
THE WAY PREPARED  
Matthew 3:1-12 

 
 We hear a lot about infrastructure in the news today.  One of the more significant parts of 
our infrastructure is the interstate highway system.  Can you imagine trying to travel several 
hundred miles without the interstate highways?  Most of us can remember how it was to travel 
the old two-lane roads that would be full of pot holes and detours and slow speed limits through 
a multitude of small towns with speed traps.  In some parts of the country there were the twisting 
and winding mountain roads that made it impossible to pass a large, slow-moving tractor-trailer 
struggling to negotiate the roads.  People did not travel as much then as they do now since many 
would conclude that it was not worth the effort to make the trip.   
 In other parts of the world, traveling is even worse than what we had prior to the 
interstate system.  If we go back far enough in time, in some areas of the world there was barely 
a defined path across vast desert wastelands that would go around deep gorges or mountains or 
would attempt to pass by places where water or food might be available.  It is hard even to 
imagine what it was like for those Jews who were taken captive by the Babylonians and forced to 
travel hundreds of miles from Judah to Babylon.  Can you image the despair most of them had of 
ever being able to return to their homeland?  In his prophecies, Isaiah had anticipated the need 
for a way back for these exiles and called for a “road” or “way” on which they could travel to 
return to Judah.  The ultimate, ideal way would need to avoid the deep valleys, the high 
mountains, and all the hindrances to travel that were typical of that time.   
 Anytime we find ourselves away from where we ought to be, the path to get back may 
seem impossible.  Wouldn’t it be great to have a simple path that anyone could travel that could 
bring us to where we need to be?   
 
Preparing the Way – 3:1-6 
1 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.  Matthew 3:1-6 (NASB95) 
 John made his announcement right on schedule.  Nearly 500 years before this time, the 
prophet Daniel pinpointed the start of the ministry of Jesus to the very year.  In Daniel 9:24-27 
we learn that the probation period for the Jews would be 490 years from the decree to rebuild 
Jerusalem.  During the last seven years of this probation period, the Messiah would confirm His 
covenant with His people.  This prophecy was being fulfilled as Jesus began His earthly ministry 
483 years after the decree was given.  Some students of prophecies were anticipating the 
appearance of the Messiah.  Though some Jews looked for the coming of the Messiah, they were 
not ready for Him when He did come.  In fact, they were not ready even though God sent 
someone to announce that He was coming. 
 It had been about 400 years since there was a prophet among the Jews.  Malachi had 
ended his prophecy to the nation with a warning that great judgment would come upon those 
who rejected God, but the righteous would be victorious.  The remedy that Malachi offered them 
was to remember the Law of Moses.  To provide a final opportunity to avoid destruction, God 
would send another prophet in the spirit of Elijah to call for them to “turn back.”   
 That time had come and John the Baptist, the last and greatest of the Old Testament 



