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There are some outstanding preachers in biblical and church history. However, the one 
that we are suddenly introduced to in Mark’s gospel is one of the greatest. The Lord 
Jesus Christ testified of him, “Among those that are born of women there is not a greater prophet 
than John the Baptist” (Luke 7:28). He declared in John’s gospel account that “he bare witness 
unto the truth” (John 5:33) and “He was a burning and a shining light” (John 5:35).  
 We should note that the Lord Jesus paid this remarkable tribute to a man still in his 
early thirties and whose public ministry was just a matter of months. John was not a 
leader like Moses who fervently laboured for 120 years. So it is not quantity of service but 
quality of service that determines the honour of a man’s ministry. There are great servants 
of the Lord like Stephen (Acts 7) and James (Acts 12) whose ministry is just a short one. 
That does not make them any less significant in God’s kingdom. Robert Murray 
McCheyne’s spiritual life has touched millions, yet he died at 29 years of age after just a 
few years in the ministry.  
 It is our privilege to consider today something of this man’s life and ministry. What 
made him so great in the eyes of the Lord? How did a man who did no miracle make 
such an impact on his world in just a brief period of ministry?  
 
OUTLINE 
 
Mark’s Gospel account begins by introducing the Gospel message that would change 
mankind eternally. We are told that it is tied up in the Person of “Jesus Christ, the Son of 
God.” Heralding His glorious advent into the world would be God’s messenger, John the 
Baptist who prepared the way for the coming King of kings. We see in this section about 
this messenger: 
 
(1) PROMISE OF THE MESSENGER  
(2) MESSAGE OF THE MESSENGER  
(3) IMPACT OF THE MESSENGER 
 

(1) PROMISE OF THE MESSENGER (v2-3)  

The background to John’s birth begins in the eternal counsels of God. This man was 
chosen before the foundation of the world to be God’s messenger to herald the coming 
of the Messiah. In ancient times, kings often sent people ahead of them to prepare the 
way for their coming by warning people that the king was coming. In the Gospel of John 
we are told “there was man sent from God whose name was John” (John 1:4). In Mark 1:2-3 we 
are told of two OT prophecies that were revealed by God through Isaiah and Malachi. 
You will note that v2 is taken from Malachi 3:1 and v3 is from Isaiah 40:3. Isaiah’s 
prophecy was revealed at least 700 years before John’s birth and Malachi’s over 400 years 
before John’s birth.  
 Not only was this man’s birth and ministry prophesied by the Holy Spirit, but his 
birth was somewhat remarkable. In Luke’s Gospel account we read in chapter one that 
the angel of the Lord appeared to his aged parents to announce that he would be born to 
them. This was a remarkable thing, as both were aged and, from a human perspective, 
beyond childbearing age. As the passage says they, “both were now well stricken in years” (v7). 
The angel reveals,  
 

Fear not, Zacharias: for thy prayer is heard; and thy wife Elisabeth shall bear thee 
a son, and thou shalt call his name John. And thou shalt have joy and gladness; 
and many shall rejoice at his birth. For he shall be great in the sight of the Lord, 
and shall drink neither wine nor strong drink; and he shall be filled with the Holy 
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Ghost, even from his mother’s womb. And many of the children of Israel shall 
he turn to the Lord their God. And he shall go before him in the spirit and 
power of Elias, to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, and the 
disobedient to the wisdom of the just; to make ready a people prepared for the 
Lord. (v13-17) 

We should note in passing that God answers this couple’s prayers. However, He answers 
them many years later and when they had thought God had rejected their request. The 
angel reveals the name of the child is to be “John” or “God is gracious” – what a great 
name for a child to bear. He would embody that message not only in the fact of his birth 
but the way he lived and the gospel of grace he preached. This child would be “great in the 
sight of the Lord” – that is what we want our children to be – great in God’s eyes. Too 
many are only interested in their children being great in man’s eyes.  

We are also told that He was “filled with the Holy Ghost, even from his mother’s womb.” 
Now, that is a mystery how a baby in the womb could be filled with the Holy Spirit 
before he is even born into this world. However, note the fact that the Bible speaks of 
John as a person in the womb not a foetus or a thing! Observe also that God would do a 
work of grace in the life of this child before he is even born. How tragic that so many 
professing Christians defend abortion and argue that the child in the womb is not a 
person!  

This was a godly home as this couple, “were both righteous before God, walking in all 
the commandments and ordinances of the Lord blameless.” (v6) This does not mean that they 
were perfect but that they were truly justified by faith and walked a consistent Christian 
life. If you have time, just read through the Bible and note how many great men of 
Scriptures like Moses, Samuel etc. who came from godly homes. It is truly a great 
privilege.  
  

