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Why Baptism? 

Matthew Chapter 3  
 

About 30 years have passed since the end of Chapter 2. 
 

“In those days John the Baptist came preaching in the wilderness of Judea,”  
Matthew 3:1 

 
Where was John the Baptist preaching?  Verse 1 says he was preaching in 

the wilderness of Judea.  Where was that?  Look at the map below. 
                                              Israel 

 
 

 

 
 

   
 

 
 

          Jerusalem 
 

 
 

 
 

     
 

    
  Wikipedia map 

                                     
                                                               

 
A couple of things are notable about his location.   

 
 First – it is away from Jerusalem.  This is significant because everything that 

happened religiously in Israel always happened in Jerusalem.  This is where 
the temple was, and where the center of religious power and authority were. 
The Pharisees and Saducees and priests and scribes controlled everything 

Approximately where John 
was baptizing. 

http://www.kathleendalton.com/


“Go!!!!!” 
A Verse-by-Verse Study of the Book of Matthew 

www.kathleendalton.com 
 

 

 

that happened in Jerusalem.  Why did the Lord choose such a “non-religious” 
location for John’s ministry? 

 

 Second – John the Baptist was in the “wilderness”, meaning that he wasn’t in 
a populated area.  How did people even know he was out there?  Scripture 

doesn’t tell us many details, but it would seem that he simply started 
preaching – somewhere along the Jordan River – perhaps to the snakes and 

scorpions – and eventually some traveler heard this crazy man out preaching 
in the desert, and spread the word.  What does this say to you about the 
ministry of John the Baptist? 

 
“and saying, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand!”  Matthew 3:2 

 
John’s whole message was one of repentance.   

 
John was not just telling people they needed to feel bad about their sin.  He 

was telling them to begin to search their lives and ask how they should 
change…in order to get ready for an unbelievable event which was about to 

come upon them.  They were about to see 

the Kingdom of Heaven come right down to 
earth.  They were about to be visited by 

God. 
 

“For this is he who was spoken of by the 
prophet Isaiah, saying:  ‘The voice of one 

crying in the wilderness: Prepare the way of 
the Lord; make His paths straight.” Matthew 

3:3 
 

It was Isaiah, the Old Testament Prophet, who saw that someday someone 
would come who would get the people of God ready for the coming of the 

Lord.  Isaiah 40:3.  Isaiah said John’s message would be:  “The Great King is 
coming!  Get yourself Ready!” 

 

In Old Testament times, when a great and powerful earthly king would travel 
from one place to another, oftentimes there would be huge efforts to 

prepare for his arrival.  Sometimes roads were even straightened out or 
smoothed out so that the King did not have to travel on bumpy or crooked 

paths.   
 

“Prepare ye the way of 
the Lord; make 

straight in the desert a 
highway for our God.”  
Isaiah 40:3 
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John the Baptist’s message was not one of straightening out roads, though.  

His “straightening” was one of the heart.  In order to meet their King, the 
Jewish people needed to identify the sin in their lives and be willing to 

wrench themselves away from it. 
 

 
“Now John himself was clothed in camel’s 

hair, with a leather belt around his waist; 
and his food was locusts and wild honey” 

Matthew 3:4 
 

 
He lived in the desert.  Alone.  He dressed in 

camel’s hair garments.  Rough.  A leather 
belt around his waist.  Not fancy.  And he 

ate the creatures of the desert…locusts…and 

whatever wild honey he could find. 
 

Weird?  Yes.  Probably only crazy people 
lived this way. 

 
Significant?  Yes.  There were prophets of 

old who also had lived like this and looked like this, specifically Elijah (II 
Kings 1:7&8), an Old Testament prophet who ministered for the Lord in 

mighty, mighty power ( II Kings 2:11).  John was bringing the people back 
to the basics.  He was forcing them, even with his dress and lifestyle, to 

remember the mighty God of Israel.  And to wonder what it would be like to 
stand in His presence.   