prophets, came preaching a message calling all to “turn around” and start going toward God 
rather than running away from Him because the kingdom of heaven was about to be revealed.  
Failure to turn onto the “way” God was to provide would lead to the pending judgment that had 
been predicted by Malachi.  In God’s grace, He had provided a way; however, it was an 
individual choice to walk on that road and return to God.   
 John the Baptist spoke about preparing the way of the Lord.  Matthew tells us that John 
was the one spoken of by Isaiah the prophet as the voice of one crying in the wilderness.  The 
fuller message of Isaiah’s prophecy in Isaiah 40:3-5 was in reference to the end of the exile for 
Judah when they would be restored to the land.  In verse three we see a preview of the ministry 
of John the Baptist as “the voice of one crying in the wilderness.”  The call was to prepare a road 
or a way on which those who traveled could reach a desirable destination.  In Isaiah’s prophecy, 
who would be traveling on this prepared road?  Obviously, it would be God’s people as they 
came back to the land of Judah.  In the minds of the Jews, they needed to go back to the “land” 
and rebuild the “temple” because that was where God dwelt among them.  During the time they 
were in Babylon, they felt as if they were separated from God even though there were some 
anecdotal events (Daniel, Shadrach, Esther, and others) that provided evidence that God was 
actually there for the faithful.  Where would this road lead?  In Isaiah’s prophecy this was a road 
TO God rather than a road FOR God.  Young’s Literal Translation uses the word “to” rather than 
the word “for” in verse three.    
 As we examine the ministry of John the Baptist, we tend to think in terms of preparation 
for the coming of Jesus to be revealed as God’s Messiah King.  The remarks in the beginning of 
this study reflect this conventional interpretation of John’s ministry as attempting to get the 
people ready for the Messiah.  We have typically been taught that the road was one on which the 
Lord would travel as He came to His people.  The likely intent (when we consider the setting and 
background of Isaiah’s prophecy) is that the “road” or the “way” was one on which God’s people 
would travel as they returned to God.    
 John proclaimed his message out in the desert or wilderness area which was on the west 
side of the Jordan River.  This venue may have been chosen to symbolize the dryness and 
barrenness of the spiritual condition of the nation of Israel and many were not “ready” to 
welcome and receive the King that was coming.  Applying the conventional interpretation to 
what was happening we can see that some people were like valleys in that they saw themselves 
as so bad they could not believe God would care about them.  Jesus helped those who came to 
Him in their valley of trouble and sickness.  He raised them up.   
 The mountains that were to be brought low could apply to others who saw themselves as 
so high and mighty that they did not need anyone’s help.   Jesus did not hesitate to cut down 
those who saw themselves as high and mighty.  Concerning the glory of God being revealed, we 
can find no clearer picture of God and His glory apart from what Jesus gave to us. 
 A different insight into John’s message is found if we simply apply the same idea that 
was in Isaiah’s prophecy.  As mentioned earlier, when we apply this perspective, the road that 
was being prepared was a way in which people could “turn” to God.  In fact, the word that is 
translated “prepare” in Isaiah 40:3 is translated “turn” and “look” 95 of the 135 times it is used in 
the various Hebrew texts.  In retrospect we can see that the road to God under the Jewish system 
was very complicated.  It had evolved into a very dry, complicated system of rules and 
regulations so that it was like hills and valleys with twists and turn and entangled places that 
were seen as barriers to being able to be reconciled with God.  Isaiah and John prophesied that 
the new road was going to be made straight and level and would be a clearly defined way on 



which to travel as people turned to God.   
 At the beginning of the ministry of Jesus, we hear John the Baptist tell us to repent or 
turn so we can be able to travel toward God on God’s path or way.  At the end of the ministry of 
Jesus, we see in John 14:6 that Jesus is that Way.   
 John the Baptist and Jesus came into a world that put much stock in outward appearance.  
Agents of governors and kings would be expected to reflect the dignity of the rulers they 
represented in the way they dressed and the way they behaved themselves.  Yet John the Baptist 
came as an eccentric nonconformist, dressed in camel hair and eating locust and wild honey. 
 To many, John was a curiosity.  Word spread throughout the region about this unusual 
person out in the desert.  John’s message was effective because people listened and then heeded 
his call to repent. 
 John called for people to repent because the Kingdom of Heaven was near.  Repentance 
is preparation to receive salvation and engage in a continual turning to God.  John called for 
confession of sins.  So often, we neglect to admit the sins or faults in our lives.  This failure is 
really denying the problem of sin and the problems that result from sin.  Such a failure is an 
indication that repentance has not happened. 
 Many were convicted by John’s message.  That is the desired outcome of an anointed 
person preaching an anointed message.  They demonstrated this repentance by being baptized by 
John in the Jordan River.  Baptism was typically used by the Jews as a ceremonial purification 
rite when Gentiles converted to Judaism.  John called for all who repented (Jews and Gentiles) to 
be baptized as a sign of their renewed commitment to God.   
 The difference in John’s baptism and Christian baptism is this.  John’s baptism represents 
or is symbolic of washing away of sins in a person’s life.  Christian baptism symbolizes the death 
of the old life and resurrection to a new life in Christ.  John’s baptism dealt with the question of 
sins, but Jesus came to deal with the question of sin. 
 
