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“AT THE RIVER JORDAN”

Matthew 3:13-17

The Baptism of Jesus 

 13Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to be baptized by John. 14But John tried to deter him, saying, "I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?"    15Jesus replied, "Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness." Then John consented.   16As soon as Jesus was baptized, he went up out of the water. At that moment heaven was opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and lighting on him. 17And a voice from heaven said, "This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased."

Jesus Chose to Be Baptized

The distance from Nazareth, where Jesus grew up and lived, to the Jordan River where John the Baptist was preaching and baptizing is around 80 miles.  And it’s not just eighty miles; it’s eighty miles over very rough Palestinian terrain.  Now that’s important because that’s the distance Jesus walked in order to be baptized by John the Baptist.  Having heard about John the Baptist’s preaching and baptizing ministry, Jesus, as he prepares to begin his public ministry, sets out and walks eighty miles to the Jordan River with the sole purpose of being baptized by John.

Scholars debate why Jesus wanted to be baptized.  You see, this is the Son of God.  This is the one who has the spark of divinity within him.  This is the one uniquely set apart by God to be his divine representative in the world.  And yet, he’s coming here to be baptized.  As the text records, even John the Baptist hesitates to baptize Jesus.  Why did Jesus choose to be baptized?

Some scholars believe that Jesus chose to be baptized to institute baptism as normative for all his followers, for all Christian believers.  By being baptized himself, these scholars feel, Jesus was saying that he expected it of all his followers then and now.  Other scholars believe that Jesus chose to be baptized to affirm the preaching ministry of John the Baptist.  John came preaching repentance, confession, and the need to recommit oneself to the will and ways of God.  By being baptized by John, these scholars argue, Jesus was making clear this message had validity.  Perhaps both of these reasons have some merit.  But there’s also another intriguing possibility.

There are other scholars who believe that Jesus came to the Jordan to be baptized in order to make a statement about his humanity – a statement that he is one of us.  Yes, he was the Son of God; yes, again, he had the spark of divinity within him; but he was also very, very human and he wanted to make that clear by accepting baptism at the hands of John.

The New Testament and the Humanity of Jesus

The truth is the New Testament is full of references which amplify the humanity of Jesus.

Right after this baptism scene in Matthew Jesus goes into the desert and is tempted by Satan.  We learn early on in the gospels that Jesus tempted just as we are tempted.  

Remember, then, the scene when Lazarus, one of Jesus’ best friends dies?  What does Jesus do?  He weeps.  Shortest verse in the entire Bible; “Jesus wept.”  As you and I weep at the loss of loved ones, so did Jesus.  

And then there are those times that Jesus felt overwhelmed by the burdens and responsibilities of ministry and had to get away from it all, had to withdraw from the crowds and the responsibilities and sometimes even from his own disciples.  On more than one occasion he went up on a mountain apart from everyone.  On at least one occasion he got in a boat and rowed to the other side to have some quiet time.  You see, just like us, Jesus needed to renew himself spiritually, mentally, emotionally, physically.

Jesus got angry.  The gospels do not hide this fact.  There’s the scene in the Gospel of Mark when Jesus gets angry with the Pharisees.  The text says, “And Jesus turned and looked at them with anger.”  The Greek word here in the New Testament for the anger Jesus felt is “orge.”  “Orge” is not casual anger; it’s intense anger.  Like us, Jesus knew what it was to get angry.

Jesus also knew what it was to feel distressed.  When Jesus was in the Garden of Gethsemane contemplating what lie ahead on Calvary, he was, according to the gospel writers, “greatly distressed”; “sorely troubled.”  Just like us human beings Jesus knew moments of great distress and anguish.

And on the cross we see and hear Jesus revealing a sense of despair.  We have our moments of despair; Jesus had his moments of despair.  On the cross, as you will remember, Jesus cries out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  We know that Jesus was very intentional with those words because it is a quote from the 22nd Psalm.  He learned this psalm as a child and now he repeated some of the words because they most appropriately expressed how he felt.

Jesus was in so many ways one of us.

Jesus Understands Us

Do you realize what this means for you and me?

Whatever we face in life, however we feel, Jesus understands.

There is nothing you’re going through right now that Jesus does not understand, that God does not understand.

In your best moments and your worst moments, Jesus understands.  In your high moments and your low moments, Jesus understands.  In the moments when you’ve got it all together and the moments you don’t have anything together, Jesus understands.  In your moments of faith and hope and in your moments of real doubt and struggle, Jesus understands.  In your moments when you praise God and in your moments when you may be upset with God, Jesus understands.  In your moments or real joy and in your moments of real sadness and pain, Jesus understands.  There is nothing you face in life, no feeling you have, no emotional struggle you face, and no difficulty that tries your faith that Jesus does not understand.

There’s an old gospel hymn titled “Jesus Walked That Lonesome Valley.”  The words are:

Jesus walked this lonesome valley.
He had to walk it by Himself;
O, nobody else could walk it for Him,
He had to walk it by Himself.

We must walk this lonesome valley,
We have to walk it by ourselves;
O, nobody else can walk it for us,
We have to walk it by ourselves.

You must go and stand your trial,
You have to stand it by yourself,
O, nobody else can stand it for you,
You have to stand it by yourself.

Those are moving words, but I don’t totally agree with them.  You see, you don’t walk it alone.  You don’t have to walk the path of life with all of its challenges and disappointments and frustrations by yourself.  You have to walk it, but not by yourself.  Jesus has walked it and he can walk it even now with you, if you’ll let him, whatever you face!


As you come this morning to this altar to receive the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper I want you to do two things:
1. Begin to strengthen your relationship with this Jesus Christ who truly knows what you face in daily life and who is ever willing to walk with every step of the way;

2. Give thanks to God that no matter what you face you never have to face it alone.

