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Introducing the Savior of the World 

Matthew 3:13-17 

Epiphany Sunday, January 3, 2016 

 

Introduction – The Rhythm and Meaning of Advent 

This Sunday marks the end of the Advent cycle that we began six weeks ago.  It is the last time 

that we will sing Christmas carols until next December.  But that’s not why this Sunday is 

important.  Today is Epiphany Sunday - the day in which we mark Christ’s manifestation to the 

world.  Epiphany is technically January 6
th

 – the twelfth day after Christmas.  You know the 

song – The Twelve Days of Christmas. It culminates on January 6
th

 and since this is the closest 

Sunday to that date, this is the day in which we celebrate Epiphany.   

 

We began Advent with a message by Pastor Dave about being ready for Christ’s Second 

Coming.  That’s where Advent always begins because we must live in the hope and expectancy 

of Jesus’ return at any time.  The next two Sunday focused on John the Baptist’s ministry of 

preparation for the coming Messiah.  Immersing ourselves into his ministry, we are called once 

again to repentance – to turn from ourselves to God in order to experience real peace and joy.  

The fourth Sunday of Advent brought a focus on the specific promise and fulfillment of Jesus’ 

coming.  On Christmas Eve and the Sunday that followed, we broke out the Christmas carols in 

force and reflected on the beauty and profound meaning of God taking on our own human flesh 

in Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem.   

 

Epiphany, then, is the exciting culmination of this season.  The stores and radio stations stopped 

playing Christmas songs two weeks ago.  Retailers are heavily discounting Christmas 

decorations and candy.  (Some really great bargains to be had!)  But the rhythms of the Christian 

story are not held hostage to the world’s marketing calendar.  There is more to tell.  Christmas is 

not just a sentimental season of family and goodwill.  It is certainly that.  But it is more.  It is the 

coming of Jesus into our world to save us.  That’s what this Sunday is all about.  On this day we 

sang about the coming of the magi, which reminds us that the Savior was born not just for the 

Jews, but for us gentiles as well.  Luke’s Gospel narrates the Epiphany story of Jesus’ dedication 

at the Temple, including the blessings and prophecies of Simeon and Anna.  Today, we will 
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bring our journey through Advent to a climax with the dramatic introduction of Jesus to the 

world at his baptism in the Jordan River.  

 

Text – Matthew 3:13-17 

Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to John, 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 thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness.” Then he 

consented. And when Jesus was baptized, immediately he went up from the water, and behold, 

the heavens were opened to him, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and 

coming to rest on him; and behold, a voice from heaven said, “This is my beloved Son, with 

whom I am well pleased.” 

 

The Baptism of John 

What was the nature of John’s ministry and baptism?  Actually, the Scriptures are quite clear 

about what he was doing.  His role was to prepare the way for the coming Messiah.  Diane and I 

lived in Sioux City, IA for nearly nine years.  One of the exciting things about living in Iowa is 

that it gets a lot of political attention.  We were there just a few days ago visiting our daughter 

and her family and virtually every other commercial on the television was a political 

advertisement.  But Iowa gets more than a barrage of political ads; the politicians will come to 

make appearances as the election cycle heats up.  I well remember 2004, when George W Bush 

was running for re-election.  Now he wasn’t just any politician.  He was the sitting President of 

the United States – the most powerful man in the world.  Wherever he would go, a lot of 

preparations for logistics and security were required days before he would even show up.  Travel 

routes were secured and the list of invited local mucky-mucks who would appear with him was 

thoroughly vetted.  Staff members were sent to Sioux City to prepare the way for the President.  

 

That was John the Baptist’s role, though he wasn’t dealing with the simple issues of logistics and 

security.  John’s role was much deeper.  It went to the soul of the people.  The Jews of John’s 

day were longing for the Messiah to come and deliver them.  There was an urgency and desire in 

the hearts of the people.  The time was ripe but their focus was clouded.  The people expected a 

Messiah who would deliver them from the oppression of the Romans.  God’s plans were much 
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more radical.  He would send a Messiah who would deliver them from the oppression of sin and 

death.  It was John’s role to call them to repentance from their sins. 

 

He must have been compelling.  Certainly his lifestyle and appearance probably attracted at least 

some initial curiosity and attention.  But it was his message that impacted the people.  Later, 

Jesus would call him the greatest among all men – including all of the Old Testament prophets.  

Like them, his ministry was empowered by the Holy Spirit and his words penetrated and turned 

the hearts of many people back to God.  They demonstrated their repentance through the 

symbolic act of baptism by immersion.   

 

The meaning of John’s baptism was profound for Jewish people.  It was not just a rite of passage.  

It was radical.  It was an admission that they were not living right and that they were now 

determined to intently follow God.  You see, baptism was not something that Jewish people did.  

Baptism was for pagan Gentiles who wanted to become worshippers of God and convert to the 

Jewish faith.  For a Jewish person to be baptized required them to acknowledge that they were no 

better than a Gentile before God.  The Jewish people had universal contempt for the Gentiles.  

To become like a Gentile and consent to be baptized required great humility and a change of 

heart.   

That’s where the Kingdom of God begins. 

 

“Repent, for the Kingdom of God is at hand.”  That was John’s message.  His role was one of 

preparing the way for the Messiah and the coming Kingdom.  

