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Scripture: Matthew 3:5-7 

Subject: Part 6 – Being confronted 

 
5 Then Jerusalem, all Judea, and all the region around the Jordan went out to him 6 and               

were baptized by him in the Jordan, confessing their sins. 7 But when he saw many of the                 

Pharisees and Sadducees coming to his baptism, he said to them, “Brood of vipers! Who              

warned you to flee from the wrath to come?  

 

Matthew records for us a sample of John the Baptist’s preaching here in this chapter               

starting in verse 7. Luke also records the same in chapter 3 verses 1 to 18, giving us more                   

detail, but the message is still the same. This sample is a captivating illustration of the type                 

of man that he was, his boldness and his courage, but also the power of the Holy Spirit.  

 

The last time, we observed a number of John the Baptist’s characteristics that made him               

great:  his obedience to his calling, he was filled with the Spirit, he was self-controlled, he            

was humble, he proclaimed God's Word, and he won many people to the Lord.  Now, these              

are the characteristics which makes a person great in God’s eyes.  His mission was to herald               

the coming King and kingdom, and his ministry was to prepare Israel to receive the               

promised King which the Scriptures had been prophesying from ancient times. How did he              

do this? His message was clear, calling out from the wilderness, as we see in verse 2, he                  

cried “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is imminent," it’s at hand, it’s the next event. The                

King was coming and they needed a radical change of mind, a radical change of heart, a               

transformation of life to prepare for the King and His kingdom. Repentance is not              

reformation. It’s not simply turning over a new leaf or promising to go in a different                
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direction! It’s not simply remorse, or the act of regretting the fruit of one’s crime—and               

ignoring the root of one’s sin or crime as we see in Hebrews 12:17; 

“For you know that afterward, when he wanted to inherit the blessing, he was rejected,                

for he found no place for repentance, though he sought it diligently with tears.”  

Repentance is not penitence—the act of attempting to make up for one’s sins through good               

works. No! Repentance is a sincere change in the mind of the sinner that prompts a turning                 

away from sin and turning to God.  Dr. Harold Wilmington wrote;  

“God is not primarily interested in convincing a sinner to give up smoking, swearing,              

drinking, and illicit sex, as bad as these may be, for this will never save him. His great sin                   

which will eventually condemn him forever is the rejection of Jesus Christ. Repentance,             

therefore, deals with a turning from this horrible crime of spurning Calvary” (see Doctrine              

of the Salvation; p.53).  

John not only called for repentance but also the action of baptism. That was another part of                 

John’s ministry. It was similar to the ceremony underwent by Gentile proselytes converting             

to Judaism. We noted by doing this, John was saying in effect, ‘“You are no better off than a                   

Gentile; you are apart from God and you are a non-subject in His kingdom, and you cannot               

receive His King.”  What should have been good news, was in fact bad news. The King was                 

coming and they were not ready, regardless of their religiosity, or their national heritage.              

They were sinful and unworthy of the coming promised King, and therefore, unable to              

inherit the kingdom, if they remained in their sin. John was calling for a fundamental               

change, a tremendous and total transformation.  It was a bold wake up call to the Jews.                

God graciously sent His herald, to prepare His people, which is why John declared boldly,               

Repent and be baptized.  

Just as a side note: John’s baptism was an outward act of preparation for the coming of                 

Christ. It was a baptism of repentance, however, it was not the same as the ordinance                

Christ gave, because they still needed to believe that Jesus is Christ to be saved, they                

needed to surrender their lives to Him, to be redeemed. We see this in Acts 19, Paul                 

speaking to a group of people said:  
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And he said to them, “Into what then were you baptized?” So they said, “Into              

John’s baptism.” 4 Then Paul said, “John indeed baptized with a baptism of           

repentance, saying to the people that they should believe on Him who would come              

after him, that is, on Christ Jesus.” 5 When they heard this, they were baptized in            

the name of the Lord Jesus. 

 

Baptism has always been an outward act to symbolise an inward reality. But does everyone               

that gets baptised really have an inward reality? Today, in many churches, they teach that if                

you get baptised you are in the family of God automatically, hence why they baptise babies.                

