Matthew 3, 10/2/09
· Opening

· What is the kingdom of heaven?  Is it near?  If it was near about 2000 years ago, how about now?  
· Can people always be classified as “good” or “bad”?  We classified people in this “two division” way when we were young.  How about now, do you still think so?  After the death of a person, she/he can be either in heaven or hell.  Can she/he be somewhere in-between?  
· Have you heard about baptism?  What is that for?  By what?  Anything different for a person before and after being baptized?  Anything different for a person before and after the wedding ceremony?  

· Last Friday, we studied two events during Jesus’ infancy – the visit by the Magi and the escape to Egypt.  The first one brought a sense of Christmas and a feeling of peace and joy, while the second one brought us back to the cruel reality of the world.  Tonight, we shall fast forward twenty or thirty years to talk about John the Baptist as prophesied by Isaiah.  Who was he?  What was his mission?  What happened when John met Jesus?  Read the Bible Matthew 3.  

· John the Baptist Prepare the Way (3:1-12) 
· Picture what happened.  Who were there?  John, people, Pharisees, Sadducees, the one after John, and the Holy Spirit.  Where?  Desert, Jerusalem, all Judea, and the whole region of the Jordan.  When?  What?  

· What does a herald do?  If indeed the God of Creation is coming, do you want to be a herald?  

· Who was “John the Baptist”?  What was his message?  Why?  

· “John the Baptist.”  The forerunner of Jesus, born to Zechariah, a priest, and his wife Elizabeth (see Luke 1:5-80).  NIV Study Bible.  

· Desert of Judea.  An area that stretched some 20 miles from the Jerusalem-Bethlehem plateau down to the Jordan River and the Dead Sea, perhaps the same region where John lived.  The people of Qumran (often associated with the Dead Sea Scrolls) lived in this area too.  NIV Study Bible.  

· John’s mission: To make ready a people prepared for the Lord as prophesized in Isaiah 40:3-5.  

· How did John the Baptist make ready a people prepared for the Lord?    

· “He went into all the country around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.”  Luke 3:3.    

· Repent.  The first command of both John the Baptist and Jesus (4:17).  Repentance is not just sorrow for sin but a decisive change, a turning away from sin and to a life of obedience.  “Repent” translates the Old Testament call to Israel to “return” to faithfulness to the covenant.  It does not mean self-punishment, depression, or remorse.  Judas was sorrowful and distressed (27:3) but he did not repent.  Reformation Study Bible.  

· “The kingdom of heaven is near.” What does this mean? Has the kingdom arrived?

· “The kingdom of heaven” in the preaching of Jesus as recounted in the Gospels is the reign of God that he brings about through Jesus Christ – i.e., the establishment of God’s rule in the hearts and lives of his people, the overcoming of all the forces of evil, the removal from the world of all the consequences of sin – including death and all that diminishes life – and the creation of a new order of righteousness and peace.  The idea of God’s kingdom is central to Jesus’ teaching and is mentioned 50 times in Matthew alone.  NIV Study Bible.  

· “John’s clothes were .. wild honey.”  Why?  

· Camel’s hair and a leather belt were worn by Elijah and other prophets (2 Ki 1:8; Zec 13:4).  Locusts and wild honey.  No one living in the desert hesitates to eat insects, and locusts were among the clean food (Lev 11:21-22).  John’s simple food, clothing and lifestyle were a visual protest against self-indulgence.  NIV Study Bible.  

· John should be happy when people went to him to get baptized.  Why did he say to the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to be baptized, “You brood of vipers!  Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath?”  What should people do after being baptized?  

· The Pharisees were a legalistic and separatistic group who strictly, but often hypocritically, kept the Law of Moses and the unwritten “tradition of the elders.”  NIV Study Bible.  

· The Sadducees were more worldly and politically minded, and were theologically unorthodox – among other things denying the resurrection, angels and spirit.  NIV Study Bible.  

