Teaching Plan

The Call & Preparation of the Ministry of Jesus

September 14, 2025

Lesson Summary

Main Passages
Matthew 3:1-17

Session Outline
1. John the Baptist (Matthew 3:1-6)
2. Pointing to Jesus (Matthew 3:7-12)
3. Jesus’s Baptism (Matthew 3:13-17)

Theological Theme

As Isaiah foretold, John the Baptist prepared the way for Jesus’s ministry, then baptized
Him in the Jordan River, kicking off a ministry that would lead to our eternal salvation.

Call to Action

As John the Baptist did, we must humble ourselves and understand our assignment as
followers of the true King by sharing the good news where we live, work, and play. Are you
good with your part in His story? Have you considered what your supporting role in the

story is?
- /
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Introduction

Have you ever heard the term “main character energy?”

This popular slang expression is so prominent that Merriam-Webster, the
faithful dictionary publisher and website, defines it.

People who have “main character energy” live like they are the main
characters of their lives. Think of a Hollywood blockbuster. We follow the
main character. Most of the time we root for them, too. We celebrate their
wins and are heartbroken over their losses. We boo their rivals. In the few
hours we devote to watching their story play out on the big screen, we're
emotionally invested and (usually) want the best for them.

When you have “main character energy” in real life, you live like you are
that character. You'e self-assured and self-confident. You become or act
like the center of attention. You are self-empowered. When this term is
used online, it’s usually in “good for you” types of praise, admiring the
way someone acts or is living.!

But this is not the life we are called to in Jesus. When we faithfully follow
Him, Jesus is to be the center of attention in our life, not us. He is the
main character. We're the supporting characters in His story.

In our passage today, we’ll meet John the Baptist, one of Jesus’s
“supporting characters” in His earthly ministry. John knew he wasn’t
the main character, but the One who was coming after him, Jesus, was.
Like any good supporting character, John didn’t seek to be the center of
attention; instead, his ministry pointed to Jesus.

@ What does it look like to point to Jesus in your daily life?

How are you pointing to Jesus today? How can you make
Jesus the main character of your life?



Session Summary

Our passage in Matthew opens with an introduction to John the Baptist,
whose ministry prepared the way for the coming Messiah, Jesus. He
prepared the hearts of the people, helping them see that they were sinners
in need of repentance and salvation that would ultimately come through
the promised Messiah. John recognized he wasn’t the “main character” in
this story and used his life and ministry to point to Jesus.

When Jesus Himself arrived on the scene, ready to be baptized, John,
knowing he was unworthy of the task, tried to stop Jesus. And yet, God
used John to bring Him glory in this moment in the waters of the Jordan.
We see the heavens opened and the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit all
together in one place, inaugurating a journey that would lead to the cross
and our salvation.

1. John the Baptist (Matthew 3:1-6)

@ What stands out to you about John from these verses?

@ How would you describe John’s ministry from these verses?

Today, we are beginning a study of the book of Matthew. The author of
this Gospel doesn’t identify himself in writing, but church tradition names
the author as Matthew (also called Levi), one of the twelve disciples in
Jesus’s inner circle. Matthew was a tax collector.? Jesus called Matthew to
follow Him in Matthew 9:9 (see also Mark 2:14; Luke 5:27-28). Many
scholars have speculated that, as a tax collector, Matthew would have been
accustomed to keeping detailed records, and he probably put that skill to
use to record testimony of the earthly ministry of Jesus.

Matthew’s Gospel referenced the Old Testament more than any other
Gospel account,’ like in today’s passage, and emphasized Jesus as the long-
awaited Messiah of the Jewish people.

In this passage, Matthew described the role of John the Baptist as the
forerunner and herald for Jesus’s earthly ministry. John the Baptist’s birth
to Zechariah and Elizabeth (Mary’s cousin) was foretold by an angel in
Luke 1:13-17. The angel told Zechariah that John would be “filled with
the Holy Spirit” (Luke 1:15) and walk in the spirit of the prophet Elijah “to
make ready for the Lord a prepared people” (Luke 1:17). God set John the
Baptist apart for a special purpose before his birth, and in these verses in
Matthew, we see that special purpose in action.

John

Jesus’s cousin John
preceded Him in the

public eye, fulfilling the
prophecies that one like
Elijah would come to
prepare the way for the
Christ (see 11:7-19, esp. v.
14). He became known as
“the Baptist” because he
called Jews to repent of
their sins and demonstrate
the rededication of their
lives to God by immersion
in water, a rite otherwise
largely reserved for Gentile
proselytes to Judaism. John
vividly taught the lesson
that one’s faith is a matter
of personal commitment
and not a reliance on
ancestral pedigree.
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In Jesus’s day, it was common for kings to send someone ahead of them to
prepare the way for their arrival. The role of this herald was to make sure
the people and the land were prepared for the king’s arrival.* John acted as
the forerunner for the arrival of the King of kings, preparing the people for
the arrival of the Messiah.