(2) MESSAGE OF THE MESSENGER (v3b-4,  7-8) 

In Luke’s Gospel we read that after the birth of John, his father Zacharias was moved by 
the Holy Spirit to prophesy about the ministry of this amazing child,  
 

And thou, child, shalt be called the prophet of the Highest: for thou shalt go 
before the face of the Lord to prepare His ways; To give knowledge of salvation 
unto His people by the remission of their sins (Luke 1:76-77) 

There is an indication that this child’s ministry would be to preach a message tied into 
the coming of Christ “for thou shalt go before the face of the Lord to prepare His ways” and one of 
salvation for the “remission of their sins.” This word translated “remission” means pardon or 
forgiveness. Sins are moral debts so they are remitted when Christ fully meets the 
obligation.  
 
(i) REPENTANCE 
 
In Mark 1:3-4 this is the message that John preached. He was “crying in the wilderness, 
Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make his paths straight” and preaching, “the baptism of repentance 
for the remission of sins.” God’s message to a world in darkness must begin with the issue of 
sin. Of course these words imply that these Jewish hearers were lost. For a man that is 
not a sinner does not need a Saviour. This is a startling message for self-righteous Jews to 
hear. All their rituals, sacrifices, tithes, good deeds, circumcision etc. account for nothing 
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with God. They are called to “repentance.” As evidence for this repentance, they were then 
to be publically baptized to symbolize outwardly what had happened inwardly of the 
cleansing of their sins.  
 Repentance means literally a change of mind. It is more than just feeling sorry for 
your sins. It is a repudiation or hatred of your sin and a purpose to forsake it and live a 
holy life. We get further insight into John’s preaching in Luke’s gospel chapter three. He 
tells us there that John preached of hell fire judgment for sinners. He demanded, “fruits 
worthy of repentance” (v7). They were to live out good works as evidence of true repentance. 
His demand here warns every professing Christian that there is such a thing as false or 
superficial repentance, which does not save.  
 There was a well-known preacher in Ireland in the 1920’s called WP Nicolson. He 
was a fiery, direct preacher. Harland & Wolff shipyard in Belfast had 35,000 workers. 
Many of the workers were converted after one of Nicolson’s gospel campaigns in East 
Belfast. This had a tremendous impact on the whole area. In the shipyard repentant 
workers returned many stolen materials and tools. So great was the amount that the 
owners had to erect a new shed called the “Nicolson shed” to house them. That was the 
fruit of true repentance.   
 You cannot have a change in belief without a change in behaviour. “By their fruits 
ye shall know them” is the right method of judging ourselves as well as every professing 
Christian! We are told, “he that has the Son hath life” and that he is a “new creature in Christ 
Jesus.” I don’t care if you have made a profession and have a little date in your Bible to 
record that, but if there are no change in your desires, ambitions, and lifestyle on the 
authority of this book you are lost! As J.C. Ryle points out, “Millions of people profess 
and call themselves Christians, whom the Apostle Paul would not have called Christians 
at all.”  
 John also preached personal ly  to all before him. Luke 3 reveals this includes:  
 
(a) Jewish leaders – “generation of vipers” (v7; cf. Matt. 3:7) 
(b) Publicans (v12) 
(c) Romans soldiers (v14) 
(d) Herod the king (v19) – note he not only preached about sin in general he rebuked the 
personal sins of each one. We are told he rebuked the monarch “But Herod the tetrarch, 
being reproved by him for Herodias his brother Philip’s wife, and for all the evils which Herod had 
done.” John did not miss one sin that he knew about! 
 
 The famous Scottish preacher, John Knox often rebuked the Roman Catholic 
Mary Queen of Scots for her sins. He was asked by a royal courtier was he not frightened 
to reprove the monarch who could have him executed. Knox replied, “How can I fear a 
queen when I have spent four hours this morning on my knees before the King of 
kings.” 
 John the Baptist was a fearless preacher of sin, righteousness and the judgment to 
come. He was consistent in preaching the same message no matter if it was a religious 
leader or a monarch standing before him. As Moody said, he was “a Heaven-sent man, 
with a Heaven given name.” John did not tell the hearer what he wanted to hear but 
what he needed to hear! Preachers are called to feed their flocks – not flatter their flocks! 
J. C. Ryle wisely advises,   
 

Let us beware of being wise above that which is written, and more charitable than 
Scripture itself. Let the language of John the Baptist be deeply graven in our hearts. 
Let us never be ashamed to avow our firm belief, that there is a “wrath to come” 
for the impenitent, and that it is possible for a man to be lost as well as to be 
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saved. To be silent on the subject is positive treachery to men’s souls. It only 
encourages them to persevere in wickedness, and fosters in their minds the devil’s 
old delusion, “Ye shall not surely die.” That minister is surely our best friend who 
tells us honestly of danger, and warns us, like John the Baptist, to “flee the wrath 
to come.” 