 
Elijah of old doesn’t have a book he wrote in the Bible, but the scriptures tell 

about him, and record his words in the books of I Kings and II Kings. (From 

I Kings 17 through II Kings 10). 
 

Jewish people today leave a seat empty for the prophet Elijah at their 
Sabbath and Passover meals, because of this prophecy in the book of 

Malachi:  Malachi 4:5&6.  It had been promised by God that someday the 
prophet Elijah will come to announce the arrival of the Messiah! 

 
 

“Behold, I will send 

you Elijah the prophet 
before the coming of 

the great and dreadful 
day of the Lord, and 

he will turn the hearts 
of the fathers to the 

children, and the 

hearts of the children 
to their fathers…”  
Malachi 4:5&6 
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The following is a song sung by Jewish families today, looking forward to the 

coming of their Messiah: 
 

 

 
English:  Elijah the prophet 
  Elijah the Tishbite 

  Elijah, Elijah, Elijah of Gilead 
  He will soon be in our midst 

  Accompanying 
  Messiah, Son of David 

  Messiah, Son of David 
 

Hebrew: Eliyahu ha-navi  

  Eliyahu ha-tishbi 

  Elijahu, Eliyahu, Eliyahu ha-giladi 

  Bimhera  v’yamenu 

  Yavo elenu 

  Immashiah ben David 

  Immashiah ben David 

 
Was John the Baptist Elijah come back from the dead?  Jesus makes 

reference to that very question a little later in this book -  Matthew 
11:14&15.  As you read the passage, it seems that Jesus is saying, “If you, 

Israel, accept me as your Messiah, then yes, John is Elijah.”   

 
But they didn’t, did they?   
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So…it looks like Elijah is still coming…and many Bible scholars believe he will 

actually be one of the two witnesses who appear in Jerusalem during the 
Last 7 Years before the return of Jesus.  (Revelation 11) 

 
 

“Then Jerusalem, all Judea, and all the region around the Jordan went out to 
him and were baptized by him in the Jordan, confessing their sins.”  Matthew 

3:5&6 
 

 
I think verse 6 tells us why this weird guy preaching in the desert became so 

popular.  The people came to John and “confessed their sins”.  The Spirit of 
God was working in their hearts, many of them were hurting inside and 

knew they were filthy in the sight of God, they longed for peace and 
cleanliness….and wild animals couldn’t have kept them away from the truth 

John was providing.   

 
Have you ever heard of a “revival”?  Not just a week-long meeting where 

there are lots of good speakers, but an actual, Holy-Spirit awakening 
happening in a huge geographical area of the world?  According to history 

books, there have been several “Great Awakenings” in our world.  In 
America, the first Great Awakening was seen in the early 1700’s, before 

American became an independent country. 
 

What characterized these revivals? 
 

People getting saved?  Yes.  But, before that…great, shuddering, deep 
repentance in the hearts of the already saved.  Repentance precedes 

awakening.  That was John the Baptist’s job…but, the truth is…it was really 
the Holy Spirit’s job.  John, a mere human being, could never have 

accomplished it.  He was the human tool in the hands of the all-powerful, 

heart-changing Holy Spirit. 
 

 
“But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to his 

baptism, he said to them, “Brood of vipers!  Who warned you to flee from 
the wrath to come?”  Matthew 3:7 

 
 

Not too impressed with them, was he? 
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“Therefore, bear fruits worthy of 

repentance, and do not think to say to 
yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our 

father.’  For I say to you that God is able to 
raise up children to Abraham from these 

stones.”  Matthew 3:8&9 
 

 
What did John tell them they should do?  He 

told them to quit thinking that they had a 
special place in God’s eyes simply because they had inherited Jewish genes.  

So what if they were sons of Abraham?   So what if they were priests in the 
temple?  So what if they had religious power?   

 

They were sinners.  They needed to repent.   
 

