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Scripture:  Matthew 3:11-12 

Title:  Wheat and Chaff 

 

Talk much about repentance last few weeks 

Main message of John the Baptist 

 Good news – the King is coming 

 Bad news – you’re not ready 

  You have to repent to get ready 

  Be transformed, turn around, change… 

Found this quote from theologian Eric Sauer… 

Repentance is a threefold action.  In the understanding, it 

means knowledge of sin.  In the feelings, it means pain 

and grief.  And in the will, it means a change of mind," 

 Repentance involves our mind 

  Our emotions  

  And our wills 

For true repentance – we need all three 

It is a gift of God 

2 Timothy 2:25b 

…if perhaps God may grant them repentance leading to 

the knowledge of the truth 

 

We start with the intellect, then move to feelings 

 Can’t stop there… 

 Must then move to the will  

A desire to change direction 

True repentance will bear fruit 

 There will be a change 



One that is Greater 

Matthew 3:11 
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; 

Remember, John is the greatest man 

The King he is heralding is even greater 

 John, the greatest man, is just a herald 

  Just the announcer 

  Just the one getting things ready 

Think about what kind of a King this must be… 

 If He has for His herald, such a man 

 

This King is so great – John isn’t good enough to undo 

His shoes and wash His feet… 

Foot washing was reserved for the lowest of the 

servants, the lowest slave of the house 

 Think of performing this task 

I know when some of my kids take 

off their shoes, won’t say his name… 

I remember taking off my own shoes 

in college and everyone leaving the 

room really quickly… 

John isn’t even good enough to do this for the King 

John 3:30 
30 He must increase, but I must decrease. 

John must decrease 



 Become less important 

 That is the job of the herald 

 When the King arrives – frequently forgotten 

John says he is looking forward to this day – 

the day the King comes 

The King, Jesus must increase 

 The King is what is important 

 He is the Savior 

  John is just the herald 

  Get ready, repent he says… 

The Messiah would completely overshadow John.   

As to ability, He would be mightier 

As to work, His would be greater 

 The eternal and the temporal 

 The infinite and the finite 

  The Creator and the created 

Winnowing / threshing 

Matthew 3:12a 

His winnowing fork is in His hand, and He will 

thoroughly clear His threshing floor; 

Not common terms for us 

This would instantly bring up pictures for 

Matthew’s readers 

The threshing floor was a round circle, very hard 

dirt or rock covered the bottom 



They would often be sloped down toward 

the middle – kind of like a saucer 

Often have a rock wall around them 

 Help keep in the grain 

At harvest time the mature grain would be placed 

on the threshing floor 

 Then they would have oxen, or other animal 

 Pull a very heavy board over it 

  Separating the chaff from the grain 

 

Once when we lived in Nebraska – had a brilliant 

idea – never know when those things come up… 

Let’s plant some wheat, and harvest it 

Then we can grind it and make our own flour 

Then make some bread – good idea??? 

Planted in the fall as farmers do 

Came up well, laid dormant all winter 

Greened up in the spring – always beautiful, 

before anything else 

Had it right on the edge of my garden 

Got lots of water, good sunlight, etc… 

Growing really well 

Great big heavy heads of grain were coming out 

Then we had a wind storm… 

Broke all of the heads off 



How many times have farmers had a good crop 

only to lose it when a storm comes through… 

Still a little left – I still had hope – how much 

wheat does it take for a loaf of bread anyway 

Did get a few heads of the grain 

Had to separate it from the chaff 

Nearly impossible – supposed to do it rubbing it 

between your hands – works for a little 

Finally gave up – it was a good idea  

 

This grain is more than their livelihood – this was 

their food source – couldn’t just give up 

Took work, threshing the grain 

 

Then the grain and the chaff are all mixed 

together – don’t think ground chaff works well for 

making bread… 

 

The would take a winnowing fork – large shovel 

like, rake like tool 

 Throw the grain and chaff mixture in the air 

Threshing floors usually in a windy 

place – edge of a hill or something… 

 The heavier grain falls to the ground 

 The chaff, much lighter – blown away 



  Collected to be burned later 

Actually quite a bit of work… 

 

The King has the winnowing fork in His hand 

 His ready to get to work 

Wheat and chaff 

 Matthew 3:12b 

…and He will gather His wheat into the barn, but He will 

burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire.” 

Separating the wheat from the chaff 

The wheat was stored in a grainery, the barn 

The chaff would be gathered and burned 

 

The King is ready to do this 

 Those who have repented and trusted 

  Those who are ready to receive Him 

   Will be gathered together 

   Will be going to heaven 

Those who have not repented, not changed 

their minds, emotions and wills… 

They will be gathered together and 

burned in the fire 

Remember John is specifically talking to the 

Pharisees and the Sadducees here 



 They are not responding… 

 Others that are listening are 

  They understand… 

   

Just because they were born Jews 

 They still need to get ready 

 They still need to repent 

Come to the end of themselves, their pride 

 Repent and trust Jesus, the King 

 

We are either wheat or chaff 

Either we have repented and will be 

gathered into heaven 

Or we will be gathered and face God’s 

judgment, we will face fire 

The King is coming either as our Savior or our Judge… 

The Holy Spirit and fire 

 Anyone notice the part of a verse I left out? 