 
(ii) POINTED TO CHRIST 
 
There is another aspect of John’s preaching that we must note – the pointing to Christ 
and the pointing away from self. He knew “He was not that Light, but was sent to bear witness 
of that Light” (John 1:8). Great crowds flocked to hear John and they were excited about 
him. He had the ear of the nation. Some questioned whether he was the Messiah or 
Elijah, but John told them in v7-8,  
 

There cometh one mightier than I after me, the latchet of whose shoes I am not 
worthy to stoop down and unloose. I indeed have baptized you with water: but 
He shall baptize you with the Holy Ghost. 

Now John was a mighty man from a human perspective. He was filled with the Holy 
Ghost from the womb. An angel of the Lord announced his birth and name. He was the 
prophesied by Isaiah and Malachi (two of the most revered prophets of Judaism) as the 
herald of the Messiah. Remember, it was Jesus Christ who said, “Among those that are born 
of women there is not a greater prophet than John the Baptist” (Luke 7:28). Most preachers would 
have set up their own website, written a book, and named a church or denomination 
after themselves on the basis of these achievements! 

Yet, John saw himself as nothing in comparison to Christ. For a Hebrew slave 
the most demeaning task was to unloose the shoe latchet of his master. John saw himself 
as lower than that in comparison to Jesus Christ. This man knew his mission was to 
prepare the way for Christ and point people to Christ, but he was not Christ! John was 
content to be a mere signpost pointing to the Saviour. He was happy to be in obscurity 
as long as every man focused on Christ. One preacher put this calling, “I’m just a 
NOBODY trying to tell EVERYBODY about SOMEBODY who can save 
ANYBODY!” 

In John 3 we read of an interesting insight into the heart of John. The Jews came 
and pointed out to John that the man he had baptized had the big crowds now following 
him (v26). No doubt the devil was trying to stir up seeds of envy in this faithful preacher. 
This would be hard to take and discouraging for many. But look at John’s selfless 
reaction when he saw the crowds after Christ “this my joy therefore is fulfilled” and “He must 
increase, but I must decrease” (v30). That is a great preacher. He sees the glory of Christ and 
sees how insignificant he is in comparison. He rejoices to see Christ exalted above him 
even more. DL Moody observed, 

 
The great tendency with men is to make themselves out a little bigger than they 
are, to make it appear that there is more of them than there really is. Most men, 
as you get nearer to them, grow smaller and smaller. But John grows larger and 
larger! 
 
Indeed, DL Moody tells that when he first went to London he was determined to 

hear the great preachers he had heard about in America. On the first Sunday morning he 
went to hear the famous preacher of the City Temple, Joseph Parker. He said of Parker 
to the other hotel guests when he returned, “What a great preacher.” That evening 
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Moody went to hear CH Spurgeon at the Metropolitan Tabernacle. When he returned to 
his hotel he was asked for his opinion on Spurgeon. Overcome with emotion, Moody 
replied that his feeling as he heard Spurgeon preach was “What a great Christ.”  

This was what made Spurgeon the greatest preacher of his generation. He wanted 
the people to be attracted to the message not the messenger! Too many love to preach 
rather than love the message they preach and the ones they preach to. Someone once 
rightly said, “You cannot at the same time give the impression that you are a great 
preacher and that Jesus Christ is a great Saviour.” 

I wish all of us would be consumed with the same spirit as John the Baptist. He 
wanted people to look beyond him to Jesus alone. John did not want anyone to stumble 
over him and miss Christ. He preached repentance first but he also coupled that with 
preaching Jesus Christ as the One who can forgive all sins. It would change our lives if 
we could grasp the glory of who Jesus Christ is, as King of kings and Lord of lords. That 
would cut us down to size. That would give us all the heart of a servant. “He must increase, 
but I must decrease.” Make that the motto of your life.  

All of God’s choicest servants regarded themselves as nothing. True greatness 
needs no introduction. For when a man has to labour to impress you how great he is, 
then how great can he really be?	  The pioneer Baptist missionary, William Carey was a 
cobbler who mended shoes before going to India as a missionary. By his fervent study of 
local languages and dialects he eventually rose to become Professor of oriental languages. 
Once he was invited to dinner at the Governor-General’s mansion, when he overheard a 
woman sneering to another guest that he had once been a shoemaker. Carey interrupted 
her: “No, madam, I was only a cobbler!” 

J Hudson Taylor was the founder of the China Inland Mission. Once when a 
friend complimented him on the impact of the mission with now 600 missionaries active 
in China, Hudson Taylor simply replied, “It seemed to me that God looked over the 
whole world to find a man who was weak enough to do His work, and when He at last 
found me, He said, ‘He is weak enough—he’ll do.’” Taylor knew and believed that 
anything good that had come from his life was all because of the power of Christ.  

