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10/21 Class 9: The Beginnings of Ministry: John the Baptist, Jesus, and Satan

Starting Point: Video – Jesus of Nazareth 1st 20 minutes

Mark 1 & Luke 3 accounts of John the Messenger: Chapter 5 in Authorized Biography

John the Baptist, or as I prefer to call him, John the Messenger, is truly a remarkable servant of God in the history of God’s work of salvation. Jesus calls him a prophet, more than a prophet, God’s messenger who prepares the way for the Messiah, and the greatest person who has ever lived. (Luke 7:18-35)  He is also [the return of] Elijah who was to come right before the Messiah’s appearance. (Matthew 11:14; Mark 9:13) 

John the Messenger is the beginning of the proclamation of the Gospel of the Kingdom (Matthew 11:13-14; Luke 16:16; Mark 1:14-15) and the New Testament witnesses trace Jesus’ ministry back to the ministry of John the Messenger. (Acts 1:21-22; 10:36-37)  So we shouldn’t be surprised that each of the four Gospels mention and emphasize the ministry of John in preparation of Jesus and each unequivocally states that John baptized Jesus and let folks know that Jesus was the Christ, not himself (Matthew 3:1-17; Mark 1:2-11; Luke 3:1-22; John 1:6-9, 15-35) and that decades after his death, the early Church was still dealing with the influence and impact of John the Baptist. (Acts 19:1-7) 

Luke goes deeper and further than the others by emphasizing John’s miraculous birth, his pious and aged parents, and his testimony to Jesus even while both of them were in the womb. (Luke 1:5-25, 39-45, 57-80)   John is careful not to let his disciples or opponents bait him into a rivalry with Jesus and his work of ministry – and Jesus refuses to be a rival with John or to criticize him. (John 3:22-4:4) John’s preaching was powerful and true, no matter the consequences or the audience and so his truthful criticism of Herod gets him thrown into prison and ultimately executed. (Matthew 14:1-12) 

While imprisoned and awaiting death, John does send his disciples to Jesus to see if Jesus is really who he thought he was – John’s preaching seemed to suggest or expect a mighty and conquering ruler who would bring God’s judgment, but Jesus shows him that he is the Messiah by referring to prophecy which Jesus fulfills with his ministry of compassion and liberation. (Luke 7:18-23) John’s death preceded Jesus’ feeding of the 5,000 – in fact, Jesus was trying to withdraw and be alone when word of John, his cousin, was murdered by Herod. (Matthew 14:1-14) 

Four Key things about John’s Ministry

1. All 4 Gospels recognize John’s ministry & importance in preparing the way for Jesus.
2. John is the “Bulldozer” or Elijah, who makes the way ready for the Messiah
3. John is not the “G.Q.” preacher type – he doesn’t have anything attractive about him so how did he get people to come from all over* to find him? He was a prophet! His clothing and diet indicate that and not just that he was a mad man. He identifies with a Nazarite from the OT. Jesus calls John “the greatest born of woman” because he is a servant, the one whom Jesus considers the greatest – John 1, 3, & 4 clearly portray as a servant who must decrease so Jesus can increase.
4. John is a witness to all to God’s truth and to “the coming one” for whom he is the preparer, the bulldozer, making the way ready and prepared.
Look in Luke 3 and Mark 1 and list all the people who come to hear John

· Pharisees (He told to repent because they were snakes)
· Soldiers (He told to give up extortion)
· Tax Collectors (He told to repent of dishonesty and extortion)
· Crowds from
· Judean countryside (hicks, farmers)
· Jerusalem (city slickers)
· Genuine seekers (from John)
· Prostitutes and sinners (elsewhere in Luke)
In other words, all kinds of people from all kinds of places were attracted to John’s preaching. How and why?

John’s preaching focused on 4 things:

1. Repentance & baptism for remission of sins in preparation for “the coming one”
2. The Kingdom is near, so prepare for God’s coming Kingdom
3. “The coming one” will not just baptize with water, but with the Holy Spirit
4. “The coming one” is the one John baptizes, and he was before John and is greater than John; John is not even worthy to untie his sandals.
Herod Had a Difficult Problem with John (as also the Jewish leaders will later in the Gospels near Jesus’ death)

First, John preached the truth about Herod’s incestuous relationship with Herodias. 

Second, John was incredibly popular with all strata of people!

Third, if he kills John, he makes him an heroic martyr and himself a devil.

So Herod keeps John alive because of fear and also because of political savvy.

When he does have John murdered because of Herodias’ daughters dance, he then begins to worry that Jesus is John raised from the dead!

John’s power to attract people was based on his voice being the voice of God, which had gone unheard for hundreds of years. In fact, his ministry can be seen as the renewal of God’s love and grace for his people by letting his voice be heard after a long famine in the land for the word of God. (Amos 8:11-12) 

The OT quotations used to describe John’s ministry place it in the context of Malachi 4:5-6.  This is both a hopeful and horrifying message because if God’s people will not hear John’s voice and be brought back to the faith of their great fathers, God will strike the land with a curse – something that Jesus promises because of his rejection, the destruction of Jerusalem. This makes John’s ministry vital, not just because of his preparatory work for Jesus, but also because of the huge issues at stake for God’s people. 

Jesus’ ministry and John’s ministry shared several things in common:

1. They both proclaimed the closeness of God’s Kingdom and the need for repentance.
2. Both proclaim the Gospel
3. Both baptized their disciples
4. Both taught their disciples to pray
But, while John’s disciples fasted, Jesus’ disciples did not and Jesus’ ministry was more celebratory and less ascetic than John’s. (Matthew 11:1-19)

John’s ministry both prepared the people for Jesus and also prepared Jesus for ministry. Luke emphasizes Jesus’ baptism as his joining his life with the people in preparing for God’s Kingdom. Matthew focuses on Jesus’ baptism as Jesus’ desire to fulfill the righteousness demanded by God. Mark uses the baptism as a way of introducing Jesus as the one who will baptize with the Holy Spirit. The Gospel of John focuses on the ministry of John the Messenger, as the preparation of both the people and of Jesus’ disciples; strongly emphasizing Jesus is the Messiah – The Greater One!

After the incredible experience Jesus had at his baptism, Satan immediately tries to step in and spoil everything. 

First, he directly tempts Jesus. Notice how God had prepared Jesus for his temptation by his words at Jesus’ baptism – “You are my Son, whom I love, in you I am well pleased.” Because Satan’s first words are, “If you are the Son of God…?” God had prepared his Son by affirming …

1. His relationship with Jesus
2. His love for Jesus
3. His pleasure in Jesus
These are things that each of us needs most from those we love and respect most. New Christians especially need this because we know that like Jesus, Satan will try to come after them. The Apostle Paul demonstrates the importance of this kind of affirmation – he does it at the beginning of every letter he writes except Galatians. Notice especially 1 Thessalonians 1! 

Three events are set apart to talk about the beginning of Jesus’ ministry:

1. John the Messenger’s ministry (totality, but especially the preaching, baptizing & death – which precedes the feeding of the 5,000.)
2. Jesus’ baptism by John: which Luke looks as Jesus identifying with the people he will soon reach and Matthew looks at in terms of fulfilling all righteousness.
3. The Temptation of Jesus by Satan in the “wilderness” for 40 days.
Notice that the Holy Spirit plays a key role in all three of these.
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