What does repentance mean?  It means a “complete turn-around”.  
Sometimes we think of repentance as feeling bad about something.  But it’s 

more than that.  It’s feeling bad about an action you’ve taken, or a thought 
you’ve had, or an attitude you have, and then doing something about it.  

Turning around and going in the other direction. 
 

These religious leaders were so proud of their Jewishness!  But John knocked 
the supports out from under them when he said “God could raise up Jews 

from stones if He wanted to.”   
 

 
“And even now the ax is laid to the root of the trees.  Therefore every tree 

which does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.”  

Matthew 3:10 
 

John is warning them that a day was coming when the nation of Israel will 
temporarily lose their job of showing God to the World.  A day was coming 

when Jewishness would not be synonymous with worship of the One, True 
God. 

 
 

So what if they were 

sons of Abraham?  So 
what if they were 

priests?  So what if 
they had religious 

power? 

http://www.kathleendalton.com/


“Go!!!!!” 
A Verse-by-Verse Study of the Book of Matthew 

www.kathleendalton.com 
 

 

 

“I indeed baptize you with water unto 

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 with fire.”  Matthew 3:11 

 
 

John’s baptism – going under the water and 
then coming back up again – was symbolic of 

each baptized person’s desire to be free of 
their sins – to repent and look forward to the 

first coming of Messiah.  When a person was 
baptized by John, they went back home 

ready…waiting…watching…for the Kingdom of 
Heaven to arrive.  Watching for the Messiah to 

come and save them from their sins.  They 

were ready to see Jesus for Who he was when 
He arrived. 

 
So what was Jesus’ baptism?  What is John 

talking about?   
 

John’s telling his listeners that when the Kingdom of Heaven comes, when 
God Himself arrives (Jesus), He will have a whole new way to baptize.  Not 

water baptism, but Holy Spirit baptism. 
 

In other words, ever since the resurrection of Jesus, as people one-by-one 
have believed in Jesus, they have been “baptized” (or..filled, completely 

covered) with the Holy Spirit of God. (Acts 2:1-4)  Baptism of believers 
began on the Day of Pentecost, and continues today.  On the Day of 

Pentecost it happened to Old Testament people who had already believed in 

Jesus – it signified the start of the church.  Ever since those days baptism of 
the believer has happened at the moment of belief.  The Holy Spirit comes to 

live within the heart of anyone who believes in Jesus.  (Thus, the saying:  “I 
have Jesus in my heart”.  Jesus and the Holy Spirit are the same)  

 
Jesus “baptizes” (or..immerses…completely covers) each new believer in 

Himself – with the permanent presence of the Holy Spirit in that believer’s 
life.  Water baptism was symbolic then and is symbolic now.  Holy Spirit 

baptism is real, permanent, and forever.  John’s listeners were hungry for 

“And John bore 

witness saying, I saw 

the Spirit descending 
from heaven like a 

done, and He 
remained upon Him.  I 

did not know Him, but 
He who sent me to 

baptize with water said 
to me, ‘Upon whom 

you see the Spirit 
descending, and 

remaining on Him, this 
is He who baptizes 

with the Holy Spirit.”  
John 32&33 
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something which would finally, once and for all, change them.  They had 

failed miserably in being the people God intended them to be.  They needed 
the miracle of God in them.  That’s what was about to come. 

 
So….is John’s baptism the same baptism 

practiced today when people get  baptized?   
 

The method is the same – going under the 
water and then coming back up again – but 

baptism ever since the resurrection of Jesus 
has symbolized something different than 

John’s Baptism.  John’s baptism symbolized 
the people’s desire to have the Savior come.  

Baptism from the time of the start of the 
church – including up to today - symbolizes 

the person identifying with the Savior who 

already did come.   
 

We don’t go home from a baptism waiting 
for the Messiah to appear for the first time.  

He already has appeared.  We go home 
ready to do whatever it takes to let people 

know He has come.  And let them know 
they can repent of their sins and receive Him as Savior.  And let them know 

that some day He is coming again. 
 

