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The Reluctant Baptist 
Matthew 3.1-4.1 
January 18, 2015 
 

Now in those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the wilderness of Judea, saying,  2 

"Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand."  3 For this is the one referred to by Isaiah the 

prophet when he said, "THE VOICE OF ONE CRYING IN THE WILDERNESS, 'MAKE READY THE WAY 

OF THE LORD, MAKE HIS PATHS STRAIGHT!'"   

  
4 Now John himself had a garment of camel's hair and a leather belt around his waist; and his 

food was locusts and wild honey.  5 Then Jerusalem was going out to him, and all Judea and all 

the district around the Jordan;  6 and they were being baptized by him in the Jordan River, as 

they confessed their sins.  7 But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming for 

baptism, he said to them, "You brood of vipers, who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?  
8 "Therefore bear fruit in keeping with repentance;  9 and do not suppose that you can say to 

yourselves, 'We have Abraham for our father'; for I say to you that from these stones God is able 

to raise up children to Abraham.  10 "The axe is already laid at the root of the trees; therefore 

every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.  11 "As for me, I 

baptize you with water for repentance, but He who is coming after me is mightier than I, and I 

am not fit to remove His sandals; He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.  12 "His 

winnowing fork is in His hand, and He will thoroughly clear His threshing floor; and He will 

gather His wheat into the barn, but He will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire."   

  
13 Then Jesus arrived from Galilee at the Jordan coming to John, to be baptized by him.  14 But 

John tried to prevent Him, saying, "I have need to be baptized by You, and do You come to me?"  
15 But Jesus answering said to him, "Permit it at this time; for in this way it is fitting for us to 

fulfill all righteousness." Then he permitted Him.  16 After being baptized, Jesus came up 

immediately from the water; and behold, the heavens were opened, and he saw the Spirit of God 

descending as a dove and lighting on Him,  17 and behold, a voice out of the heavens said, "This is 

My beloved Son, in whom I am well-pleased."   

  
4.1 Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. 

  
 

 

Today, we begin a series we hope to pursue right into Easter…AND THEN return to it in the next 

two years  (between New Year’s and Easter 2016 and 2017 – if God allows). We hope to look at 

many of the very colorful characters in the story of Jesus Christ as told by Matthew, Mark, Luke 

and John. So, each year, moving from the start of the four accounts and arriving at the end, we 

hope to work through the Gospels jumping from character to character.  
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Today, we meet a number of cast members, some we’ll see again. One we’ll see later for a 

whole sermon, who appears in just the last verse. But the cast member in focus today is one 

who flatly and repeatedly rejected the starring role and he said of the real Star, “I must decrease 

– HE must have the spotlight and He must have center stage!” 

 

Today, we meet John, the Reluctant Baptist. He greets sinners who are looking for cleansing and 

for change in their lives. And then he meets some apparently righteous people and surprisingly 

he insults them. And then he meets One who IS righteous but in a very different way…and the 

Reluctant Baptist doesn’t know what to do with Him…at all. 

 

This episode is a study in contrasts. In it we meet 3 Varieties or Brands or Types of what is called 

“righteousness” and that’s the topic we’ll explore today: What is “righteousness”?  What makes 

a person “right”? What are these different kinds of righteousness? And what difference will it 

make which types we have or don’t have? 

 

First – a genetically modified kind of “right-ness”. Second – an organic and living kind of “right-

ness”. Third – a transplanted kind of “right-ness” and the practical differences it makes. 

 

I’ve listened to some discussions with atheists recently …some debates and dialogues and ONE 

of the objections some voiced is that people who believe in God don’t take responsibility for 

their actions…that they always have this card to play that says, “Oh well, I guess it wasn’t meant 

to be…wasn’t God’s will…God is in control.” But I kept thinking to myself, “I’ve observed a lot of 

people who DO believe in God…and more often they feel MORE responsible for their actions 

and…quite often…I’ve seen belief leading NOT to a kind of carefree recklessness but… to a kind 

of nervous, scrupulous, sometimes nitpicky austerity and strictness. 

 

If believers in God err, it’s less often in the direction of the Cosmic Excuse and more often in the 

direction of the Cosmic Grouch…and that leads but to its own set of problems like a kind of 

straitlaced, stuffy, stinginess…and fear. 

 

Let me ask you… Is God pleased with you? Or let me put it another way: Can you ever remember 

a time when you truly felt that God really liked you? Can you say with any sense of security and 

confidence that God is happy with you? 

