
January 11, 2015 – (The Baptism of Our Lord, Mat) 

Sermon Text – Matthew 3:1-17 

 

- Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized by him.  John would 

have prevented him, saying, "I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?"  But 

Jesus answered him, "Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteous-

ness." Then he consented.  And when Jesus had been baptized, just as he came up from 

the water, suddenly the heavens were opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God des-

cending like a dove and alighting on him.  And a voice from heaven said, "This is my Son, 

the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased." - 

 

Last week I told you that Matthew’s story of Jesus begins for real when the holy family 

flees the wrath of King Herod and finds refuge in the land of Egypt.  The connection is 

made there between Jesus and Moses.  Both of them escape from the royal killing of 

innocent children.  Both are sheltered in peace by their Egyptian surroundings.  And 

both emerge to lead their people into a new era of relationship with God.  Now, 28 

years have passed.  Matthew tells us nothing else about Jesus’ childhood, his 

adolescence or his young adulthood.  He simply picks up the story with the preaching 

of John the Baptist and an account of Jesus’ subsequent baptism.  This does two things.  

It reorients us to the prophetic tradition of the Old Testament.  And it brings us out into 

the wilderness to the exact spot where the people of Israel crossed the Jordan River 

and entered once again into the region of the Promised Land.   

 

 John the Baptist is certainly an odd character.  He dresses badly.  He eats 

poorly.   And he yells at the people who come out to hear his preaching.  All of this is 

meant to remind us of the Old Testament prophets.  The picture we get is that John is 

like the prophet Elijah, who was “a hairy man with a leather belt around his waist.”  He 

is like the voice mentioned in Isaiah, the one who is “crying out in the wilderness.”  

And he is like the messenger spoken of in Malachi, who is coming “to prepare the way 

… [of] the Lord.”  His preaching is repentance and his imagery is all about preparation 

for a new day.  For that day to come, he says, there must be radical change.  It should 

include the cleaning out of the barns and the clearing of the forests.  Everything that 

stands in the way of God must be done away with – thrown into a fire that can never 

be put out.  And yet, despite all that, he is tremendously successful.  All of the people 

of Jerusalem, Judea and the region around the Jordan River were coming to hear him 

preach and to be baptized by him in the river.  The historian, Josephus, tells us that the 

crowds coming to see John were so huge that as many as 50,000 people might have 

had the opportunity to hear him and be baptized.   

 

 The problem, of course, is that this all seems a little bit backwards.  The people 
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flock out to the middle of nowhere to listen to the ravings of an unusual preacher, to 

confess their sins and to be washed in the waters of the river as a sign of their 

repentance.  Not that there isn’t need for that.  It seems that plenty of us could do for a 

change.  In a world that sometimes seems so mixed up and confusing, it’s easy to go 

the wrong direction.  “Turn around,” shouts the preacher.  “Repent of your sins.  Admit 

your wrongs and seek a new beginning.  Align yourselves with the ways of God!”  The 

religious authorities of John’s day come in for the harshest treatment.  “You bunch of 

snakes!” he calls them.  “Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?  Bear fruit 

worthy of repentance and stop relying on your religious pedigree as a means of 

making you right with God.  In the new day it won’t work anymore.  God is about to 

clear out everything that is worthless.  The fruitless trees are already being cut down 

and the chaff of the wheat is being burned in the unquenchable fire.”  Preachers might 

be tempted to try something like that, but I don’t think people would stand for it.  If I 

start calling everyone “snakes,” no one will show up to listen anymore on Sunday 

mornings, let alone follow me out into the middle of the wilderness somewhere. 

 

 And then Jesus arrives on the scene, the one whom John has already pointed to 

as being greater than him.  He also wants to be baptized.  But this makes John 

nervous.  It makes no sense to him.  Jesus has no reason for repenting.  Jesus has no 

reason for being made clean.  Jesus has no reason for needing to turn his life in a new 

direction.  He is already in tune with the will of God.  And John would have prevented 

him from being baptized.  “I need to be baptized by you, not you by me,” he says.   

But Jesus makes it clear.  This is something that he wants.  This is something that God 

wants.  “Let it be so now;” he says, “for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all 

righteousness.”  And then, when Jesus has been baptized and returns out of the water, 

comes God’s confirming voice and the sign of the Holy Spirit.  “This is my Son, the 

Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.”  Jesus is now ready.  He is ready to begin his 

ministry.  He is ready to lead his people.  He is ready to pick up where Moses and the 

prophets left off and take them in a new direction.   

 

 When we travelled to the Holy Land last January, one of the first places we 

stopped was the top of Mt. Nebo.  It is nothing more than a small hill really, an out-

cropping on the ridge that forms the eastern edge of the Jordan River valley.  It was 

there that Moses was permitted by God to see the Promised Land.  Because of his 

unfaithfulness during the forty years of wandering in the wilderness, he was not 

permitted to enter the Promised Land, but only to view it from afar.  The view looks 

across the Jordan River just north of the Dead Sea.  This is the place where God would 

once again part the waters for the people of Israel and Joshua would lead them into 
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their new home.  It is also the place where Jesus comes to be baptized by John.  Here 

he picks up the mission.  He is about to start his ministry.  He has God’s seal of approval 

and words of encouragement.  And you can take it as God’s promise.  What he will do 

will be well-pleasing to God. 

        Amen. 