But this is not scriptural. Others churches say, here is a formulated prayer, pray that and get                 

baptised, and in this way you will be a member of the family of God. But this too is not                    

scriptural. The Bible is very clear, a person must repent before God, surrender their lives to                

God and become a disciple of Jesus, which includes being obedient to the Lord’s commands,               

one of such is being baptised. No wonder God’s anger is recorded against the false               

shepherds in Jeremiah 23 who were fleecing the flock not only of the important truth of                

God, but in doing so, keeping them away from the reality of God, and His Kingdom. 

 

This is not a thing of the past. It is very much alive. Because there is so little real spirituality,                    

because there is little knowledge of God, and because people are happier to know about               

God rather than really know God within the body of Christ, the church has reached out to                 

the world in the mistaken belief that by adopting their ways they will attract more people.                

If they tone down the reality of God’s law, wrath and judgement and just focus on His love                  

and acceptance that they will attract more people. Guess what! They do and it works, but                

then you have a world centred church, an ear pleasing church, a religious business, a               

numbers game and not a Christ centred church. A bit of everything and a lot of nothing that                  

is worthwhile. Oh, you will be entertained for time but only to suffer in eternity. You will                 

come face to face with lots of new people but not with the Lord. If these churches only                  

focused on God, to really know Him and His reality, they wouldn’t be bother with the world.                 

John 17v3 –  

And this is eternal life, that they may know You,  the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom 
You have sent. 
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No wonder, John struck out at the root of the people’s problems which were the religious                

leaders of his day, and when you consider the spiritual climate of today it is very appropriate                 

still, is it not? 

 
In verse 5, we see that John’s ministry of preparation was well received. People from               

Jerusalem, all Judea, all the region around the Jordan went out to hear him, and not just                 

that, they were baptized, confessing their sins. The Holy Spirit was at work. Word, no               

doubt, went out to all these places, and attracted many different types of people. Many I’m                

sure, were very genuine. Remember at that time there was an expectation of the Messiah               

coming, which was heightened by the events that took place almost 30 years previously              

when visitors from the East came looking for Him. Now there was this man, looking like no                 

other, behaving and speaking like no other they had ever encountered or heard. They              

wanted to confess their sin, they wanted to repent, be converted, get ready and receive the                

King and His Kingdom. These were sincere, genuine, repentant people, but not all who              

came out to listen and witness John the Baptist were so genuine, so sincere, nor were they                 

repentant.  

 

Out of all the people that congregated in the wilderness, John focused on two specific               

groups of people which he addressed as one, singled out by the Holy Spirit. These were the                 

Pharisees and Sadducees. We’ve already looked at the history of the Pharisees and             

Sadducees, but I think that it is worth looking a little deeper at their beliefs and practices,                 

which is why they came under fire by the Holy Spirit in these verses, and also in front of the                    

people who were ultimately truth seekers. The Holy Spirit was going to expose them.  

 
The Pharisees  
The Pharisees were a group of men who professed great love and devotion to God; devotion                

to the Law; but the Bible paints a picture of men who were hypocritical, corrupt, and                

self-righteous. They were found for the most part in the larger cities such as Jerusalem and                

were a religious association very much in the mainstream of Jewish life. They made a point                

of being noticed and admired. Jesus exposed them as doing “all their deeds to be noticed by                 

men and they love the place of honour at banquets, and the chief seats in the synagogues,                 
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and respectful greetings in the market places, and being called by men, Rabbi” (Matthew              

23:5-7) 

They were exclusive in the sense that not just anyone was accepted into their ranks. The                

word Pharisee itself means ‘separated ones’ and their members diligently tried to live up to               

this name. Admission to the group was strictly controlled by periods of probation lasting up               

to one year, during which the applicant had to prove his ability to follow ritual law. They                 

believed strongly in God’s sovereignty and in divine destiny; and also that they alone were               

the true Israel. They considered themselves to be super-spiritual, but their “ spirituality”            

was entirely external, consisting of the pursuit of meticulous observances of a multitude of              

religious rituals and taboos, most of which had been devised over the previous several              

centuries as supplements to the law of Moses. There was no inward life left.  There was no                

real devotion.  There was no real consecration.  There was no real godliness.  These were           

known collectively  as “the tradition of the elders,” which is why Jesus charged them with  

“ teaching as doctrines the precepts of men”  (Matthew 15:2-9).  