 

Some may try to answer that question doctrinally… “I accepted Jesus into my heart… I’m 

saved…” Others will answer it experientially and tell us about times when they read long 

sections of the Bible, saw a rainbow, or had some sort of intense prayer meeting or became a 

ministry leader in the church but that’s really not the question. Is God happy with you? Has God 

ever been really pleased with you?  

 

Question: how can I tell?  

Answer: it depends on what brand of righteousness that you HAVE and that you LIVE by…  
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Question: But how can I tell the difference? 

 

Well, I'm really glad you asked BECAUSE I think those questions are right at the center of this 

amazing episode in the life of the Reluctant Baptist. 

 

When sinners come to see John the Baptist, he knows what to do with them… He baptizes them. 

They’re aware that they don’t have righteousness and HE understands that they need cleansing 

from sin. Enough said! 

 

But then comes this parade of righteous people. They’re presented in the four Gospels as a kind 

of parody or caricature of the basic human condition.  

 

They’re religious buffoons… The Pharisees and Sadducees roughly correspond to the religious 

conservatives and religious liberals of that day. When we read about them in the four Gospels 

we can’t help but laugh because they are overblown images of religious excess (like the Church 

Lady)… But we can’t forget that the same foibles and flaws and self-righteousness found in their 

lives are found in our lives – we’re just shrewder and sneakier. (We think!) 

 

Their righteousness is a kind of synthetic and genetically modified, artificial righteousness… 

When you see it in others or hear it, you can tell it’s not the real thing. They practice their 

righteousness in front of people to be seen by then… Jesus will use images of their blowing a 

trumpet when they put money in the collection plate…He will expose the fact that they strain 

out a gnat and swallow a camel. Funny! 

 

But their overblown flaws and ridiculous self-righteousness is only meant to help us see the 

same tendencies and practices in ourselves practiced on a more sophisticated level.  

 

It takes a lot of practice and courage to see this kind of synthetic artificial self-righteousness in 

ourselves We’re much better at seeing it in others… One area where it seems to be more 

evident is in the ways we apologize to others… Listen to your own words… Listen to the words of 

others… Our apologies and admissions of guilt are quite often only a joke and an odd attempt to 

cover our own flaws rather than to really express shame, regret and restitution toward another 

person. 

 

And now comes the prophet; he's preaching and baptizing in the wilderness… All kinds of people 

are coming to him… He says, "Repent… God’s kingdom is come to reclaim the world and 

advance His beautiful reign. Prepare your hearts to receive Him!” 

 

Then comes the caravan of religious people… If I had been John I'd be strongly tempted to 

welcome these professional types. It could lend credibility to the whole ministry. Maybe I'd give 

them a visitor’s packet. Maybe I'd invite them to pray out loud in the service. Maybe we could 

have them sing a solo or share a testimony… Get ‘em on OUR side! 
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Look how John wins friends and influences people "when he saw many of the Pharisees and 

Sadducees coming for baptism he said to them you brood of rattle-snakes who warned you to 

flee from the judgment to come?” 

 

He sees that the Pharisees are just adding another religious ritual…another spiritual 

achievement to their self-righteous resume’. John saw these guys for what they really were: 

they were not undone before the awful holiness of God, their hearts were not broken; their lives 

were not laid bare; they were deeply self-satisfied and only concerned with keeping up 

appearances. 

 

They were churchgoing, respectable professionals and they were standing on their ancestry and 

their reputation and their service-record. And what they really wanted was for someone to 

affirm them so they could continue with business as usual. 

 

They didn't want a messiah to disrupt their well-ordered routines. Why stir things up when they 

were the true children of Abraham and had paid their dues, done their share and become so 

firmly established and rooted in their own goodness? 

 

“Let’s just go and get baptized so we can all say we’ve had the experience and no one can 

accuse us of not doing all we could.” 

 

But John recognizes this self-satisfied love of the status quo. They come making a show of 

repentance to satisfy the demands of their religious community but there's no brokenness and 

no sense of their own sinfulness in habitually breaking God's law. There’s no true sorrow for 

their lack of love because they refused to even consider that possibility. AND after all, they had a 

pedigree, they were Abraham’s ancestors. They knew they weren’t perfect… But they had done 

a lot…had labored long and hard to be good law abiding folks and if they had failed God 1 or 2% 

of the time, “well, this baptism should more than clear that up!” 