 
 (3)  IMPACT OF THE MESSENGER (v5) 

The Lord’s man preaching the Lord’s message in the power of the Lord was blessed with 
fruits that followed. He may have only ministered for a matter of months yet we are told 
in v5, “And there went out unto him all the land of Judaea, and they of Jerusalem, and were all 
baptized of him in the river of Jordan, confessing their sins.” These great crowds flocked into the 
barren and hot wilderness from their luxurious homes to hear this powerful preacher. 
His message clearly had power and authority unlike the religious leaders of Judaism. Here 
was a man whose message spoke to their hearts. He had the answer to their guilt and sin. 
Not everyone believed. Luke tells us the religious leaders of that day, rejected this 
powerful preaching, “But the Pharisees and lawyers rejected the counsel of God against themselves, 
being not baptized of him” (Luke 7:30). 
 John was God’s called man. He came with a message from the Lord as, “the word 
of God came unto John the son of Zacharias in the wilderness” (Luke 3:2). G. Campbell Morgan 
observes of this preposition “unto” that,  
 

The force of the preposition is that of pressure from above. The word of the 
Lord came upon him, pressed down upon him from above. Here is the 
qualification for preaching. The message of God comes upon a man  
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We also know that John was a Spirit-filled man. He came “in the spirit and power of Elias, to 
turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the just; to make ready 
a people prepared for the Lord” (Luke 1:17). Such a preacher will always have a reaction on 
his hearers. It was said that John Wesley used to ask any young man whom he had sent 
out to preach two questions: “Has any one been converted?” and “Did any one get 
mad?” If the answer was in the negative, then Wesley informed them he did not believe 
they were called to preach.  

Another thing that should be noted of the results of John’s ministry is that so 
much of it produced lasting fruit. Many of John’s disciples became disciples of Jesus 
Christ such as Andrew and John. It was John the Baptist who pointed them to follow 
Christ “Behold the Lamb of God” (John 1:29). We are also told that John taught his disciples 
the power of fasting and praying. In Luke 11:1 we read that one of the disciples of Jesus 
said, “Lord, teach us to pray, as John also taught his disciples.” Now clearly he could teach what 
he did not know and live out before them himself.  

What a messenger this man was. He did not shun to declare the whole counsel of 
GOD, but boldly preached on sin, hell, and judgment. He called men and women to 
repent and be baptized as fruits of this. He did not sell some cheap grace but demanded 
that a holy life follow any profession of faith. He did not preach to gain the favour of 
men. Nor did not preach to grow a great ministry or attract a crowd. No matter what the 
consequences, he was consistent before all men in his message. He saw himself as 
nothing and Christ as everything. Throughout his ministry, he sought to diminish self 
and exalt Christ. He languished in prison and eventually died a martyr for his faithfulness 
to the gospel. His final act was to seal his testimony with his blood. No wonder Jesus 
Christ testified of him, “Among those that are born of women there is not a greater prophet than 
John the Baptist” (Luke 7:28). John humbled himself and Christ exalted him. What a man 
John was, but what a Christ He elevated! 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
This world has not changed. It is still lost in sin. So many around us are carrying the guilt 
of the past with a throbbing conscience reminding them of their sin. The world does not 
need some rock n roll CCM music to entertain them. Nor does it need some health and 
wealth heresy to make them feel good about themselves. No! It needs the old fashioned 
gospel that John preached. There is a great need for men of God in our day who filled 
with the Spirit of God will stand up and preach Christ from the Word of God. When 
George Whitefield and the Wesley brothers took England by storm with the power of 
the gospel, what a change it brought to the land. Charles Wesley wrote a hymn of joy to 
reflect this, 
 

Hear Him, ye deaf !  His praise  ye  dumb, 
Your loosened tongues employ ;  

Ye bl ind,  behold your Savior come,  
And leap ye lame for  joy !  

 
He breaks the power o f  cance l l ed s in,  

He sets  the pr isoner f ree !  
His blood can make the foules t  c l ean,  

His blood avai l ed for  me!  
 
SINNER - You are lost here today. You are on the way to hell fire judgment that John 
preached. Noah spent 120 years building an ark. People mocked this foolish preacher 
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who warned of judgment to come. The watched all the animals enter the ark two by two 
but this till did not believe. God gave then 7 days more. It took 120 years and 7 days but 
the judgment came. When that door was shut it was too late! The opportunity was gone 
forever! God’s mercy has a limit for you.  

If you repent, turn from your sin by faith in Jesus Christ you can be saved. Don’t 
trust in your rituals and self-righteousness. REPENT and trust in the righteousness of 
Jesus Christ alone. There is a Saviour here ready to save you today. He offers, “him that 
cometh to me I will in no wise cast out” (John 6:37). 
 
 