John’s baptism had a whole generation of Jews waiting…watching.  John’s 
baptism didn’t save those Jews – it was just symbolic of what was happening 

in their hearts. 
 

Today’s baptism doesn’t save anyone, either.  It is a simple act of 

obedience, a symbol…or, a testimony, if you will…. of what has already 
happened in hearts.  It’s a drama – a way to witness to the world that God 

Himself has totally cleansed and come to live in a heart.  It’s like “raising 
your flag”, saying, “I am a believer in Jesus.  He lives in me.  I want the 

whole world to know, so I am getting baptized as my statement to the 
world.  I am in Jesus now.  He is in me.”   

 
Why baptism?  Can’t I just “raise my flag” in some other way?  There are 

tons of ways to “raise your flag”, and yes, do it!  But baptism is what Jesus 

“’Go therefore and 
make disciples of all 

nations, baptizing 
them in the name of 

the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy 

Spirit, teaching them 
to observe all things 

that I have 
commended you; and 

lo, I am with you 

always, even to the 
end of the age.’  

Amen.” 
Matthew 28:19&20 
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did, and baptism is what the church has done through the ages, and baptism 

is what Jesus tells us to do (Matt. 28:19&20)… so…identify yourself as one 
who is believing in Jesus….get baptized.   

 
 

One more thought on baptism:  Baptism in all of scripture is always 
“believer’s baptism”.  The person being baptized has made a decision to 

believe in Jesus.  
 

In other words, 
1. If you were baptized as a baby, your parents made a commitment to raise 

you to hear about and love Jesus, good!  But believer’s baptism is for people 
old enough to have made a personal decision to follow Christ themselves.  

You couldn’t do that as a baby.  If you were baptized as a baby, and have 
since made a personal decision to follow Christ, then it’s time to be baptized 
– as a believer.   

 
2. If you were baptized when you were a child or a teenager, but you know 

now that you actually didn’t have a heart-faith in Jesus at that time, then 
you haven’t yet participated in “believers’ baptism”.   

 
Baby or childhood baptism is not the same as believer’s baptism.  Don’t let 

anyone tell you not to be baptized as a believer because you’ve already been 
baptized as a baby, or because you were baptized (though not a believer) as 

a child or teen.  It’s not the same.  You didn’t “raise your flag”.  You 
couldn’t.  If you have come to faith in Christ since then, “raise your flag” 

now. 
 

“His winnowing fan is in His hand, and He will thoroughly clean out His 
threshing floor, and gather His wheat into the barn; but He will burn up the 

chaff with unquenchable fire.”  Matthew 3:12 
 

Again…what is John warning them of?  A coming judgment.   

 
Actually, this is a judgment that is still to come, even for us, 2,000 years 

after this was spoken.  The miracle is that that judgment hasn’t come yet.  
There is still time for anyone to believe in this Messiah of Israel…Messiah of 

the world. 
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“Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan to be baptized by him.  

And John tried to prevent Him, saying, ‘I need to be baptized by You, and 
are you coming to me?’  But Jesus answered and said to him, ‘Permit it to be 

so now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness.’  Then he 
allowed Him.”  Matthew 3:13-15 
 

First:  Why did John say he needed to be baptized by Jesus?  Because he 

was an Old Testament saint – looking forward to the coming of the Messiah, 
and had never been baptized, or filled, with the Holy Spirit.  He wanted that 

very much.  (But he was never to see it.  He didn’t live long enough to see 
the resurrection of His Savior, Jesus.  He died as an Old Testament saint – 

saved, yes, but baptized by the Holy Spirit, no.  Did John go to heaven?  
Certainly.  John had faith in the Messiah Who was coming – he was 

righteous in the eyes of God because of that faith. 
 

Second:  Why would Jesus want to be take part in John’s baptism?  Did He 
need to repent? 