 It is back in verse 11, the end of it 

 

Matthew 3:11b 

…He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire 

John baptized with water 

Jesus will baptize with the Holy Spirit 

 He is greater in this also… 



Waited for the end on purpose 

 What does this verse mean? 

  Some background before this is helpful… 

 

I have thought baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire 

 Reference to the day of Pentecost – right? 

  The day the Holy Spirit came 

Change from Old Testament to New Testament 

 Holy Spirit in OT came and rested, for a time 

  Seldom stayed 

 Holy Spirit in NT indwells each believer 

Romans 8:9b 

But if anyone does not have the Spirit of 

Christ, he does not belong to Him 

The Holy Spirit comes to reside in us when we repent 

and trust Jesus as our Savior 

1 Corinthians 12:13a 
13 For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body, 

By the Spirit we are baptized into Jesus’ body 

 We become members of His body 

On the day of Pentecost the Spirit of God came to dwell 

in all believers – how amazing, how wonderful! 

 

On the day of Pentecost the Holy Spirit came into the 

believers and there appeared tongues of fire 

Let’s look at the verse… 

Acts 2:3 

Tongues as of fire – tongues like fire 

 Probably a onetime deal here – on this special day 



It says like fire… 

 

Now, let’s go back to Matthew 3, look at v.10 and 12 

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. 

12 …and He will gather His wheat into the barn, but He 

will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire.” 

Any question what these verses are talking about 

 The fire – thrown into the fire – the tree is burned 

 Unquenchable fire – chaff is burned up 

 

These verses are talking about fire 

 Real fire 

 The fire of judgment 

  Often used illustration in scripture 

  Fire is used for judgment 

OT prophesies regarding the coming of the Messiah – He 

will bring salvation and judgment 

 Interesting – that’s what John’s saying to 

 Announcing the King 

Verses 1-3 in Isaiah 11 talking about the coming of the 

Messiah – His wisdom, His understanding, and then… 

Isaiah 11:4 

Also over in 

Isaiah 61:1-2 

 

Fire is a frequent picture of God’s judgment 



Verse 10 has this picture the fire of judgment will burn 

the turn that is not bearing fruit 

Verse 12 has the picture of the fire of judgment burning 

up the chaff – those who don’t repent and trust in the 

Lord Jesus 

So now verse 11 the fire is talking about the Holy Spirit? 

A new picture??? 

 With no explanation… 

Most likely the fire in 11 is also talking about judgment 

 

This great and mighty king that is coming 

 That is greater even than the great John the Baptist 

He will come and He will baptize His followers with the 

Holy Spirit and those who refuse to turn will face 

judgment – they will be baptized with fire… 

 

John the Baptist’s message is one we still need today 

 A message of repentance 

  We all need to understand the problem of sin 

  We all need to grieve over sin 

  We all need to repent and turn to the Lord 

 

Several years ago C.S. Lewis wrote a book entitled “The 

Screwtape Letters. Screwtape was a Master Demon who 

wrote a series of letters to his nephew Wormwood, who 

was a Demon in training. I came across something 

similar to this written by a auppoaws demon named 

Twisttape to his young apprentice Harshwood.  

 



Dear Harshwood,  

I understand that you are about to graduate with honors 

and begin your work on earth. I’m Glad that your 

training went so well. I would like to give you one piece 

of advice, one bit of devilish wisdom that I feel will be 

very useful to you as you begin your tour of duty on 

Earth.  

One of the most important things I learned about humans 

during my tour of duty was that they think very highly of 

themselves. For the most part they consider themselves to 

be good, moral and upstanding people. The faults, the 

shortcomings and even the sins of others are very 

obvious to them. But when they look at themselves all 

they see is what they want to see, which of course are 

their good points.  

My advice to you my dear Harshwood, is to encourage 

that kind of thinking. Encourage it for all its worth. Our 

Enemy (that would be God) wants them to see their sins 

as He sees them, so they will turn back to Him. But that’s 

the last thing we want. I encourage you to blind their 

eyes, their hearts, and their souls to that revelation. 

Encourage them to think only of their good points and 

you, my dear friend Harshwood, will succeed in damning 

thousands of human beings to the fires of Hell.  

When Pastors and Evangelists preach about repentance 

convince them that there is no need for them to repent, 

that the pastor is really talking about the person sitting in 

the balcony or on the other side of the church. Convince 



them that they are in pretty good shape, that there is no 

need for them to repent, and then you’ll have them.  

For you see my dear Harshwood, when human beings 

start thinking about how good they are, they get filled 

with pride, and when that happens they are as good as 

ours.  

 

Benediction: 

2 Corinthians 7:10-11 

10 For the sorrow that is according to the will of God 

produces a repentance without regret, leading to 

salvation, but the sorrow of the world produces death  

  

 