They had no regard or respect for those outside their sect. They even looked with disdain                

on the common Jewish person (John 7:49). The historians tell us that after leaving the               

marketplace or any public gathering, even before they would eat, they would, as soon as               

possible, perform ceremonial washings to purify themselves of any possible contamination           

from touching or even bumping against some unclean person. They were isolationists.   

 

They separated themselves not only from Gentiles but from tax collectors and any other              

persons whom they considered to be base “sinners” (Luke 7:39). They were literal, fanatics              

at self-righteousness. They even tried to condemn Jesus for even going near sinners.  You             

remember that?  They blasted Him for hanging around drunkards, winebibbers and          

sinners, and any of those kinds of people.  They tried to force Jesus into their same kind of                

fanatical self-righteousness thinking.  

They were nothing but shameful hypocrites.  They had an influence they no longer            

deserved, which they harmfully abused, lording it over the people. Jesus really attacked             

them.  You know, Jesus doesn't condemn people; He condemns sin in the gospels.  There           

was only one person or one group of people that He really condemned with scathing words               
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and they were the religious phonies of His day.  He forgave people taken in all kinds of               

sin.  He dealt with sin and never damned sinners until it came to the religious phonies, and               

He let them have it.  In fact, in His last message in Matthew 23, He unleashed a tirade               

against them.  The next group that the Holy Spirit directs his focus on were the; 

 
The Sadducees  
They were the opposite to the Pharisees because they were the compromisers.  They didn't             

particularly care about the intrusion of Greek culture.  They couldn’t have cared less about             

Greek customs.  They were the ones who courted, hustled and fiddled with Rome to get              

everything they could out of it.  The high priests at the time of Jesus were Sadducees. They                

claimed to accept the law of Moses as the supreme and only religious authority, and they                

scorned the legalistic traditions of their antagonists, the Pharisees. In New Testament times             

they were still closely associated with the priestly class (see Acts 5:17), to the extent that                

the terms chief priest and Sadducee were used almost synonymously (as were the terms              

scribe and Pharisee). But they cared little for religion, especially doctrine, and denied the              

existence of angels, the resurrection, and most things supernatural (Acts 23:6-8).           

Consequently they lived only for the present, getting everything they could from whomever             

they could— Gentiles and fellow Jews alike. They believed in extreme human autonomy and              

in the unlimited freedom of the will. They considered themselves masters of their own              

destinies.  

 

The Sadducees were much fewer in number than the Pharisees and were extremely             

wealthy. Among other things, under the leadership of Annas they ran the Temple             

franchises—money exchanging and the sale of sacrificial animals; and charged exorbitantly           

for those services. It was therefore the Sadducees’ business that Jesus damaged when he              

drove the moneychangers and sacrifice sellers out of the Temple with a whip to clean them                

out (Matthew 21:12-13). That's when He alienated the Sadducees because that was their            

business that He was interfering with.  That's why people like Annas and Caiaphas            

hated Him for the rest of the time that He lived and ministered, until finally they got Him to                 

the cross. 
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Because of their great wealth, Temple racketeering, and affiliation with the Romans,            

the Sadducees were much less popular with their fellow Jews than were the Pharisees, who               

were strongly religious and had some measure of national loyalty. The Pharisees were a lot               

more popular with the people because the Pharisees were at least sort of minimally             

patriotic, whereas the Sadducees were hated by the people for the most part because they             

stooped to their conquerors. 

 
Religiously, politically, and socially the Pharisees and Sadducees had almost nothing in            

common. They had a different view of Scripture. The Pharisees recognized two standards of              

divine truth; The Old Testament and oral tradition. They had added to the Scripture with               

oral traditions from rabbis through the centuries, which made up their laws and codes. On              

the other hand, the Sadducees believed only in the Scripture, not oral tradition. They             

rejected all that stuff, all those ceremonies. They believed that only the five books of Moses               

were superior, putting the Pentateuch even over the rest of the Old Testament. They              

thought the Old Testament was important, but the five books of Moses were even more              

important. So there was a difference there. Their view of the future, The Pharisees believe               

in life after death and resurrection, even the coming of the Messiah but the Sadducees               

didn’t believe any of it, which is why they were sad-you-see!.  There was a difference also in                 

their view of sovereignty and free will. The Pharisees were ritualistic; the Sadducees were              

rationalistic. The Pharisees were strict separatists; the Sadducees comprising collaborators.          

