
Liturgy:

Reading : Mt. 3, 1-12

Text       : Mt. 3, 13 – 4, 1

Ps.  108 : 1,2

Hy.    7 : 9

Ps.  139 : 8 (after baptism)

Hy.  29 : 1,2

Ps.   40 : 2,3,4 (collection song)
Ps.   72 : 10
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

When reading the beginning of Mt. 4 in close connection with the concluding part of Mt. 3, one may wonder how this is possible. First, God speaks from heaven, “This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.” Next, however, we straightaway read that this beloved Son was led up by the Spirit, i.e. by God Himself, into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. Yes, then we wonder which father who dearly loves his son would do this. We are allowed to pray, “Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one.” Yet, beloved, He who laid this very prayer on our lips – He Himself was not able neither allowed to pray this. God’s fatherly love did not protect Him against the attacks of the evil one. Instead, God’s love made Jesus meet the devil purposely, and this, beloved, for our sake. Yes, it was for our sake that the Spirit led Jesus into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil, who was the same Spirit who before descended upon Him in the charming form of a dove. 

One may wonder, how is the one to be reconciled with the other? Beloved, we will only learn to understand this, when we look at what the Triune God had decided to redeem us from the clutches of the devil. For this purpose, Christ had to meet the devil and was also willing to do this, as becomes clear from His baptism in the Jordan.
In Paradise, man by his own fault had delivered himself up the evil one and as a result from there on the devil had dominion over us. Yet as we confess it in Art 17 BC, after man had thus plunged himself into physical and spiritual death and had made himself completely miserable, God in His incomprehensible love set out to seek man to redeem him from eternal perdition, even though man trembling fled from Him.
God wanted to redeem us. Yet, beloved, to make this possible, first the debt had to be paid and the punishment for our sins had to be borne. Well, that’s why God’s own Son had come into the flesh to bear the chastisement for our peace.
 In our place, the Lord Jesus had to carry the wrath of God against the sin of the whole human race in order to free us from the severe judgment of God that was to fall on us.
 Thus, the Lord Jesus had come to offer Himself as atonement for our sins, and this willingly as becomes evident from His baptism in the Jordan. Focusing this morning on this particular episode in Jesus’ life, I proclaim to you
THE GOSPEL ABOUT JESUS’ BAPTISM IN THE JORDAN

