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Matthew. 3:13-17


I want to try to accomplish 2 things this morning.  I want to share with you some basic Biblical insight, and I want you to leave today asking yourself some important questions.


First of all, the account in the primary text, Matthew 3:1-17 tells of Jesus being baptized by John the Baptist.  Matthew is the first book in the New Testament and it is the first of the 4 Gospels – Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.   Not all of the same events appear in each of the gospels.   Many of the same events happen in the first three, Matthew, Mark and Luke, often referred to as the Synoptic gospels.  Synoptic referring to synopsis, or summary, or general view....the first 3 gospels present a general view of almost all of the same events during the same period of history.  The fourth gospel, John is  written in a  distinctive style, chronology and content.  I always find it helpful, if I am reading a gospel passage, to see if it is recorded in any of the other 3 gospels, and if so, how did they report it.  


It is not unlike any of us, witnessing the same event, and then going home and writing about it.  Each one of us has seen the same thing.  But each of us has seen it through our own eyes, from our own perspective, through our own biases and preferences.  I encourage you to read the other 3 gospel accounts of today's event.  The Scripture references are listed for you in your bulletin.


Second of all, in each gospel account, the same Old Testament passage is referenced....the prophet Isaiah, declaring that God was going to be arriving in their midst....



   I often think of the Old Testament as God with His people and the New Testament as Jesus and the Holy Spirit with the world.  The characters we meet throughout the New Testament had the Old Testament as their Scriptures.  So when we hear of Jesus learning and then teaching in the synagogues, it is from these texts.  Isaiah was a prophet of God....a mouthpiece of God - speaking to the people, what God had given him to say.  In this case, the gospel quote from Isaiah when he was trying to get the peoples' attention - “Get ready!  Prepare!  The King is coming!  The glory of the Lord is about to be revealed!  Justice will reign, the weak will be made strong,  the prisoners set free, the blind will see, all will be made new.”


In consideration of today's text from Matthew, it is early in his record keeping, only 3 chapters in.  Jesus' earthly ministry has not even begun and Matthew is watching things about to go into high gear.  He describes this rough looking man called John, an olden days Survivor Man, living out in the bush, wearing and eating what he is able to provide for himself, forging from the wilderness.  Despite appearances to the contrary, John is a good Jew and he knows  his Scriptures.  He quotes Isaiah, “Prepare the way of the Lord!”  He is urging all who would listen to get ready, “God is coming!” 


  An essential aspect of preparing was to be baptized.  A precursor to baptism was to repent and confess one's sins.  John made it clear that he could help people with this Baptism of Repentance, but when it came to the gift of God's Holy Spirit, that was in the hands of the one who was to come.  John was always clear on his role in this drama.  It was others who were confused about him.


And then the moment finally arrives.  The words of the prophet Isaiah and the more recent heralding by John the Baptist had finally come to pass.  According to Matthew, Jesus came to John at the Jordan River, specifically to be baptized by John, much to John's reluctance.   Jesus walks into the river to John who takes him down under the waters of the Jordan.  In various manners, all gospel accounts then concur, that as Jesus came up from the water, the Spirit of God descended upon him like a dove, and a voice from heaven could be heard to say, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.”


 We are told by biblical scholars that Jesus came to John for baptism in order to prepare to do the work that God has given one to do.  John's important role here is to perform this act of Baptism, and thereby announce the presence of the Messiah and the coming reign of God.  In baptizing Jesus, John's mission is fulfilled.  So much is tied together in this passage - the link back to the Hebrew prophet Isaiah, / tying it with this human being Jesus, /the presence of this dove-like apparition identified as the Holy Spirit, /and  this voice from heaven,  “This is my son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased”, all of this reveals the identity of Jesus as the Son of God.  This is the first direct statement we have of Jesus' divine identity.  


The passage says the heavens opened.  Just imagine the potential possibilities that were opened to Jesus at this moment.  Here in the wilderness of the Jordan, Jesus ushered in a brand new era, surrounded by Pharisees, John, and what must have been a gathering of bewildered onlookers,  

      And finally, a question I think is always helpful to ask “What does any of this have to do with us?”   There are many aspects of this passage one could focus on, but today I want to take just a moment to focus on the geographical location of this passage.  John is calling the people out of the cities and the villages, and into the wilderness.  This particular wilderness was on the edge of a dessert. 


Cities and towns were what was familiar, and comfortable.  It was where people felt in control.  It was where they knew what to get what they wanted .  If people were willing to leave their homes, their villages and their cities to venture into the wilderness, and into the dessert, then they must have been desperate.  It was a substantial distance.  It was very dangerous. It was like wandering into the unknown.  It is a place where they would be vulnerable.  It makes a difference that these people heard John's call and left what they knew, to enter into the unknown, to acknowledge and repent of their sins and to be baptized by him.  This was a priority for them.  If this had happened in the town square, or their local synagogue, it would not have had near the impact.  This was wilderness.  This was dessert...foreign, hostile, unchartered territory for them.


In the midst of our primarily urban and suburban lifestyle, where is wilderness for you?  Where do you feel vulnerable?  What are the unknown places for you?


As a Christian, do you take a stand?  Have you stood up against injustice, or brutality or prejudice?  As a Christian, what is important to you?


As a Christian where do you feel vulnerable?  Where do you feel strong in your faith?  Where is there doubt or fear or uncertainty?  What dries up your spirit like the dessert and what nurtures it like the rain?


There were so many people who heard John's call and they left what they knew and dared to venture into the unknown.  It was a journey of faith...no certainties, no guarantees....yet they believed, they trusted, they moved forward.  And in the end, they were blessed.


No matter how long we have been on the journey, there are places for all of us where we feel vulnerable and unsure and frightened.  There are places where doubt lives.  Yet in faith we leave that which is known and familiar and comfortable, taking the chance that it might lead us closer to the heart of God.

God bless you on your journey.

Amen            
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