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Title: The life and ministry of John the baptist: study 4

The life and ministry of John: Part 1
Scripture: Matthew 3:1-4

Date preached: December 5th 2021

Scripture: Matthew 3:1-4

1 In those days John the Baptist came preaching in the wilderness of Judea, 2 and saying,
“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand!” 3 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.””

4 Now John himself was clothed in camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist; and his
food was locusts and wild honey.
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Review

Today we will be looking at the early life and ministry of John the baptist. However before we do
that let us take a moment to review some of the things we have looked at so far in this study. John
would step onto the stage of history at precisely the moment that God had ordained. God had been
silent in terms of speaking to His prophets for around 400 years. He had not been inactive however.
Great empires had come and gone and shaped the region of Palestine and it's people. Amongst these
changes perhaps the most influential was the introduction of a common language. We know from
our own experiences how frustrating it can be when we cannot communicate with others. The Greek
language had united the Mediterranean world and the Romans had provided good roads and the
safety to travel freely along them. The time was ripe for God to break His silence.

God had determined that this was to be the time for Him to send the Messiah or the Christ.

Before this however a herald was needed. Someone who would announce to the world the arrival of
the Christ. This privilege was to fall to John. But John would not simply arrive fully formed on the
scene. He would be born and grow in knowledge and wisdom and then at the appropriate time God
would call Him to his task.

Therefore God chose the perfect parents for His herald. A mother and father who would help
prepare him for his calling. They were Zacharias and Elizabeth. Two elderly, but righteous people.
Zacharias was a priest and Elizabeth came from a priestly family line. In all regards they were an
excellent choice as parents. The only problem was their age. They were well past the age of being
able to naturally conceive a child. For human being this is a problem but not for God. God delights
in confounding our human expectations. John then was a miracle baby. Born to godly righteous
parents with the divine promise that he would serve God in a mighty way. Everything about his
birth was amazing. It was announced by the angel Gabriel and included God's own announcement
that John was special. He would be filled with the Holy Spirit from the moment of his conception,
and he would live a special separate or holy life.
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It was at this point that we ended last week. With Zacharias and Elizabeth joyfully cradling their
longed for son. The rejoicing was not only limited to the immediate family. The whole population
of their Judean hill town rejoiced along with them. Not only did they rejoice that this righteous
couple now had a child, but they also sensed that this was no ordinary child. The little boy that
Elizabeth held in her arms was in Jesus' own words the greatest human being ever born. Today we
will examine his early life and call to ministry.
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Study plan
Today we will be considering the early life and ministry of John. We will consider what we know or

can surmise about his early life and and his first call to ministry.
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3 | The miraculous birth of John

4 | The life and ministry of John part 1
5 | The life and ministry of John part 2
6 |John and Jesus

7 | The death and legacy of John
Introduction

Let me begin with a question to all parents. How do you prepare or ready your children for their
future lives? There are probably many ways we could answer this question. We train our children to
be honest and respectful towards others. We teach them about their place and role within the family
and wider society. We teach them useful skills, such as cooking and how to do simple repairs. In
Korea especially we drum into them the importance of education and study. But the most important
thing we do as Christian parents is train them to know and love God. We encourage them to develop
a close relationship with the Lord.

Above all the other things we do as parents this is the most important. Let me impress this upon all
parents, grandparents even aunts and uncles listening to this.

Please take very seriously your responsibility to influence positively the next generation.

So many young people today fall away from the church especially when they go to college or
university. One of the reasons for this is that their faith is so shallow. Once their shallow beliefs are
challenged by an atheistic worldview the roots have no soil to hold them in place. Therefore I
implore you to do all you can to lovingly guide the young people in your life. Encourage them to
read and study the bible, attend church and pray regularly. I say these things because in John the
baptist we see a person who was trained and well guided from youth and as a consequence grew
into a man who could be used powerfully by God. Let us then consider what we know or can infer
about the early life of John.
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The early life of John

When it comes to the early life of John the baptist the bible does not give us much information.
Detailing John's childhood was simply was not of interest to the gospel writers. The same applies to
the Lord Jesus. We know almost nothing about his early years and childhood. The gospels
remember are not biographies as we know them today. When we consider John the baptist we note
that Matthew, Mark and John only tell us about John as he begins his ministry as a grown man.
Luke is the only gospel writer who tells us about his birth. So as we consider his early life gowing
up we are left to speculate a little on his childhood. In doing this we need to exercise some caution.
It would be very easy for us to wildly speculate on what went on. I believe however that I can make
a reasoned case for the things I am about to say.