· John’s condemnation revealed there lacked true repentance in the hearts of Pharisees and Sadducees.  
· The coming wrath.  The Old Testament promised the coming of the Lord in righteous judgment (Ps. 96:13; Zeph. 2:1, 2; Mal. 3:2).  John will not allow the leaders to suppose that the cup of God’s wrath is only for Israel’s enemies, and that their own nation will escape.  John was later puzzled that Jesus did not bring judgment (11:2, 3).  Reformation Study Bible.  

· Were the Pharisees good or bad?  Does John’s condemnation on the people apply to today’s society and particularly to us?  Examples from Katrina and Morakot.  Did the leaders responsible for the events really get the point?  “Do you love me” from the old (1971) Academy Award movie “Fiddler on the Roof.”  Did Tevye’s wife get it?  Do you get it regarding the kingdom of God now?  
·  “We have Abraham as our father.”  

· Salvation does not come as a birthright (even for the Jews) but through faith in Christ (Ro 2:28, 29).  NIV Study Bible.  

· These stones.  John may have pointed to the stones in the Jordan River.  The true people of God are not limited to the physical descendants of Abraham.  NIV Study Bible.  

· Pastor Secker.  Some might conclude that we are saved in part by good works.  Contrition means sorrow for sin.  Repentance means contrition plus faith.  Faith is not mere knowledge, but is knowledge combined with assent and trust.  Consequently faith changes people.  They will inevitably produce good fruit in keeping with their repentance.  Yet we are not saved by “decision for Christ” or by our works but by grace through faith in Jesus Christ who saved us.  

· Many times we also rely on things similar to “Abraham.”  Examples?  We are the descendents of the Emperor Yan and Emperor Huang.  We are the descendents of the “Dragon.”  My father holds high positions in the government or in the party.  My father is the CEO of Microsoft.  I graduated from Beijing University.  I have Ph.D. from a top university in the States.  Are the above sufficient for one to be proud and saved?  

·  “The ax is already .. into fire.”

· “The ax is already at the root of the tree.”  Judgment is near.  

· What does it mean by producing good fruit?  Examples can be seen in Lk 3:10-14.  

· Tax collectors – Don’t collect any more than you are required to.  Easy or not?  Not easy if one needed to bid on the amount to submit to the Roman government to be in business.  

· Soldiers – Don’t exhort money and don’t accuse people falsely – be content with your pay.  Easy or not?  Not easy if one’s salary is low but is “powerful” or “influential” in other aspects.  

· We are not tax collectors or soldiers.  However, we do have similar weaknesses.  Don’t we?  What are our weaknesses?  What should we do to bear good fruit?  Is that easy?  What to do then?  

· Was John the Messiah?  If not, how is he related to the Messiah?  What would the Messiah do?  

· John said that he himself was not the Messiah.  He was the prophet paving the way for the Messiah.  “And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous – to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.”  (Luke 1:17)  

· “I baptize you with water for repentance.”  John’s baptism presupposed repentance; he would not baptize the Pharisees and Sadducees because they failed to give any evidence of repentance.  NIV Study Bible.  

· “He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.”  Jesus would cause those who believe in him to participate in the powers and graces of the new life he came to give.  Demonstrated in a dramatic way at Pentecost (Ac 1:5, 8, 2:1-13; 11:16), though here “fire” may refer to judgment to come.  The outpouring of the Holy Spirit on all God’s people was promised in Joel 2:28-29 and at least partially fulfilled in Ac 2:16-21.  NIV Study Bible.  

· Christian baptism is not identical with the baptism of John for, although it retains the symbolism of repentance and purification (Acts 22:16; Eph 5:26), it is performed in the name of the triune God (28:19) and symbolizes our union with Christ in His death and resurrection (Rom. 6:3-6; 1 Cor. 12:13; Gal. 3:27; Col. 2:12).  Reformation Study Bible.  

· His winnowing fork .. unquenchable fire.”  

· His winnowing fork.  It is figurative for the separation of the righteous (“wheat”) from the wicked (“chaff”).  NIV Study Bible.

· Unquenchable fire.  Eschatological judgment.  The OT prophets and NT writers sometimes compress the first and second comings of Christ so that they seem to be one event.  NIV Study Bible.  