The Pharisees were commoners (most of them had a trade), while the Sadducees were              

aristocrats. Both groups had members among the scribes and were represented in the             

priesthood and in the Jewish high council, the Sanhedrin; yet they were in almost constant               

opposition to each other.  

 

The only time they seemed to come together in unison, was when John the Baptist, Jesus’                

forerunner came on the scene. It was during this time, the only common ground they ever                

exhibited was in opposition to Christ and His followers (Matthew 22:15-16, 23, 34-35; Acts              

4:1; 23:6). Why? Because they heard a message and seen the effects of that message, and                

it threatened the security of their positions. Their common ground, was to destroy Jesus              
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and His followers. Keep in mind what the high Priest Caiaphas said, in fact prophesied, in                

John 11 verses 49-52 

49 And one of them, Caiaphas, being high priest that year, said to them, “You             
know nothing at all, 50 nor do you consider that it is expedient for us that one              
man should die for the people, and not that the whole nation should             
perish.” 51 Now this he did not say on his own authority; but being high priest             
that year he prophesied that Jesus would die for the nation, 52 and not for that             
nation only, but also that He would gather together in one the children of God              
who were scattered abroad. 

 

Another side note: The Sadducees seem to fade out of existence around 70A.D. after the               

destruction of the temple. The Pharisees did pop back for a while, and were somewhat               

responsible for reconstructing what we now know today as Judaism.  

 

The Pharisees expected their reward in heaven, while the Sadducees expected theirs in this              

life, but both groups believed in personal works and self-effort; both emphasized the             

superficial and nonessential, the external, not the internal. They had no concern for the              

genuine inner spiritual life or for the welfare of their fellow man. The Pharisees and the                

Sadducees, though they differed about theology and things like that, were both a part of the              

religion of human achievement and self-effort.  

 

The world still has no problem embracing this age old idea of ‘self-effort’ be it in their                 

personal life – ‘self-help books’ for example, or even in their religion. Maybe they have               

‘control’ issues, they need to feel in control. It goes back to Genesis 3 ultimately and they                 

want to be their own gods in their lives. This of course accommodates all the sins of the                  

flesh. The world applauds such and sees the value. In fact the more secretive or exclusive it                 

is, the more attractive it becomes and yet ironically, they all like the applause they get when                 

they are seen. Christ came to set the poor sinner free from all of that nonsense, from                 

performances and soul starved enslavement. Jesus himself said ‘The truth shall set you             

free!’ 

 

Of course we should be able to say that you would not find any trace of any such things, like                    

self-effort and performances in Christianity, but sadly we do. Ever since the formation of              
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the church, just read the epistles and Revelation and it’s there, and more so in the end                 

times. 

Throughout most of church history, the church has had its own brands of Pharisees and               

Sadducees, its ritualists and its rationalists. One looks for salvation and blessing through             

prescribed ceremonies and legalistic practices; the other finds religious meaning and           

purpose in private, existential beliefs and standards. One is conservative and the other is              

liberal, but the hope and trust of both groups is in themselves, in what they can perform or                  

accomplish by their own actions and wills. They emphasize on the outside appearance, but              

Jesus’ emphasis always was and is, on the inside, not about public performance, but what is                

done in secret.  

 

It is that deeper spiritual commonness that Matthew speaks of them as one group,              

emphasized by the use of a single definite article (the) rather than two (“the Pharisees and                

the Sadducees”). It is clear from John’s response to them also, that he considered their basic                

problem and need, to be exactly the same.  

 

Out of the whole multitude that gather there, with the purpose of repenting and being               

baptised, John the Baptist called out to the Pharisees and Sadducees and questioned the              

legitimacy of their desire to be baptised. This group was coming for baptism, the Greek               

preposition epi (meaning for) being used in a construction that clearly indicates purpose. In              

light of John’s unorthodox dress and style, his prophetic and authoritative exhortations, it             

is hard to imagine why the self-righteous and proud Pharisees and Sadducees would ask to               

be baptized by him. Why had they come? Remember what we said already about what               

baptism symbolises here, and the only other time something like this happened was when a               

Gentile was converting to Judaism. They had got it all figured out with their human               

achievement, why are they coming to be baptized?” Good question. Well, you know            

something?  The Bible doesn't tell us why they came.   