 

The Baptism of Jesus 

If John’s baptism was one of repentance from sin, why then, did Jesus, who was perfectly 

sinless, want to be baptized by John?  John recognized him as the spotless “Lamb of God who 

takes away the sin of the world.”  John knew that Jesus was greater than him.  He said that he 

was unworthy to even carry his sandals” (John 3:11).  John questioned Jesus and protested that 

he needed to be baptized by him.  Nevertheless, Jesus insisted,  

 

“Let it be so now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness.” 
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This has always puzzled me.  Jesus didn’t need to repent, which is what John’s baptism 

symbolized.  What was Jesus’ intention in being baptized in the Jordan along with John’s 

followers?  I believe there are several reasons why Jesus insisted on being baptized.  

 

First, his baptism affirmed John’s ministry and linked it to his.  Through his baptism, Jesus 

demonstrated and declared that John was sent from God to prepare the way for the Messiah.  His 

mission and his message were not in vain.  The people needed to change their mind and their 

ways if they were to enter into the Kingdom of God which Jesus, the Messiah would inaugurate.  

 

Second, Jesus’ baptism by John prefigures Christian baptism.  Significantly, Jesus commanded 

his followers to use the same sacred action – baptism – as part of the discipleship process. (“Go 

therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the 

Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you” Matthew 

28:19-20a.)  In his own immersion baptism, Jesus was foreshadowing his death and resurrection.   

 

Third, by being baptized along with those who were repenting of their sins, Jesus identified 

himself with the sinful people that he came to save through his substitutionary and sacrificial 

death.  Jesus’ identification with sinners is like the great military commanders long ago who 

would fight alongside their men.  Or a coach who willingly and wholeheartedly enters into 

rigorous training exercises with his team.  Jesus didn’t just sit back and watch salvation play out 

from a distance; he entered into your life and my life and took our sin upon himself.   

 

Finally, Jesus’ baptism marks his introduction as the Savior of the world and the beginning of his 

ministry.  The first three Gospels each record a voice from heaven and the Spirit of God 

descending as a dove upon Jesus.  When he came up out of the water, the Father spoke from 

heaven, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased” (v. 17).  The Father is 

publically affirming what John had suspected. The descent of the Spirit upon Jesus further 

affirmed the Jesus was the promised Messiah that John and all of Israel had been waiting for.  

Theologically, there is something very important happening here.  All Christians believe that 

there is one God who exists in three distinct persons.  At the baptism of Jesus, all three persons 
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are manifest at the same time:  the Father is manifest as the voice from heaven, the Spirit appears 

like a dove descending from heaven, and Jesus himself is present in human flesh.   

 

Jesus’ baptism is his inauguration ceremony.  After his baptism, Jesus would spend forty days of 

preparation in the wilderness and then begin his public ministry.  His teaching was radical.  He 

wasn’t just reiterating things that he had learned in a rabbinical school; he was teaching with his 

own authority.  He forgave people of their sins, much to the offense of the religious leaders.  He 

demonstrated his authority and power by healing people of their diseases and releasing them 

from demonic oppression.  For three years, he went about doing good and preaching the gospel, 

calling people to take up their cross and follow him.  The end of his public ministry climaxed in 

his death and resurrection where he defeated the powers of Evil, sin, and death.   

 

Will You Follow Jesus?   

This is Epiphany Sunday.  It is the summit of the Advent journey where we celebrate Jesus’ 

inauguration of his saving mission.  And the question that he posed to his first century audience 

is the same he poses to us today on this first Sunday of a new year.   

 

“Will you follow Jesus?” 

 

The New Year is a time when people traditionally reflect on their life and make resolutions about 

new ways of living in the year ahead.  This is a good day to ask yourself for the first time, or for 

the “umpteenth” time:  “Will you follow Jesus this year?”  The question is always timely.  Who 

is going to be making the calls for you in the days to come?   By whose standards will you live 

your life:  yours or God’s as clearly taught in the Bible?  Who are you going to trust for your 

future, your health, and for your loved ones: your own resources or a faithful God?  Will you 

follow Jesus? 

 

Baptism is a perfect picture of what should happen in all our lives in light of this word today.  

Every time we have baptisms here, we are reminded that baptism is more than an event; it is a 

reality that we live into.  We, along with the sin that enslaved us, have died and we have risen in 
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life with Christ.  Baptism is a great picture for the beginning of a new year.  All that is in the past 

is buried under the water and we rise to a new day and life in Jesus Christ.   

 

On this day, the first Sunday of 2016, I invite you to recommitment to Christ through a renewal 

of baptismal vows.  If you’ve never made a decision to receive Christ, you may do so as we do 

these vows together.  If you’ve been a Christian for any amount of time, I pray that the recitation 

of these promises from the sincerity of your heart will be a fresh start of commitment to Christ 

for 2016.  

 

Question:  Do you renounce Satan and all the spiritual forces of wickedness that rebel  

  against God? 

Answer: I renounce them.  (Spit to the west.) 

Question: Do you renounce the evil powers of this world which corrupt and destroy  

  the creatures of God? 

Answer: I renounce them. 

Question: Do you renounce all sinful desires that draw you from the love of God? 

Answer: I renounce them. 

Question: Do you turn to Jesus Christ and accept him as your Savior? 

Answer: I do. 

Question: Do you put your whole trust in his grace and love? 

Answer: I do. 

Question: Do you promise to follow and obey him as your Lord? 

Answer: I do.  

 

Song of Response:  I Have Decided to Follow Jesus 

 