We will see

1) why the request for this baptism was dismissed by John

2) why the Lord Jesus, nevertheless, wanted this baptism

3) finally we will look at the divine confirmation of this baptism

I
The beginning of Mt. 3, Br. & Sr., informs us about the ministry of John the Baptist, whose work was – according to Luke 1 – to prepare the ways of the Lord.
 John did so by calling the people to repentance, by calling them to turn away from their sins and to live their life in obedience to God. This was a very necessary call, since in John’s day, even though they had received the sign of God’s covenant in their flesh, many Israelites no longer lived their lives in accordance with this sign of the covenant. That’s why they had to repent, especially now with the coming of Christ the kingdom of heaven was at hand. 
You can understand, beloved, this preaching of John the Baptist cut deeply into the sinful flesh, and therefore generally it was not well received. People took offense at his preaching, since they did not see the need for repentance, let alone to let themselves be baptized by John.
Perhaps it’s good to say a bit more about this baptism of John, since this baptism was not exactly the same as our baptism. Also by John’s baptism, people were set apart, apart from those who were not baptized. One may wonder, whether this in actual terms did not mean that John  was forming a church within the church, a small elite group of people like there were more in those days? If so, could this not be seen as a criticism on what in those days was the true church, i.e. the church of which every descendant of Abraham by blood was a full member? In other words, was the baptism of John not a criticism on God’s work among His people in those days? After all, Israel was God’s people, by God’s sovereign pleasure chosen to be a people of His own possession. And now within this true church people were set apart from others? How are we to see this at this particular time of redemptive history? This, beloved, is indeed a very important question. It basically is the same question as a few years later on put by the Lord Jesus Himself, Mt. 21, 25, “The baptism of John – where was it from? From heaven or from men?” Reading on in Mt 3, the answer to this question becomes very clear, when the Lord Jesus Himself comes to John, not to rebuke him of self-willed worship of God, but instead requesting also to be baptized by John. The Lord Jesus realizes John is not tearing the church apart, but instead he is building the church and therefore that’s where I have to be.
The gospel narratives don’t give us much information about Jesus’ youth. The only information we have is that as a boy of twelve years old together with his parents He attended the Passover in Jerusalem. After that it reads in Luke 2, 52, “Jesus increased in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men.” From the narrative about the twelve years old Jesus in the temple we learn, that as child the Lord Jesus already knew that He must be about His Father’s business.
 Thus, by studying the Scriptures, already in his youth, also the Lord Jesus learned what God asked of His children and what He had promised them when they would walk in His ways. Whilst reading the prophets of the OT, no doubt He had also read in Ez. 36, 25ff., “Then I will sprinkle clean water on you…I will give you a new heart,…I will put My Spirit within you…(and) you shall be my people, and I will be your God. I will deliver you from all uncleanness.” 
Well, beloved, wasn’t this exactly what John the Baptist preached and brought into practice, by calling the people to repentance, by calling them to break with their sins, to be a holy nation. He called the people no longer to boast of their decent from Abraham as far as the flesh is concerned, but to walk according to the faith of father Abraham. Thus – in accordance with the mandate given to him, Luke 1, 16 – John’s preaching had as its aim to turn many of the children of Israel to the Lord their God. The baptism he baptized with was a sign and seal of this return. 
With this baptism, John did not nullify or replace the sacrament of circumcision. In his day, circumcision still was the sign and seal of God’s covenant. Yet John preached that one also had to live accordingly, i.e. in holiness before the LORD, committing one’s heart, one’s life to the LORD and His service as a living member of the church. Being baptized by John, basically people made the same commitment as nowadays baptized members do when they make profession of faith. This is also the reason why John did not baptize infants, but only adults who confessed their sins. 
I like to note that all this happened at a particular point in redemptive history. Hence, we should not copy this baptism today. Instead, we should consider that those baptized by John later on still received the Christian baptism, which brings us in connection with Christ once for all. Hence, all those who by baptism are grafted into Christ, will never be in need to be baptized again.
No doubt, Jesus too had heard John preaching, and now He publicly came to Him. It is indeed noteworthy, beloved, that the Lord Jesus, starting His public ministry, did not go to the temple to seek the company of the Pharisees and the scribes, but instead He joined those who mourned because of their sins and who therefore had come to John the Baptist. Jesus too came to John, not since He too had to confess His sins, but to take upon Himself the sins of others and to bring the needed sacrifice for these sins. By requesting John to baptize also Him, Jesus wanted to show that He was willing to bring this sacrifice.
In Mt. 3, we read that this request of the Lord Jesus confused John. What we perhaps may understand knowing so much more today was less logical to John. Since John was related to Jesus through family ties, no doubt he knew more about Jesus than the average Jew did in his day. Therefore, knowing that the baptism he baptized with was a sign of repentance, how could John baptize Jesus, who was without sin? Those who let themselves be baptized by John acknowledged that they had to be washed from their sins. Well, how could the Lord Jesus desire this baptism? A Messiah, who wanted to be one with tax collectors and sinners and thus too wanted to be baptized – this was something John could not reconcile with what he had preached. According to the prophecies of the OT, would the Messiah not come as a glorious King, as the great Son of David, who in an impressive way would establish His Kingdom among Israel, and now this Messiah wanted to be baptized by John? Why? The Lord Jesus Himself gives answer to this question, “…for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness.” Coming to the second point of the sermon, we will look at what the Lord Jesus meant with these words.