 

Maybe they went because they were curious. Maybe they were intimidated by the             

population who thought this man was a prophet of God. They probably did suspect that               
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John was indeed a prophet, as many of the people believed (Matthew 14:5), and that they                

wanted to check him out as thoroughly as they could. Maybe they had questions since               

there hadn’t been a prophet such as this man for around 400 years. Maybe they thought                

because he was a genuine prophet perhaps they could gain his approval, parade the              

pretence of repentant spirituality, and capitalize on or even take over the movement, in the               

way  religious opportunists still do today.  

Whatever their reasons were, they were wrong, wicked reasons. They were not seeking             

God’s truth or God’s working in their own lives. They were not repentant; they had not                

confessed their sins; they had not changed at all. They were not genuinely seeking after               

true righteousness that delivers from judgment. They were the same smug, self-righteous,            

deceitful hypocrites they had been when they started out to find John, as John well knew.                

You know it’s very easy to point the finger, especially when people are not around to defend                 

themselves. But let me ask you, are you aware of your spiritual pride and hypocrisy? Do you                 

know and feel that your sins are wrong and are you willing to trust the Lord Jesus and                  

change? Since when do you fear the wrath or the judgment of God? Or are you just here to                   

check me out?  Searching questions… 

John had a very good grasp of the congregation that was before him, but God did not raise                  

him up to comfort them but to confront them. Love that pampers sin is not love at all.                  

Many in Christian circles say they love, but refuse to talk about sin, hell, and judgment as                 

part of the gospel. But if we don’t speak about them, then why do people need a Saviour, if                   

they haven’t got anything to be saved from? 

So John confronted them -  he said to them,  
“You brood of vipers, who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?”  (3:7b)  

 
It's a far cry from saying, “ Now, ladies and gentlemen, here comes our esteemed leaders” .  
 
John exposed in one great expression the Pharisees and Sadducees’ insincerity. He            

condemned them instantly as religious fakes. They came for baptism, ready to carry out              

their hypocrisy, they wanted to publicly deceive everyone, that they were part of the              

movement, even to the extent of submitting to John’s baptism, out of whatever corrupt              

motives they may have had. We have got this behaviour in the global church today, don’t                
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we? Get born again publicly but have a hidden personal agenda, or just that they wanted                

fire insurance and a good community to belong to, or maybe feel important. Remember, by               

their fruits you shall know them! 

That expression ‘brood’ may also be translated “offspring,” signifying descendants or           

children. Jesus used the same description to describe them on several occasions (Matthew             

12:34; 23:33). The ancients believed that some kind of vipers ate their way out of their own                 

mother’s belly. The only thing worse than a viper was the offspring of vipers. This is not a                  

compliment. Killing one’s parents was considered a heinous and gruesome crime. John            

called the religious leaders the children of snakes! Vipers are small but very poisonous              

desert snakes. John no doubt would have been quite familiar with them. What makes them               

even more dangerous is when they’re still, they look like a dead branch and often picked up                 

unintentionally. That is exactly what Paul did on the island of Malta when he went to gather                 

wood for a fire after the shipwreck and he got bite, which was fatal. Remember the                

response of the natives who had befriended Paul and the others, when Paul miraculously              

“ suffered no harm” (Acts 28:3-5).  

Calling the Pharisees and Sadducees a brood of vipers pointed out the danger of their               

religious hypocrisy, as well as, the fact that their wicked work had been passed on to them                 

by the original serpent (Genesis 3:1-13). Like the desert viper, they often appeared to be               

harmless, but their brand of godliness (cross reference 2 Timothy 3:5) was venomous and              

deadly. In His series of woes against the scribes and Pharisees, Jesus said, “You shut off the                 

kingdom of heaven from men; for you do not enter in yourselves, nor do you allow those                 

who are entering to go in” (Matthew 23:13). They were responsible for keeping countless              

Jews out of the kingdom, and therefore away from salvation and a true and fulfilling               

spiritual life.  

