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Introduction: Who is this preacher baptizing at the Jordan River?  The Sanhedrin want to know! 
Earlier in this chapter we noted the care with which John the Apostle identifies John the Baptist.1  An 
error in identifying John the Baptist could leave one unprepared to recognize Jesus when He comes.

1.  What was John preaching that had captured the attention of the ruling Jews in Jerusalem?  
Matthew gives us more detail regarding the preaching of John the Baptist, Matthew 3:1-12.  What 
impressions would such preaching make?  What does it imply about it hearers?  What expectations are 
aroused? John’s preaching proclaimed that the Jews, thinking themselves to be well instated with God 
were in fact in need of spiritual cleansing and deep repentance.  He was doing what Dr. Francis 
Schaeffer called, “pre-evangelism.”

2.  What occasioned John’s confession of his identity?  A properly authorized council sent 
by the Church court at Jerusalem.  These John received with due humility finding himself obliged to 
answer their examination.  John did not revile nor dismiss this committee sent to him.  Honor is paid to
the ordinance of God regarding church government.

3.  The Jews were eagerly expecting a physical messiah to deliver them from Rome and 
establish the Kingdom of Israel again.  Perhaps this John the Baptist was the one.  So they begin their 
investigation.  Are you the Christ?  Are you Elijah?  Are you the prophet? (Deuteronomy 18:15-19) 
John with great humility confesses the truth about himself.

4.  Every gospel writer, inspired by the Holy Spirit, identifies John the Baptist with the same 
quote from Isaiah 40:3.  See Matthew 3:3; Mark 1:2-3; Luke 3:4-5 and John 1:23.  John identifies 
himself by quoting Isaiah.  But the priests and Levites virtually ignore his Old Testament quote and 
question him about baptizing.

5.  This council didn’t understand John’s authority to baptize so they put the question to him 
directly in verse 25.  Note that Church ordinances were to be administered only by those so authorized.
In the OT the priests alone were allowed to administer the rite of purification.  See
Leviticus 13:7-8; 14:2-7, 23; Luke 5:14; 17:14.

6.  Why did John’s baptizing disturb the Sanhedrin and their committee?  Proselytes were 
baptized along with their children when a family converted to Judaism.  Unclean Gentiles needed to be
cleansed to become Jews.  But John was baptizing Jews!  See Matthew 3:5-7.

7.  Both John’s preaching and his baptizing was declaring the Jews unclean and under
the wrath of God.  Jews who were blood relatives of Abraham, were keeping the law and who had 
been circumcised by the priests were still lost in their sins!  (John 1:12-13)

8.  Note that John’s answer regarding baptism declares that he understood he could only
administer the sign but not the spiritual reality, v26.  That only the Christ can and would do.

9.  John was calling the Jews to forsake their self-righteousness and come to Jesus the 
Christ by faith.  The Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.

10. It should not be missed that John the Baptist does not identify the person Jesus standing in the 
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crowd to this investigative council from the Pharisees.2  It is the following day, when Jesus approaches 
John, that John declares His identity.  Those who reject the light in arrogance will not be given the 
light, but darkness.3

11. How do you approach Jesus?  If you come to Him as these who are sent by the Pharisees, 
with their pride, their self-confidence, you will not be received by Jesus and know Him.  He will not 
reveal Himself to you.  When a person comes to God, in His written Word with the attitude that his 
own intellect will render judgment upon the Word and determine its authority, he will not be able to 
understand and know God.  On the other hand when a person, such as these being baptized by John 
come to Christ with acknowledgment of their sins and their need of the Savior Jesus, then He will 
grant them acceptance.  Jesus will reveal Himself to such as humbly seek Him.  It is to the humble that 
God gives grace.4

2 Matthew 11:25-26
3 Isaiah 50:10-11
4 James 4:6-10


