in Acts 19. 
 

And it happened that while Apollos was at Corinth, Paul passed through the inland country and came to 
Ephesus. There he found some disciples. And he said to them, “Did you receive the Holy Spirit when 
you believed?” And they said, “No, we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit.” And he said, 
“Into what then were you baptized?” They said, “Into John's baptism.” And Paul said, “John baptized 
with the baptism of repentance, telling the people to believe in the one who was to come after him, that 
is, Jesus.” On hearing this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. (Acts 19:1-5) 

 
So John the Baptist’s baptism wasn’t enough. John the Baptist was merely another human being. It was great 
for people to take his message seriously, and for them to turn to God, and yet, people couldn’t be saved from 
their sins by following John the Baptist. 
 
The Pharisees and Sadducees tried to. They came to John the Baptist to be baptized, but John saw their 
supposed repentance as hypocrisy. Verse 7. 
 

7 Μετανοεῖτε: “You, change your mind!” 
8 1 John 1:9 
9 Proverbs 3:7 
10 Revelation 1:5 
11 Acts 16:31-33 
12 Romans 6:3-7 



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. 
And do not presume to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father,’ for I tell you, God is able 
from these stones to raise up children for Abraham. 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. (Matthew 3:7-10) 

 
These are some pretty condemning words. He called them a brood of vipers! He told them that they were at 
risk of being thrown into the fire of hell. He told them they were at risk of judgment. But the thing is, the 
Pharisees and Sadducees needed to hear some strong words like this to wake them up, and some of us 
probably need to hear them, too. 
 
You see, these Pharisees and Sadducees had a wrong view of what it means to be saved from God’s wrath, 
and it showed. They thought that they could rely on the faith of their ancestors such as Abraham. And while 
they probably wouldn’t admit it, a lot of people today think they’re Christians because their parents were 
Christians, or because they were born in America. 
 
The Pharisees and Sadducees also thought they could be saved from God’s wrath, and then live however they 
pleased. And while it’s true that works don’t save us, we ought to strive to bear fruit in keeping with repentance. 
 
And apparently, they thought they could be saved simply by being baptized by John the Baptist. That’s why 
they came to him. So John the Baptist called them out by saying, “Who warned you?” Basically, “you think 
coming and getting baptized by me is going to help?” 
 
Here’s the thing. You can’t be saved by following John the Baptist, or by relying on the faith of your parents, or 
by doing good works.  And you can’t be saved by getting baptized. It’s just a symbol. 13

 
You see, John the Baptist wasn’t trying to get a bunch of followers for himself. He was preparing the way for 
the Way. He was calling people to repent, to change their minds about God, so that they would be open to 
following Jesus. In fact, that’s exactly what he told them they should do. 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. 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.” (Matthew 3:11-12) 

 
So this was how John prepared the way for the Way, even before Jesus began His ministry: John told 
everyone who would listen to get ready for judgment. 
 
In passages like these, and in life in general, we always tend to assume that we’re the wheat.  That we’re the 14

good ones and that other people are the bad ones.  That we’re the wheat, and they’re the chaff. But what if 15

we’re all the chaff? Or at least that our sins are the chaff? I think Scripture is clear that we’re not good from 
birth,  otherwise Jesus wouldn’t have had to come and die for us. So I think it’s that our works aren’t built on 16
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the rock, and we’re only going to be saved as through fire, by the skin of our teeth.  After all, John just said 17

that Jesus would baptize us with the Holy Spirit and with fire. 
 
Maybe our sins, and even what we think are our good works,  need to be burned up with unquenchable fire, 18

so that just as their chains were destroyed in fiery furnace, and Daniel's friends walked out unscathed,  we 19

also might be baptized with fire, and that’s also how we’re shown God's mercy. John seemed to say that the 
only way to receive Jesus was to be baptized with fire. 
 
So, are you prepared to receive Jesus? 
 
In a way, the answer is always no. We’re not holy enough. By ourselves, our paths aren’t straight.  20

 
And yet, if you recognize that, the answer is yes. In fact, it’s the only way the answer can be yes. If you know 
that you’re not worthy of Jesus, like John the Baptist admitted he wasn’t worthy of Jesus, only then will you be 
prepared to receive Jesus, because it’s only then that you can receive Him by grace.  21

 
What I’m saying is that when we read the Bible, we typically understand it to say that there are two judgments. 
There’s the judgment that Christ paid on the cross for the sins of the world, and there’s the judgment that He’s 
going to dish out against sin when He returns. But Scripture also seems to indicate that there is only one 
judgment, and that these judgments are in some way one and the same judgment. 
 
Just a few verses after John 3:16, Jesus said this: 
 

And this is the judgment [not A judgment, but THE judgment]: the light has come into the world, and 
people loved the darkness rather than the light because their works were evil. (John 3:19) 

 
So for those who choose to remain in darkness, Jesus, who is the light, is their judgment. But then Jesus also 
later said this: 
 

For judgment I came into this world, that those who do not see may see, and those who see may 
become blind. (John 9:39) 

 
So for those who admit that they can’t see, because they wander in darkness, Jesus is also their judgment, not 
to condemn them, but to save them.  And for those who say they can see, Jesus came to show them that 22

they’re blind, so that they would see that they’re in darkness, and long for the Light. 
 
So, you see, Jesus is the way, and the judgment, and no one comes to the Father except through Him. 
 
So twenty-five years ago, I went to the house of judgment. It’s what God used to prepare the way of the Lord in 
me, and I felt the weight of my sin. But the result and goal of the judgment house was that I called out to God 
and received His mercy. 
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Maybe you sometimes feel guilty before God. Well, the truth is, we are guilty before God. And yet, because of 
the cross, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.  23
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