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Matthew 3:1-12 

Baptized in the Jordan  

 

It was almost five years ago that my daughters and I made the trip to 

Israel.  We spent time in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv.  We traveled to the 

Sea of Galilee and made a brief stop at the Jordan River where baptisms 

were taking place.  At the entrance to the site we were greeted by a sign 

that recalled the story of Jesus’ baptism as recorded in the Gospel of 

Mark.  It was inscribed in over 80 languages and dialects.  Once inside 

the entrance gates we were surrounded by trees and gardens that made 

the whole area very peaceful even with all the crowds of people.   
 

I stood off to the side and watched as men, women, and children rushed 

to the changing rooms and came out on the other side in long white 

robes.  From there they took the stairs down to the banks of the river 

where they sat on benches with about a hundred other people and 

waited for their turn to be baptized by immersion.  Three times they 

were lowered into the water as songs of praise and adoration rose up to 

heaven from the loud speakers placed throughout the area.   
 

My memory of my visit to the Jordan River stands in sharp contrast to 

what I hear in the gospel lesson for today.  Nobody stood in those 

waters and shouted out the harsh words we hear from John the Baptist.  

Nobody was called a brood of vipers.  Nobody threatened to get rid of 

those who did not bear good fruit.  What I experienced as I watched the 

people be baptized was the same serenity that I felt when I first entered 

the place.  I guarantee you the people who listened to John did not have 

that same sense of peace.   
 

Last Sunday we learned that our lessons this Advent will point us away 

from the old to make room for the birth of something new.  John the 

Baptist certainly was part of the past that was quickly coming to a close.  

Like the Old Testament prophets, his words resemble those of Isaiah 

and Amos.  Turn your lives around  or face the judgment of God.  And 

it is no coincidence that John preaches in the wilderness.  In the history 

of Israel it was a place of both judgment and renewal.   

None of the gospel writers seemed to know what to do with John the 

Baptist.  Like Jesus he attracted crowds of people and had his own set 

of followers.  It was in the wilderness (and not in Jerusalem) that the 

people went to hear John.  It was in the Jordan River (and not in the 

temple) that people confessed their sins.  It was through the waters of 

baptism (and not in sacrifices) that they offered themselves to God.      
 

Like Jesus, John was not afraid to call out the sins of the religious 

leaders who misrepresented the laws of God.  And because of it he too 

would be killed by those who plotted to get rid of him.  Bottom line is 

that he left an indelible impression on everyone and became too 

important of a figure to leave out of the Jesus story.  What we find then 

is that each of the gospel writers portrayed John in a way that helped 

tell the story of Jesus from their perspective.   
 

What then do we learn in the Gospel of Matthew concerning John?   
 

When I attended seminary we were taught in our preaching class to pick 

one topic and go for it.  We were to balance law and gospel but always 

end with the gospel (a message of grace).  John would have failed the 

class.  He was unrelenting in his fire and brimstone sermon: You brood 

of vipers!  Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?  Do not 

hide behind Abraham.  Even now the ax is lying at the root of the trees.  

Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the 

fire.  Repent!  Confess your sins!  Come and be baptized.   
 

Did you hear all that law and judgment in his sermon?  Where is the 

grace?  John did not even offer any words of absolution after the people 

confessed their sins.  Matthew left it out.  It is in Mark and it is in Luke 

but there is no forgiveness of sins mentioned here.   
 

What is Matthew up to?  I believe he wants to be clear that John is the 

forerunner to Jesus (the one who points to Christ).   He is calling our 

full attention to Jesus.  He is letting John tell his followers not to look 

to him for forgiveness because they will not find it there.  Here and in 

all sorts of famous artwork we see John with his arm outstretched and 

pointing beyond himself to Jesus.   It must have taken an extraordinary 

amount of discipline for John not to succumb to the temptation of 

puffing himself up with all those people flocking to hear him preach 

and then eager to receive the gift of baptism at his hand.   
 



Now watch what Matthew does!  In his gospel John points beyond the 

ministry of Jesus and takes us all the way to Matthew 26 when Christ 

sits at the table with his disciples to break bread and drink wine.  It is 

in this scene that Jesus invites his disciples to eat the bread which is his 

body.  It is in this new setting that he invites them to drink from the cup 

which is poured out for many.  Why?  For the forgiveness of sins.   
 

Here it is!  People can repent and confess their sins to John but the 

forgiveness of sins will only come from Jesus.  It is the only time the 

phrase for the forgiveness of sins is used in this gospel because Matthew 

wants to be clear that our redemption is connected to the death and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ.  
 

Mark, Luke, and even Paul make no mention of the forgiveness of sins 

in this scene.  They keep it with John the Baptist.  But Matthew cut the 

script from the other gospels and pasted it right here at the meal Jesus 

shared with his followers.  Matthew gives us a sermon from John that 

preaches repentance, remorse, turning back, and a longing for 

restoration.  But it all comes to nothing if there is no promise of 

forgiveness (the promise of grace).  Matthew is clear that we have to 

look to Jesus Christ for that promise and he wants to make sure we 

understand that it cost Christ his life.   
 

It is in Jesus Christ that the love of God comes down and is made 

manifest.  All those messages delivered through the Old Testament 

prophets (like Elijah and Isaiah and Amos) finally become clear in the 

life and ministry of Jesus Christ.  Jesus is the one who judges and will 

also forgive.  Jesus is the one who accuses and will also justify.  Jesus 

is the one who upholds the law and will also show grace.   
 

Repentance without words of forgiveness is pretty daunting and it helps 

us understand the zealousness by which John spoke.  There are so many 

things we can repent of collectively as a people . . . how we have not 

been good stewards of God’s creation,  the lack of fair distribution of 

food especially among the poor, racial injustice, the rise in crime and 

violence.  It is a discouraging list without the promise of something 

new and without grace.   
 

John may be harsh in his preaching but he does point us in the right 

direction.  Repentance is more than turning away from sin.  At the heart 

of repentance is choosing another course of action and/or another path.   

It calls into question our current behavior with the emphasis being less 

on what we did wrong but what we can do differently in the future.  

Repentance is our acknowledgement that we have become aware of our 

actions and they are out of step with God’s deep desire for us to have 

an abundant life.  
 

It is in Advent that we repent in order to make room for Christ to arrive 

in all his fullness.  The God we know in Jesus will come down out of 

heaven to take on our lot and our life and give us hope.  In response we 

pray for the same sense of serenity that takes place at the Jordan River 

when people (dressed in white robes) wait patiently to be baptized 

while listening to the sounds of adoration and praise drift towards 

heaven.  Amen   

 

 
 

 


