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In this study, we will continue to explore the introduction of John the Baptist in the synoptic gospels. 
As a reminder, the name John (Hebrew, יֹוחָנָן  [“Yochanan”]) means “the LORD is gracious.” 
Appropriately, then, the gospel writers tell us that John was used by God to get the people ready for 
Jesus and to experience His amazing grace. As was explored in the last study, John began to publicly 
minister to his fellow Israelites in the Judean deserts, especially along the Jordan River. John was the 
son of a priest, a man who served in the Temple (Zechariah). In fact, John actually should have been 
preparing to serve as a priest in the Temple himself, but instead - like the Essenes - he was out in the 
Judean deserts. John lived an ascetic life, preached a message of repentance, and called on the 
people of Israel to get baptized.


DIFFERENT SECTS OF JUDAISM 

In the first century AD, like Judaism today, there were many different sects and expressions of 
Judaism. As was already mentioned, there were the Essenes; priests who were disgusted with the 
corruption found in the rest of the priesthood and decided to live out in the Judean deserts, famously 
in the area of Qumran, north of the Dead Sea. Additionally, we know of at least two more sects at that 
time: the Pharisees and the Sadducees. 


• The Pharisees, meaning “separated ones,” were devoted to the Torah and its traditional 
interpretation and implementation. The Pharisees held prominent positions in the community; they 
were respected teachers of the Bible. 


• The Sadducees were priests and, therefore, their main area of concern was the Temple and the 
worship within the Temple. In fact, in Hebrew they are called “Zaddukim,” a reference to Zadok, the 
High Priest during the reign of King Solomon. The Sadducees were also teachers of the Bible, but 
they were much more open to assimilating into Greek and Roman culture.


John the Baptist was apparently not a part of any of these groups, though it appears he took 
inspiration from the Essenes. Instead, it is possible that John was an “independent,” so to speak, and 
this is perhaps why many of the “common people” responded to his message. The people at the time 
who were not specifically affiliated with any particular sect of Judaism were called the “people of the 
land” (“am haaretz” in Hebrew). 
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JOHN ADDRESSED THE PHARISEES AND SADDUCEES 

The gospel writers Matthew and Luke record for us what John said to the Pharisees and Sadducees in 
the crowd that had gathered to listen to him.


“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? Therefore bear fruit  in 
keeping with repentance;  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. 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, NASB; cf. Luke 3:7-9) 

“But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming for baptism…” 

The Pharisees and the Sadducees are often coupled together, but, as demonstrated above, they were 
actually two very different sects within Judaism; both groups had their strengths and weaknesses. 
Among their weaknesses, the Pharisees gained a reputation of being hypocritical; demanding of the 
people a strict of level of devotion to God’s commandments but not living it out themselves. Regarding 
the weaknesses of the Sadducees, they often colluded with the Romans, much to the displeasure of 
the common people. It should be noted that when the gospel writers referred to these groups, they 
were often speaking to those who were particularly disingenuous.


“…he said to them, ‘You brood of vipers, who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?...’” 

These Pharisees and Sadducees had gathered to hear John along with the crowds, but John was 
skeptical of them. To John, they were a “brood of vipers.” They were like snakes fleeing from some 
disaster, like a fire.  John questioned them by asking who had warned them to escape the coming 2

wrath. The kingdom was at hand, but the coming kingdom is only good for those who have repented; 
it is bad for those who have not. For the unrepentant, the coming kingdom is “the wrath to come.” 
Since John assumed they were not genuine in their repentance, to him they were simply going through 
the motions to escape the judgment that would come with the kingdom; if they were at all interested in 
being baptized, it was to simply to escape punishment.


“…Therefore bear fruit in keeping with repentance…” 

Perhaps softening his tone, John then provided them with the way to genuinely demonstrate their 
repentance. They were to not just get baptized, but to “bear fruit in keeping with repentance.” John 
called on these Pharisees and Sadducees to back up their confession with their actions. Indeed, that’s 
what he meant by this phrase: don’t be a tree that bears sinful fruit, but fruit that makes it evident you 
are committed to repentance. Don’t just say you’re repenting and don’t just get baptized, but prove 
your commitment with action; repentance is more than words. Bearing the fruit of repentance requires 
a commitment; it’s a process that takes time and diligence.