In the Old Testament, the words “in those days” would many times point
to the fulfillment of prophecy,” which Matthew would make clear in a
few verses. John preached in the wilderness of Judea, the area where the
people had received the Israelite law, a time when the people had been set
apart for new beginnings.® John paved the way for a more important new
beginning: the arrival of Jesus.

John proclaimed “Repent, because the kingdom of heaven has come near!”
(Matt. 3:2). Even today, this is the first step we must take to accept the gift
of salvation: recognize we are sinners unable to save ourselves in need of a
Savior. Jesus would also call people to repentance in His ministry.

Matthew quoted Isaiah 40:3 here showing that John’s ministry fulfilled
prophecy spoken by the prophet Isaiah. This prophecy also pointed to
the coming Messiah and would have been especially meaningful to a
Jewish reader who would recognize this prophecy for exactly what it was:
evidence that Jesus was the Messiah.

Matthew gave a description of John’s outward appearance and lifestyle
beginning in verse 4. He ate locusts, the food of the poor, and wore
a similar garment to the Old Testament prophet Elijah.” The people
apparently recognized something different about John because they

flocked to him to be baptized.

Before this, the Jews would wash ceremonially, and when Gentiles
converted to Judaism, they would be baptized. But John’s baptism was
different. Since Jesus had not yet begun His public ministry, John’s
baptism could not signify that a person had joined the body of Christ but
instead was a public profession of repentance and commitment to live a

changed life.®

Baptism today is not a saving act. We are saved through God’s grace

by faith in Jesus alone, not because of any actions, like baptism, that

we might perform. For these Jews, baptism was an outward sign of a
commitment to repent and live differently. For us, baptism is an outward
sign of an inward reality of receiving the gift of salvation and following
Jesus.



Application: Why is repentance an ongoing part of the
Christian life and not only something we do to first receive
Jesus?

2. Pointing to Jesus (Matthew 3:7-12)

What strikes you about John’s proclamation to the people
in these verses?

@ What warning did John give? What promise?

The Jewish religious leaders (the Pharisees and Sadducees are named here)
are often painted as hypocrites in the Gospels. By all appearances, they
lived a holy life, and yet many did not have the humble heart posture
God requires, desiring wealth, power, and reputation more than actual
righteousness. Jesus would later call them out as John did here.

John called out the religious leaders as enemies, warning them that their
biological status as children of Abraham would not ultimately save them.
John’s words referencing God’s ability to raise up children of Abraham
from the stones foreshadowed the eventual incorporation of the Gentiles
into God’s family”’

Often in biblical imagery, a tree’s production of “good fruit” (v.10)
represents the good works of a believer in Jesus because of a repentant
heart. In God’s orchard, all other “trees” are cut down. (Note this does not
support the idea that our good works can earn salvation; our good works
are the result of a born-again heart.)

In verse 11, John pointed directly to Jesus, alluding to the fact that, like a
worker separating good grain from worthless chaff, God will one day sort
believers from nonbelievers.

As we discussed earlier, John knew he was not the main character here. He
did not want glory but passed that along to the Lord. Someone else was
coming, someone better, someone for whom John wasnt even worthy to
perform the lowly task of removing His sandals. That someone was Jesus.

Application: What warning is there for us in John’s
message to the religious leaders? What might this type of
hypocritical religious thinking look like in our lives today?
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3. Jesus’s Baptism (Matthew 3:13-17)

@ Why would John view it as inappropriate for him to baptize
Jesus?

@ How was Jesus’s identifying with those He came to save in
being baptized?

At last, the moment John had been heralding had arrived! Jesus was on the
scene. He came from Galilee and His baptism would officially begin His
public ministry.

John knew Jesus did not need to repent, and so he hesitated to baptize
Jesus. But Jesus knew it was God’s will for John to baptize Him, and just
as Jesus submitted to the Father’s will, John submitted, and Jesus was

baptized.

Notice again, John sought no glory of his own. He recognized his
unworthiness. He approached Jesus humbly. John correctly understood
who Jesus was, and who he was in comparison—a sinner. But God desires
to and delights in using us for His glory as He did with John. We are
sinners, but God wants to redeem us and use us as part of His story.

At Jesus’s encouragement, John baptized Jesus, and we see all three persons
of the Trinity interacting in one space: the Son, in the river being baptized,
the Holy Spirit, “descending like a dove and coming down on him” (v.

16), and God the Father, speaking from heaven, “This is my beloved Son,
with whom I am well-pleased” (v. 17). This is one of only two instances
where Matthew recorded the Father speaking in his Gospel."” Matthew
seized the moment to highlight Jesus’s divinity: Jesus was the long-awaited
Messiah.