 

And John offers not to prune an otherwise good tree of its a few bad fruit but to cut down the 

entire plastic tree itself. The poison root of self-effort can produce no good fruit and John says, 

“The axe is already laid at the root of the tree. It has to come down” 

 

As I said, and as we will see at other times in the Gospel, this whole tendency is craftier in our 

modern lives but it’s just as much present. We constantly compare ourselves to “people who 

haven’t paid their dues the way we have, haven't served or grown up in the church… haven't 

always held down a job, haven't always been faithful to their spouses…haven’t always been nice 

people…haven’t accepted Jesus… haven’t been baptized… don’t have their doctrine right.” 
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It’s the tendency of all fallen people…And we, in this church, are fallen people therefore this is 

also our tendency! Even people who truly know something of grace, quite often base our 

confidence before God on something we have done or continue to do. 

 

But now enters another character. He comes just like the people, just like the Pharisees to be 

baptized but for quite another reason. When John tries to prevent Him, this Second Adam 

commands John to permit it in order…to complete the plan of righteousness. 

 

His way of living is very different from the Pharisees… His obedience and righteousness is 

natural, organic and alive… As THEY obeyed out of fear of being caught and exposed, obeying 

NOT even because God was watching but because people were watching (just like we let off the 

gas when we se a State Trooper up the road!). Their obedience was sickeningly self-conscious 

but His is completely and beautifully un-self-conscious. 

 

 As He stands in that shallow water, He is stepping into the sinner’s place…He is not being 

baptized from sin but in a way, He is being baptized into sin. He is identifying with us so that He 

can fully represent us as our champion. He prepares to go into the Garden that has now become 

a dangerous wilderness… where our enemy prowls about like a roaring lion. 

 

His obedience is not artificial, forced or weird, He is fully delighting to do all the Fathers will. He 

comes motivated by love for the Father. 

 

Like the Pharisees before us, WE are always defending ourselves… Even our apologies for our 

wrongdoings are often oddly self-defensive. But Jesus Christ doesn’t defend Himself. He receives 

His endorsement not from people but from Heaven. 

 

God, the Father, speaks, "This is My beloved Son; in Him I am well pleased.” AND the Third 

Person of the Trinity descends on Him in visible form. The water pours upon His sacred head, 

and the Spirit hovers over Him like He once hovered over the first creation. 

 

And this brings us to the third variety of righteousness seen in this passage. There is 1) the 

artificial genetically modified type in the Pharisees, 2) that one perfect, organic, natural, 

spontaneous un-self-conscious variety of righteousness flowing from the love of the Son to the 

Father…and finally the transplanted righteousness that comes to those who simply believe. 

 

Let me ask you, “Is God well pleased with you?”  You may say, "I think so… I hope so… I'm trying 

my best… I'm praying…I'm loving… I’m serving…I am believing… I’m giving… I hope God is 

pleased with me!” 

 

But don't you see, it's not good enough; it's all mixed with self and sprinkled with sin? What God 

requires is obedience – pure, heartfelt, unbroken, loving obedience that flows from the heart of 
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a son, to the delight of the Father.  And since none of us can offer that to God, let’s say to Jesus 

Christ what the Reluctant Baptist said, “I have need to be baptized by You.” 

 

As we recognize our need we begin to see Christ's sufficiency. This passage is urging us to live 

dependently "Lord I need You. My only hope is found in Jesus Christ and his 

Righteousness…transplanted.” 

 

John was the prophet who broke the 400 years of silence… He saw the difference between Jesus 

Christ's obedience and man's obedience; he recognized his own need for Jesus Christ to cleanse 

him and stand in his place…to become the champion for the Reluctant Baptist and other sinners 

like you and me. 

 

When we make our stand on Jesus Christ… When He becomes our only defense and our 

defender then little by little our obedience begins to take on the marks of his obedience. We 

begin to live in that kind of unselfconscious joy to do the Fathers will… We begin to obey 

spontaneously and organically. 

 

What is this passage telling you to do? It may look like it’s calling you to bear good fruit, to 

repent, to permit Jesus…But I think the overriding mandate is to simply say with John, “I have 

need” and then to simply trust Jesus Christ to be your Champion. 

 

When that happens… when the kingdom of God and His righteousness comes into our lives by 

simple childlike faith, then all these other things are added to us: we begin to bear fruit, to live 

in self-forgetful humility and repentance, to delight in permitting Jesus to change us.  We begin 

to love God and want to do the Father’s will. 

 

It starts with simply believing… Despairing of our synthetic, counterfeit self-righteousness and 

coming to the Righteous One who stood in our place and becomes our Champion…AND IT 

CONTINUES in the same way: simply trusting, simply refusing to defend ourselves, simply saying 

“I have need to be baptized by you….and hearing the words directed to all who are IN Christ,  

“YOU are My beloved child, 

In YOU I am well pleased” 

 