II
The fact that at the beginning of His public ministry on earth the Lord Jesus comes to John requesting to be baptized by him is not at all in conflict, Br. & Sr., with Christ’s messianic office. On the contrary, it clearly shows that the Lord Jesus had understood what the Scriptures of the OT taught about the Messiah to come. Being fully aware of His messianic mandate, the Lord Jesus knew: I have to take the guilt of God’s people upon Me. The Father wants me to side with tax collectors and sinners, since I am the Lamb of God to take away the sins of the world.
See, beloved, that’s how we must understand that word of the Lord Jesus, “…for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness,” i.e. the righteousness of God, whereby God had decided that Jesus, Himself being completely righteous, would pay for the sin of others. We should consider here that the Lord Jesus at that particular moment standing on the banks of the river Jordan was not just as a private person righteous in Himself, but instead He stood there as our Mediator who had come into the world to take upon Him the wrath of God against the sin of the whole human race. This wrath of God would ultimately cause Him to die. Well, that’s what the Lord Jesus showed by His baptism in the Jordan. Going down in the water was for the Lord Jesus a sign of sinking away under the wrath of God. The anxiety Jesus experienced immersed by the water of the Jordan was for Him a foretaste of the hellish agony He would experience on the cross, when all the billows of God’s wrath would close in on Him, and this to atone for our guilt. It is this substitutionary atonement, beloved, to bear the curse and wrath of God for us and in our place, which Christ willingly accepted by letting Himself be immersed by the water of the Jordan. Christ baptism thus functions as a prophecy of His death. One could also say, by His baptism in the Jordan the Lord Jesus was publicly ordained in His office of Surety and Mediator. Being baptized by John, the Lord Jesus showed His willingness to undergo the suffering of death, the suffering of eternal death. After all, for this purpose He had come into the world. This was His mandate, His task, given to Him by God Himself. Well, by his baptism in the Jordan Christ showed that He was ready and willing to fulfill this calling, to give His life as a sacrifice for the sins of others. That’s why He says to John, do not deny me this request, instead permit it to be so. Don’t take offense at this King who now comes to you in the form of a servant. Believe that this secrecy is only temporary, yet it has to be respected, since the Lion of the tribe of Judah first has to become the Lamb that was slain, slain by God Himself.
Thus, at the start of His public ministry on earth, being baptized by John in the river Jordan the Lord Jesus wrote the first chapter of the book of your and my redemption, beloved. That’s the glorious gospel proclaimed here. In saying to John, “Permit it to be so…,” the Lord Jesus is actually saying, also in this baptism I’m busy to fulfill the plan of My Father, showing my willingness to offer myself as a sacrifice for the sins of God’s people. This baptism is a sign that I want to be one with them. I too have to be made sin in order that they through my sacrifice may become the righteousness of God.

In the continuation of Mt. 3, we read that John let himself be convinced by the Lord Jesus and gave up his refusal. We read, “Then he allowed Him.” Thus, Jesus is baptized, immersed by the water of the Jordan as a sign and seal that likewise He would give His life unto death. 
Yet the Lord Jesus also knew that He would be raised from the dead, receive life again, in a similar way as He rose from the water. Having paid for sin, death could no longer claim Christ. Easter followed Good Friday, so that as a living Saviour Christ could distribute to us the benefits of His death. Both aspects become clear by this baptism, which thus is not only prophecy of Christ death, but also prophecy of His resurrection that would follow, a glorious gospel, indeed!
How is this now related to our baptism? One has to look here at the redemptive historical line, beloved. First, here at the Jordan by His baptism Christ declares I’m willing to bring the sacrifice for the sin of all God’s people, i.e. also for our sins. Coming up out the water, Christ also already shows that there is no doubt about the outcome of the battle He had to fight. We know that this battle was fought and came to a climax in particular on Calvary, where Christ indeed atoned for the sins of all believers and stilled God’s wrath when He suffered the torment and anguish of hell, when He was forsaken by God in order that we would nevermore be forsaken by God. God also accepted this sacrifice as sufficient when on Easter morning He rose Christ from the dead and 40 days later gave Him a seat in the throne in heaven, where Christ now intercedes for us. Well, beloved, our baptism is for us a sign and seal that we indeed belong to Christ, that He is also your and My Saviour. This morning we heard it again, by baptism we have been buried with Christ into His death, yet we also have been raised with Him in newness of life. Baptism teaches us: in Christ, we have received a new beginning. God said this already to us at the very beginning of our life, as He did to Damien this morning. Next, as we grow up we must now also live from the riches of our baptism, otherwise we will not benefit from the promises guaranteed by our baptism. 
Living from our baptism, this means we let Christ reign over our life: He in us and we in Him. This morning’s administration of Holy Baptism has once again reassured us of all this. May the Lord grant, beloved, that this was not done in vain. Instead, reassured of the greatness of God’s grace towards us, let us offer our life to the Lord, not just part of our life, but our whole life: every thought, every word, and every deed for Christ alone.
III
In the continuation of our text we read that after Jesus’ baptism by John, the heavens were opened to Him, whilst the Spirit of God descended upon Him like a dove. In addition, a voice from heaven spoke, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.” To John this was as a clear sign that Jesus was the Messiah indeed. I think here of what we read in the first chapter of the gospel according to John, vss. 32 + 33. “…”  
All this also happened, beloved, in accordance with the prophecies of the OT. I think now in particular of what the prophet Isaiah had spoken about the Servant of the LORD, the Messiah to come, namely that the Spirit would rest upon Him. Let us just look at a few passages from the prophecies of Isaiah. First, Is. 11, 2, “…” I also think of Is. 42, 1, “…”, and finally also Ch. 61, 1a, “…” Isaiah’s prophecies thus throw light on the importance of what happened straightaway after Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan. The Holy Spirit descends upon Him. This means Jesus is publicly appointed as the Messiah, whilst this same Spirit will also equip Him for the task the Father had given Him. 
In this context, it is noteworthy that when the evangelist Matthew describes that the Sprit descended upon Jesus, he uses an expression to indicate that the Spirit descended upon Jesus not just for a moment, but remained on Him. This means from now on the Spirit will be with Jesus: the Sprit of wisdom and understanding, of counsel and might, of knowledge and of the fear of the LORD.