John prepared the way, and Jesus took the first step for His public
ministry. The mission was underway.

Application: What can we learn from John’s response to
Jesus in this passage? What does it look like to respond
similarly to Jesus in our daily lives?

Conclusion

At the end of our passage today, Jesus arrived from Galilee to be baptized
by John in the Jordan River. While John hesitated because he knew Jesus
did not need to repent of any sins, Jesus knew His baptism was the will of
the Father, so John was obedient in following God’s plan. God used this



imperfect human with a humble heart to bring Him glory in the waters of

the Jordan.

God still works this way today. He calls us to tasks that we don’t feel
equipped for, prepared for, or worthy to participate in, and though we are
imperfect sinners who often get it wrong, He delights in working in and
through us as His unlikely instruments.

The key to successful involvement as a “supporting character” in God’s
beautiful story, like John, is to adopt the same attitude as John: humble
obedience.

@ What can we learn from John the Baptist about how to live
a life for Jesus?

@ How can we seek a bolder life for Jesus today? What can
we do to point to Him more clearly in all we do?

@ Why should our role in God’s story continually lead to
sharing Jesus with others?

Prayer of Response

Thank God for sending Jesus to save us from our sins. Thank Him for
the many examples He has given us to follow in His Word. Ask for His
help as you consider your role in God'’s story in our church and in your
daily life.

Memory Verse

“I baptize you with water for repentance, but the one who is coming
after me is more powerful than I. | am not worthy to remove his
sandals. He himself will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.” —
Matthew 3:11

Additional Resources

Exalting Jesus in Matthew by David Platt
Be Loyal by Warren Wiersbe
Matthew for You by Tim Chester
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Historical Context of Matthew

Purpose

Matthew probably wrote his Gospel in order to preserve written eyewitness testimony about

the ministry of Jesus. Matthew’s Gospel emphasizes certain theological truths. First, Jesus is the
Messiah, the long-awaited King of God’s people. Second, Jesus is the new Abraham, the founder
of a new spiritual Israel consisting of all people who choose to follow him. This new Israel will
consist of both Jews and Gentiles. Third, Jesus is the new Moses, the deliverer and instructor of
God’s people. Fourth, Jesus is the Immanuel, the virgin-born Son of God who fulfills the promises
of the OT.

Author

The author did not identify himself in the text. However, the title that ascribes this Gospel to
Matthew appears in the earliest manuscripts and is possibly original. Titles became necessary

to distinguish one Gospel from another when the four Gospels began to circulate as a single
collection. Many early church fathers (Papias, Irenaeus, Pantaenus, and Origen) acknowledged
Matthew as the author. Papias also contended that Matthew first wrote in Hebrew, implying that
this Gospel was later translated into Greek.

Setting

Determining the date of composition of Matthew’s Gospel depends largely on the relationship of
the Gospels to one another. Most scholars believe that Matthew utilized Mark’s Gospel in writing
his own gospel. If this is correct, Matthew’s Gospel must postdate Mark’s. However, the date of
Mark’s Gospel is also shrouded in mystery. Irenaeus (ca AD 180) seems to claim that Mark wrote
his Gospel after Peter’s death in the mid-60s. However, Clement of Alexandria, who wrote only
twenty years after Irenaeus, claimed that Mark wrote his Gospel while Peter was still alive. Given
the ambiguity of the historical evidence, a decision must be based on other factors.

Special Features

This Gospel was written from a strong Jewish perspective to show that Jesus is the Messiah
promised in the Old Testament.
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Extended Commentary

Matthew 3:1-17

Matthew jumped abruptly to Jesus’ adulthood, passing over in silence the intervening years of His
life. The events of this section set the stage for and culminate in Jesus’ baptism and temptation, both
of which would prepare Him for His approximately three-year ministry (about a.d. 27-30). Jesus’
cousin John preceded Him in the public eye, fulfilling the prophecies that one like Elijah would
come to prepare the way for the Christ (see 11:7-19, esp. v. 14). He became known as “the Baptist”
because he called Jews to repent of their sins and demonstrate the rededication of their lives to God
by immersion in water, a rite otherwise largely reserved for Gentile proselytes to Judaism. John
vividly taught the lesson that one’s faith is a matter of personal commitment and not a reliance on
ancestral pedigree.

Jesus and John met each other on the banks of the Jordan, where Jesus requested baptism even
though He did not need to repent from sin. After initial protests John acceded, recognizing that
this formed part of God’s will. God used the occasion to testify with a heavenly voice to Jesus true
identity. Jesus is God’s Son, the one whom Isaiah called Immanuel (“God with us,” 1:23)."
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