· Discussions

· Why do we need John the Baptist?  Can’t God or Messiah himself do the work of a herald?  What answer can you see from verse 3?  
· “He will clear his threshing floor, gathering his wheat into the barn and burning up the chaff with unquenchable fire.”  Has this happened?  Why or why not?  

· Were you baptized with water or with the Holy Spirit and with fire?  
· What should you do after being baptized?  Refer to Pastor Secker’s comment earlier in this note.  
· The Baptism of Jesus (3:13-17)
· Picture what happened.  Jesus was baptized by John the Baptist, and then the Holy Spirit descended on him.

· Did John recognize Jesus and know who Jesus was?  

· He should.  Otherwise why v. 14?  

· Also see Luke 1:39-45, Mary visits Elizabeth.  

· Why was Jesus baptized by John the Baptist?  NIV Study Bible.

· The baptism indicated that Jesus was consecrated to God and officially approved by Him, as especially shown in the descent of the Holy Spirit and the words of the Father.  

· At Jesus’ baptism John publicly announced the arrival of the Messiah and the inception of his ministry.  John 1:29-34.  At this point, John’s announcement of the coming of the Christ was fulfilled.  

· By his baptism Jesus completely recognized the applicability of God’s Law upon him as a man, and because he also fully fulfilled the Law (as no other did), he later became our substitute.  

· Jesus’ baptism was an example to his followers.  
· John was reluctant to baptize Jesus because he recognized that Jesus was the one person who had no need for repentance.  But in order for “all righteousness” to be fulfilled, Jesus had to be identified with his people as the bearer of their sin (2 Cor. 5:21).  Ultimately, John’s baptism pointed to Jesus, for only Jesus’ death on a cross, which He called a “baptism” (Luke 12:50), could take away sins.  Jesus’ identification with His people included His baptism and death, His anointment with the Spirit, and His victory over temptation.  Reformation Study Bible.

· Two more testimonies were given upon the identity of Jesus immediately after his Baptism: 

· Spirit of God.  The Holy Spirit came upon Jesus not to overcome sin, but to equip him for his work as the divine-human Messiah.  Like a dove.  Either in the form of a dove or in a descent like a dove.  NIV Study Bible.

· Voice from heaven.  The voice (1) authenticated Jesus’ unique son-ship and echoes Ps 2:7, (2) identified Jesus with the suffering servant of Isa 42:1, and (3) offered the Father’s support of Jesus in his mission.  This word from the Father must have greatly encouraged Jesus at the very outset of his earthly ministry.  NIV Study Bible.  

· All three persons of the Trinity are clearly seen here.  NIV Study Bible.  

· Discussion  

· Did John make ready a people prepared for the Lord?  Yes.  Many of John’s disciples then became Jesus’ disciples.  See later chapters.  
· For those who have already been baptized, please briefly share your testimony and feeling.  

· For those who believe in Jesus but have not yet been baptized, should you be baptized?  Are you ready?  

· What kind of king is this Messiah? What is his message?  Why judgment hasn’t come yet?  The Lamb of God who took away our sins – the Good News!  
· Why do we need to work hard to spread the Gospel?  What can we learn from the role of John the Baptist?  
· Wrapping up

· Is the kingdom of heaven near?  

· The kingdom or the reign of God is what the Old Testament prophets awaited: God’s display of His sovereignty in the redemption of His people.  John and Jesus proclaimed that the time of waiting was over and the King Himself had come.  With the death and resurrection of Jesus and the spread of the good news to all nations, the Old Testament promises of God have been largely fulfilled for us, although we still await their complete realization when Christ returns in judgment.  Reformation Study Bible.  
· Do you want to be ready for the Lord?  How?  

· If you have not trusted in Jesus Christ, trust in Him.  Be baptized by the Holy Spirit and fire.  Are you ready?  

· If you are a Christian already, have you heard God’s calling for you to make ready a people prepared for the Lord?  Are you ready to say “I am here”?

Peter Luh, David Huang, Pastor Phil Secker, and Dr. Jim Bell 9/29/2009 

Copyright USBSG, UConn Chinese Bible Study Group, 2009 