A tremendous task lay ahead of the Lord Jesus, great and heavy, beyond our imagination. In the end, it would lead to death on the cross, eternal death in suffering the anguish and torment of hell. Yet the Spirit would strengthen him to travel this difficult road to the very end. The Spirit would equip Him to fulfill His task as Servant of God in accordance with Isaiah’s prophecies. After all, beloved, we should not forget, although true God at the same time the Lord Jesus was also true man. Therefore, in order to fulfill His messianic task faithfully to the very end, the Holy Spirit continuously filled and governed Him. That’s why in the gospel narratives repeatedly the Sprit is mentioned in connection with the work Jesus did as Messiah. Let me just give a few examples of this:
- Mt. 4, 1: “…” 

- Luke 4, 14a: “…” 

- Mt. 12, 28, where it read that the Lord Jesus casted out demons by the Spirit of God.

- Luke 10, 21, where it reads that Jesus rejoiced in the Spirit and then prayed to the Father.

There still is another aspect of our text, to which I would like to draw attention, namely that the Spirit descended upon Jesus in the form of a dove. This dove symbolizes the work Jesus would do through the Spirit. The work of the Spirit is not to be compared with a bird of prey, but with a peaceful dove instead. Jesus as the Messiah came to bring peace and healing to all who were oppressed by the devil, as the apostle Peter mentions it to Cornelius’ household, Acts 10, 36 – 38, “…” 

All this was not simply shown to the Lord Jesus in some kind of vision, just to strengthen Him in His task as Messiah, but all who were present at that time could see it publicly. Yes, God Himself testified from heaven, vs. 17, “…” These words must be understood in the light of Psalm 2, 7, “…”  You can consider Mt. 3, 17 as a partial fulfillment of this OT prophecy.

Thus by His baptism in the Jordan the Lord Jesus was pointed to visibly and audibly as the Messiah the people were waiting for, the One sent by the Father to obtain peace for God’s people by the atoning sacrifice of His own life. Because of this, later on John the Baptist could point to the Lord Jesus as the Lamb of God.
 This was after Jesus return from the desert, where He was tempted by the devil. 
Thus, whole Israel could know who Jesus was. The question regarding His authority was answered sufficiently by His baptism in the Jordan. That’s why later on, when questioned regarding His authority, repeatedly the Lord Jesus refers back to the testimony of John the Baptist. Yet whoever refuses to accept this testimony will finally fall under the judgment of God. On the other hand, those who accept this testimony will also understand that there is no conflict between the conclusion of Mt. 3 and the beginning of Mt 4. Yes, God is pleased with Jesus, just because He is willing to face the devil, willing to fight this archenemy of God. 

The Lord willing in a follow up sermon we will speak in more detail about how the Lord Jesus withstood the devil with the powerful sword of the Word of God. This morning the focus was on the gospel about Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan. Because of Christ’s willingness to suffer and to die, of which this baptism was a sign and seal, we may glory in Him as Saviour, being connected with Christ through our own baptism, which testifies to us that in Christ we have been freed from the wrath of God. Let thankfulness for this wonderful gospel now also fill our hearts and help us to live accordingly as joyful and obedient children of God.   Amen.
� Isa. 53, 5


� LD 15, HC


� Luke 1, 76


� Luke 2, 49


� John 1, 29
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