“…and do not suppose that you can say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham for our father’…” 

The common thought among the Jewish people, regardless of sect, was that their heritage was 
enough to ensure they would have a place in the kingdom. As it says in the Talmud, which was most 
likely a common saying in the first century as well: “All Israelites have a share in the world to 
come…” (m.Sanhedrin 10:1).  Sure, a person could lose their status as an Israelite, if you will, if they 3
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committed a sin that resulted in being cut off. But for those who were at least nominally or outwardly 
committed to God and His ways, they could be sure of their place in the kingdom due to the fact that 
they were a part of the covenant people; the descendants of Abraham. But John rejected this notion of 
salvation; salvation was not based on group status or being a part of the covenant people. Instead, 
only those who demonstrated their faith through their actions have a place in the coming kingdom.


“…for I say to you that from these stones God is able to raise up children to Abraham…” 

As it relates to salvation, there is no inherent virtue in being a physical descendant of Abraham. In fact, 
God is able to bring forth children for Abraham from lifeless rocks! This is exaggerated language to 
express the fact that being a true descendant of Abraham, a recipient of God’s promises, is based on 
repentant action, not simply group association, especially through lineage. In terms of the gospel 
writers’ theological purpose, this was a foreshadowing of the fact that salvation would go to Gentiles; 
those who are not physically descendants of Abraham would become the children of Abraham 
through God’s power in them, through their faith and repentant action.


“…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.’” 

God is looking for anyone who bears the fruit of repentance; but if you don’t bear the fruit of 
repentance, you will be “cut down and thrown into the fire.” In fact, the axe is already laid at the root of 
the trees! Judgment is coming soon unless you bear the fruit of repentance! John was a prophet and 
he used strong language like this to express how serious the situation is. Now is the time to decide, 
because God’s kingdom is coming soon!


JOHN ADDRESSED TAX COLLECTORS AND SOLDIERS 

Luke provided us with more of the interaction: John answered some questions posed by people in the 
crowd.


“And the crowds were questioning him, saying, ‘Then what shall we do?’ And he would answer 
and say to them, ‘The man who has two tunics is to share with him who has none; and he who 
has food is to do likewise.’ And some tax collectors also came to be baptized, and they said to 
him, ‘Teacher, what shall we do?’ And he said to them, ‘Collect no more than what you have 
been ordered to.’ Some soldiers were questioning him, saying, ‘And what about us, what shall 
we do?’ And he said to them, ‘Do not take money from anyone by force, or accuse anyone 
falsely, and be content with your wages.’” (Luke 3:10-14, NASB)


“…the crowds were questioning him… ‘Then what shall we do?’… ‘The man who has two tunics is 
to share with him who has none; and he who has food is to do likewise.’” 

The people, hearing the exchange between him and the Pharisees and the Sadducees, then asked: 
John responded by saying they should become more charitable. In Jewish culture, charity is actually 
called “tzedakah,” which means “righteousness.”  True righteousness is demonstrated by being 4

compassionate towards your fellow man and giving to those in need. We are called to give to those in 
need because we recognize that we are all in need in some way; the giving of charity allows us to 
demonstrate empathy.
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“…some  tax collectors also came to be baptized… ‘Teacher, what shall we do?’… ‘Collect no more 
than what you have been ordered to.’” 


The tax collectors referenced here are likely Jewish people who worked for the Romans to collect 
taxes for them; they had essentially betrayed their own people and were working for their enemies. 
John said to them: “Collect no more than what you have been ordered to.” Taxation itself is an 
immoral practice, but if one finds themselves in being a position of being a tax collector, John 
encouraged them to not make a bad situation worse and to only take they had been ordered to take.


“…Some  soldiers were questioning him… ‘And what about  us, what shall we do?’… ‘Do not take 
money from anyone by force, or accuse anyone falsely, and be content with your wages.’” 

It is a sin for government agents to take money from anyone by force or to make trouble for someone, 
especially for monetary gain. Instead, they should be content with what they have. All of John’s 
instructions moved the people closer to virtue. Indeed, true repentance is a choice to change our lives 
to become more virtuous.
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