We know that Zacharias and Elizabeth were righteous people. God's Word tells us that they walked
in all the commandments and ordinances of the Lord (Luke 1:6). This means amongst other
things that they would take their responsibility as parents seriously. The bible does not say it
directly but I think we can safely assume that as John grew as a boy Zacharias taught him God's
word and instilled within him a love and respect for God and His Word. Zacharias being a priest
knew the scriptures intimately. We can see evidence of this from the "Song of Zacharias" (Luke
1:68-79). This wonderful song of praise to God demonstrates his familiarity with the scriptures.

It was we should also not forget that the custom in those days for priests and rabbis to memorize
scripture. This is a skill to our shame that we largelly ignore. It meant that as they completed daily
chores or walked from place to place Zacharias could recite God's Word to his son. What a blessing
that must have been. How sad I think today when we compatrmentalize our faith and only talk
about God or Christian matters for an hour on Sunday. He would also no doubt have told him about
his miraculous birth. This would include what the angel Gabriel said about his future and how God
planned to use him in a mighty way.

I think it is also reasonable to think that John accompanied his father when he went to the
temple.The experience would have given him an intimate knowledge of all that went on there. God
as we have said before does not make mistakes. He carefully chose Zacharias and Elizabeth and we
can be assured they raised John in the correct way. However we should also not forget that John had
been singled out by God. We can then also detect a divine influence in his life.

Let me read two verses from Luke's gospel chapter 1.

66 And all those who heard them kept them in their hearts, saying, “What kind of child will
this be?” And the hand of the L.ord was with him. (Luke 1:66)

So the child grew and became strong in spirit, and was in the deserts till the day of his
manifestation to Israel. (Luke 1:80)

These verses highlight for us how the Holy Spirit who indwelt John from conception (Luke 1:15)
guided his growth and development. Verse 80 tells us that he grew strong in two ways, physically
and spiritually. He grew physically strong.

I think we can picture John as tough, rugged and wind swept. He was a child and later a man
accustomed to, and comfortable living outdoors. He made his home the Judean desert or the Judean
wilderness. It is probable that his parents who were elderly at his birth died when he was still
young. However they had prepared him well and after their death he lived in the desert until his
calling to ministry.
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I've had the pleasure to visit the Judean wilderness and it is a harsh and barren place, but not
without a rugged beauty. I was glad to be in an air-conditioned tour bus for most of my visit. You
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may wonder why John had chosen to separate himself form mainstream Jewish life and live in the
desert. Some scholars think that he was a member of the Essene community based in Qumran on the
north-eastern shore of the Dead Sea. They were a radical group who wanted nothing to do with
mainstream Judaism. I do not think this is the case. I rather think John was a solitary, hermit like
prophet. This is not as strange or extreme as it sounds. A seeking of solitude, or of desiring time
alone to be with God is common in scripture. Moses spent many years in the desert, Elijah camped
privately for a time at Cherith and Paul had his time alone in Arabia. We also see that our Lord and
savior also rose early and sought a quiet place of solitude to commune with the Father. So John I
believe, guided by the Holy Spirit made a conscious decision to live a life that was away from the
distractions and corruption of his culture. It's the same for us today. If you really want to spend
some quality time in prayer, or to read the bible and pray where better to go than up onto the
mountain or into a quiet woodland.

Living away from people also has other benefits for a prophet. It meant for John that his priorities
could be properly centered on preparing for his mission. We all live and operate within a culture
that demands certain things from us. We are expected to dress and behave in a certain way for
example. But this was not a concern for John. He was never concerned about what the latest
fashions were. In fact John was never seen in high end Jerusalem department strores. He fashioned
his clothes from animal skins. He is famous for his camel hair robe and leather belt. This meant that
unlike us his mind never wandered onto materialistic concerns. The same thing applied to his diet.
He survived on what we term "bush tucker," or food that he could find, or source in the wilderness.
He is recorded as eating locusts and wild honey. Today living as we do with refrigerators and
cupboards full of food we do not know what it is to live off the land. If you cannot locate something
to eat in the wilderness you go hungry. John lived a life wholly reliant upon God. He knew, and
trusted that God would provide for his everyday needs. This solitude and reliance upon God
resulted in him becoming spiritually strong. He knew that he was destined to be an agent sent by
God. He would need this physical and more importantly spiritual strength to withstand the dark
forces that sought to keep him down.