The question ‘Who warned you to flee?’ continues the viper figure.  

“Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?” Did they think the waters of baptism                 

could quench the fires of hell? Did they really think that a religious ritual would undo God’s                 

judgment against unrepentant sin? If repentance is insincere, if the change of mind and              
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heart are not genuine—all the religion in the world cannot save you! It is graphic language                

used here, is it not? He was basically saying “Who brought you snakes out of your holes?”                

“What fire got you moving?”  In those regions, it was common for farmers, after harvest, to               

burn the remaining stalks in the fields, which caused vipers and other creatures to flee.               

John would have been familiar with this sight. So what is he saying here is a blast of                  

indictment. In John’s own mind and in his own heart, he knew what that fire was.  It was the                 

fire of the judgment of God. By the way, the word wrath occurs 300 times in the Old                 

Testament, many times in the New Testament - referring to God's judgment.  The Kingdom            

of Heaven is not just the rule of God—it is the wrath of God. When the Bible speaks of the                    

return of the Messiah, it includes the idea of a burning desire for justice! True repentance                

and conversion do protect from God’s wrath and judgment, but superficial and insincere             

professions or acts of faith tend only to harden a person against genuine belief, giving a                

false sense of security. Here on the earth persecutors may burn our churches, behead our               

children, but they cannot scorch our hearts! The fire that will consume the future is the                

justice of our God! Bruner wrote “A coming of the kingdom without judgment for              

evildoers does not exist except in the imagination of the sentimental” (Bruner p. 75).  

Bible teachers who ignore the judgment passages do their congregation a profound            

disservice and run the risk of misrepresenting God. John preached repentance which leads             

to either life or judgment. Wouldn’t you rather repent? God’s wrath does not contradict              

God’s love but rather proves it! What kind of God pampers sin? What kind of God ignores                 

rebellion?  What kind of God calls hate love or love hate?  

John would not be party to such hypocrisy and sham, that was not part of his godly                 

character or anyone who is godly. It was the deceitfulness of their true master, Satan, and                

not genuine fear of God’s judgment, that led them out to hear John and to seek his baptism                  

as a pretentious formality. John’s indictment must have deeply stung those false religious             

leaders, who considered themselves to be far above the common man in their relationship              

to God and His kingdom.  

Surely, it is only God who could bring the people back to Himself, for the religious where                 

bringing them further away from God, regardless of stance on any theology, doctrine or              
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ceremonial observances. It always was and always will be the Holy Spirit who brings us back                

to God’s unchangeable Word, pointing us back, drawing us near God. Remember the Jews              

were supposed to be lights in the world, they above all others, had tremendous light given                

to them, but the enemy sought at every hands turn to extinguish that light.  

 

As believers we must be very clear about Salvation and how we introduce it to people. God                 

does not mess around with Salvation, it has eternal implications nor does He deal with               

people lightly who distract people from going on the right road. We must be very careful in                 

these days, to who we listen to and follow. Just because people say they are Christian, just                 

because they have a huge following, even Christian following, doesn’t make them a             

Christian. People can put on a great show, say all the right things, say mostly right things but                  

remember, biblical repentance is just the beginning, and not the terminal. The Holy Spirit              

wants to take you on a journey throughout your Christian life to mold you into the likeness                 

of Christ, molding you into His imagine. How? You become a disciple of Jesus, you surrender                

your life, your desires, your will, your everything to God. Everything? Yes, everything. He               

gave His everything remember.  

 

You can hear this to the point where you can become almost deaf. But don’t let it, because                  

it is vital. The Pharisees trusted their works, while the Sadducees believed that they were               

right, and weren’t worried about the future. They were both smug about it. But we must be                 

biblical and listen to what God says on the matter, which is why in the next breath John talks                   

to them about their fruit. John and Jesus called for the evidence of the fruit of the Spirit                  

which Galatian 5 speaks about. This evidence should be seen by fellow believers as well as                

non-believers. The axe was already laid at the root of their tree because they've never              

brought forth fruit that manifests genuine conversion, confessing sin and acknowledging          

Jesus as King which we will address next time. 

 

Amen. 
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