 
This at first does seem confusing.  Because, of course, Jesus didn’t need to 

repent of anything.  He had never sinned.  And He never would.  But 

remember, John’s baptism, just like today’s baptism, did not cleanse anyone 
from sin.  It was a symbol.   

 
So what was Jesus symbolizing to the whole world by being baptized by 

John? 
 

He was identifying with John’s message.  The Kingdom of Heaven was 
coming.  The Jewish nation was about to walk right into the fulfillment of 

prophecy..and out the other side as a people who could live by faith in 
Jesus.  They could choose.  We know from history that many of them did not 

choose to believe in their Messiah.  And we’ll talk in later lessons about why 
they didn’t.  But right now, at the time of John the Baptist, at this point in 

history, the Jewish people had the opportunity to wait…watch…and be 
changed.  Jesus, as a man…a Jew, was identifying with His people – 

agreeing with the message of John - that now was the time. 

 
 

“When He had been baptized, Jesus came up immediately from the water; 
and behold, the heavens were opened to Him and He saw the Spirit of God 

descending like a dove and alighting upon Him.  And suddenly a voice came 
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from heaven, saying, ‘This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.”  

Matthew 3:16&17 
 

 
What happened after John baptized Jesus?   The Father, the Holy Spirit, and 

Jesus all appeared together to the world.  God Himself – in three Persons – 
was agreeing with the message of John the Baptist.  Now was the time. 

 
So….did John fulfill the job Isaiah had said he would do?  “Prepare ye the 

way of the Lord; make straight in the desert a highway for our God.”  Isaiah 
40:3.    

 
As we go further into Matthew we’ll see a little more about John the Baptist.  

His story ends soon after Jesus begins His ministry. 
 

So did he succeed?  Oh, yes.  The Jewish world, in fact, the whole world,  

was prepared for the coming of the Savior.  The coming of the Kingdom of 
heaven.   

 
Not everyone wanted that Savior.  But they all had their eyes opened to the 

fact that He was coming.   
 

How about the people who did repent and begin to wait and watch?  We’ll 
meet them later. 

 
 

Questions for Your Personal Use or Discussion: 
 

1. (:1)  Where was John the Baptist preaching? 
 

2. (:2)  What was he saying as he preached? 

 

3. (:3)  Who prophesied that John the Baptist would come? 
 

4. What did Isaiah say John’s job would be? 
 

5. (:4)  What was John’s lifestyle?  Was that considered weird? 

 

6. (:5&6)  Why did people flock to John? 
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7. (:7)  What did John think of the Pharisees and Saducees? 

 

8. (:8-9)  What did John tell them they should do? 

 

9. What does “repentance” mean? 
 

10. (:9)  What excuse might these religious men have made for not 
having to “repent”? 

 

11. (:10)  What is John warning them of? 
 

12. (:11)  What was the purpose of John’s baptism?   

 

13. What would be the purpose of Jesus’ baptism? 

 

14. When people are baptized today, is it John’s baptism, or Jesus’ 
baptism? 

 

15. (:12)  Again…what is John warning them of? 

 

16. (:13-15)  Why would Jesus need to be baptized?  Did He need to 
repent? 

 

17. (:16-17)  What happened after John baptized Jesus? 
 

18. Did John fulfill the job Isaiah had said he would do? 
 

 
 

 

Apply This to My Life: 
 

19. Would you be willing to eat funny and dress weird in order to do 
something great for God? 

 

20. What would be a “great” thing to do for God? 

 
21. Do you avoid repentance? 
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22. How important is repentance in our every-day lives? 

 

23. Have you placed your faith in Jesus, and therefore been 

“baptized” by Jesus….filled with the Holy Spirit? 
 

24. Have you been baptized in water as a testimony to your world 
that you have a relationship with Jesus?  This is called “Believer’s 

Baptism”.  Have you been baptized since you became a Believer in 
Jesus? 

 

25. Why or why not? 
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