It is in the barren and inhospitable desert that we find John when he is called to ministry. Let us now
look at today's passage.
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1 In those days John the Baptist came preaching in the wilderness of Judea

Matthew begins by telling us about the start of John's public ministry. The term, "In those days" is
of course not very helpful for us in terms of dating when this was. Fortunately for us the excellent
historian Luke tells us in great detail (Luke 3:1-2). From the information he gives us we can narrow
the date of John beginning his preaching to 25 or 26 AD. John was born between 4-5 BC so this
would have made him around 30 years of age. It was at this time that God audibly spoke to John
(Luke 3:2) and called him begin his vital mission. The area in which he was preaching was in the
north west region of the dead sea. Verse two tells us what he was instructed to preach.
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2 and saying, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand!”

John's message was a call for repentance. Today we often think of repentance as simply being sorry
for some wrong doing. Now, it is important that we are sorry for our sinful thoughts or acts. But the
Greek word used here metanoeo (met-an-o-eh'-0) carries a much greater meaning. It implies a
radical transformation or change of direction. It is not just a change of mind regarding our sin but an
action that we perform in deliberately turning from our sin and turning towards God . I like the way
Albert Barnes describes it.

Repentance implies sorrow for past offences, a deep sense of the evil of sin as committed against
God, and a full purpose to turn from transgression and to lead a holy life. (Albert Barnes)
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John was calling for the people to become radical when it came to their sinful lives. The Messiah
was coming soon so now was the time to turn from their sins and turn to God. Matthew here uses
the phrase Kingdom of heaven rather than Kingdom of God. He is the only gospel writer to use
this expression. There are two reasons why he choses this term. Firstly he was sensitive to his
Jewish readers who may have been offended at using the name of God. Secondly he wants his
hearers to understand exactly what kind of kingdom is at hand. It is not a physical one but a spiritual
one. In most case (but not all) there is no real distinction between the Kingdom of Heaven and the
Kingdom of God. The two expressions are basically two unique approaches to show the same thing:
a system of government or a kingdom that is ruled and controlled by God.
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3 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.””

We see here outlined John's important task. He was to serve as a herald for the long awaited
messiah. In the ancient world a herald would go before a king to tell the people the king was
coming. The message would be, "Get ready the king is coming make sure the roads are clear and
safe." We see a similar thing today. When a president, king or other important person is visiting an
area the secret service agents are sent ahead to make sure the area is ready and safe. In John's case
his role as herald was a vital one beacause of what the people at that time expected. They
anticipated, or expected a messiah who would lead a political kingdom. A leader who would help
them overthrow the Romans and achieve independence. This was not what the Lord Jesus Christ
would deliver. The savior who would shortly arrive was however bringing what they really needed.
Not political deliverance but instead He would bring moral and spiritual deliverance.

John's task as herald was spoken of in both Isaiah and Malachi. Matthew here quotes Isaiah chapter
40 verse 3. John is identified by all four gospel writes as fulfilling this role.
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4 Now John himself was clothed in camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist; and his
food was locusts and wild honey.

I have already spoken a little about John and his appearance. In his personality and ministry, John
the Baptist was patterned after the prophet Elijah who also boldly called Israel to repentance. This is
what is said of Elijah.

So they answered him, “A hairy man wearing a leather belt around his waist.” And he said,
“It is Elijah the Tishbite.” (2 Kings 1:8)

John's approach to ministry was full on. He was courageous, blunt, bold and forthright. God had
been preparing him for many years. Now he has arrived on the scene and next time we will look at
his short ministry in more detail.
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Things to think about
I have two brief comments to make from today's passage.

1. The importance of raising children to know and love the Lord

For Zacharias and Elizabeth John was their miracle child. Even though they were advanced in age
they poured all they had into their precious son. They took seriously God's commands to properly
raise children. What about us? How often do we allow our tiredness, lack of motivation or our
apathy to limit our effective training and teaching of our children. Let us then take seriously our
responsibility to raise our children to know and love the Lord.

2. The importance of time alone with the Lord
John led an extreme and some might say eccentric existence. We cannot give up our lives and go
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and live in the wilderness as he did. However we can all try to carve out time to spend in quiet,
solitude with the Lord. What a blessing that would be. How our spiritual lives would be enhanced. I
encourage you today to think of ways that you can spend more time in God's glorious presence.
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