Proclaiming the Truth – 3:7-10 
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.  Matthew 3:7-10 (NASB95) 
 Not everyone who came out to John was genuine in their search for truth.  Besides the 
common people, the religious leaders (the Pharisees and Sadducees) from Jerusalem came to 
listen to John.  They certainly did not come to “hear” him so as to heed his message.  They were 
listening for some evidence that could be used to discredit John’s ministry.   
 John saw them in the crowd.  How could he miss them?  They were in their long robes 
and dressed so much better than the rest of the people.  John had very little use for those who 
were religious for the sake of being religious.  He called them a bunch of snakes.  I believe John 
chose his words carefully.  Satan had disguised himself as a serpent when he tempted Eve in the 
Garden of Eden.  In the Revelation, John the Apostle referred to the devil as a great serpent.  
John saw people who were just “religious” as being tools of the devil. 
 It was unlikely these leaders came to participate in John’s baptism.  Nevertheless, John 
was quick to put them on notice that true repentance should show some evidence of change.  In 
our churches today, we are not likely to question the sincerity of people who come to “join the 
church” and we would never even think to ask to see some “fruit” or evidence of their Christian 
life.  Therefore, each of us should be questioning ourselves to see if our Christian walk is 



producing the “fruit” of faithfulness since it is not likely that anyone else is going to raise the 
question to us.  There should be an evident difference in the life of a Christian and a non-
Christian. 
 The reference to the wrath to come was likely related to the coming of the end of the 
period of probation for the Jews.  God had granted them 490 years to finish transgressions, to 
bring in righteousness, and to anoint the Messiah.  John knew they had failed to do the first part 
and he was sure they would reject the coming Messiah.  He knew they were thinking that it was 
enough to be a true descendant of Abraham (through the lineage of Isaac and Jacob).  They knew 
about God’s promise to Abraham and they thought they had it made with God simply because 
they could trace their physical lineage back to him.  What they failed to understand was that God 
is Spirit and the promises were given to spiritual Israel, to those who have the faith of Abraham. 
 Today, we can find ourselves with similar “misplaced faith.”  We may be counting on 
having our name on the role of a church and we believe that Jesus is the Son of God.  However, 
if there has been no real change in our lives, then we are being deluded just the Jews were by 
believing they were right with God because they were physical descendants of Abraham.   
 Others may believe they are Christian simply because they are Americans.  Others 
believe everything between themselves and God is just as it should be because their parents were 
“fine Christian folks.”  Still others believe that because they made a profession of faith in Jesus 
Christ, then they can live anyway they choose and that it will be OK.  John said, “Think again, 
my friend!” 
 John used a picture of a tree being cut down.  Paul painted a picture in Romans 11 about 
branches being broken off (Jews) and other being grafted in (Gentiles).  John may have been 
referring to the preparation for “grafting in” the Gentiles to the root stock of Abraham.  The Jews 
were entrusted with God’s Plan of Salvation and were to use it to help all mankind come to God.  
They failed to do that (did not bear fruit) and that responsibility would be shifted to others.  
Based on the historical evidence, we know this trust was transferred to the Church.   
 
Pointing to the King – 3:11-12 
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.”  Matthew 3:11-12 (NASB95)  
 The religious leaders questioned John about who he was and why he was baptizing.  They 
wanted to know if he was the Messiah, or Elijah, or the prophet spoken of by Moses.  John 
denied being any of those but pointed them to Someone Who was soon coming.  Instead of 
baptizing with water the One to come would baptize with the Holy Spirit and with fire.   
 The separation of the wheat from the chaff could have a dual application: the first would 
be to the work of the Holy Spirit in the lives of believers and the second to the separation of the 
saved from the unsaved.   
 Consider that chaff is a natural part of the wheat, but it must be removed before it can be 
used.  In the same way, our lives that are presented to God have to have the chaff removed so 
that we may be of used to God.  This is what is involved in sanctification.  It is the work of the 
Holy Spirit.  The Greek word for wind (such as might be produced by the fan) is the same as that 
used for spirit. 
 John also saw the later work of Jesus in which a great purging will happen to sort out the 
true believers.  This is likely a reference to the tribulation that was to come.  The burning up of 
the residue is probably a reference to the outcome of the judgment at the end time. 



 The Way of the Lord (Jesus Christ) is the way to the Lord.  God, in His grace and 
providence has made that available to all who will “turn and look” to God and trust in His 
provision of salvation by what Christ did for us (died for our sins) on the Cross.   
 
 


