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Sermon 

12 January 2020 

West Kirk of Calder & Polbeth Harwood 

 

By: Rev Dr Jonanda Groenewald 

Reading: Matthew 3:13-17 

 

What if, a few months after the events we read about in the Bible today, 

John sat down and reflected on what happened that day, and wrote 

about it in his dairy? What if he could write a blog of how he felt? What if 

he could tweet a picture that captured what happened on that special 

day when Jesus came to be baptised by him? 

 

Would the picture look something like this?  

 

 

And his diary entry, or blog, would it sound something like this? 

 

“I sometimes look back on that day and wonder. I’d known him, on and 

off, since childhood, our mothers were distantly related, and we met at 

family gatherings. We had watched each other growing up from children 

into young men.  
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My life was mapped out for me. My father was a priest, my mother’s 

father had been one too, but I was to be a prophet. My father had said 

so in public! He had said that I was going to prepare the way for the 

Messiah, and that an angel had told him that I would be like Elijah and 

turn people back to God.  

 

His life was different to mine. There had been stories about him being 

special too, stories whispered at weddings and funerals, but he’d grown 

up with his brothers and sisters in the home of the town carpenter, 

nothing special there, just ordinary.  

 

I envied him that a lot. I had spent a lot of time thinking about what God 

had called me to do, and I had recently begun preaching, telling people 

that God’s kingdom was very near and that they needed to change their 

ways and turn to God. I didn’t think my message would be very popular, 

but people came from all over, from the towns and villages, even from 

Jerusalem to hear what I was saying.  

 

I offered them baptism in the river Jordan as a sign that they had turned 

away from their wrong thinking and doing, and many were baptised. I 

also told them that I was only a messenger and that someone was 

coming after me who would baptise them, not with water, but with the 

Holy Spirit and with fire. But I had no idea who that someone would turn 

out to be.  

 

And then, one day, I saw him on the riverbank watching me. He looked 

different somehow, and God seemed to be saying to me: he is the one 

whom your message is about, it’s him, it is Jesus.  
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Jesus waded into the river and as he came towards me, he asked me to 

baptise him. I was struggling to understand what was happening. If he 

was the Messiah, he should be baptising me and I tried to make him 

change his mind.  

 

But he knew what he was about. He told me that this was what God 

wanted. He looked at me as he spoke to me and I believed what he told 

me, and I baptised him.  

 

Jesus smiled as he came up out of the water. He looked up at the sky as 

if he could see something there and when I looked up I could see 

something too, something like a dove that flew to him and walked up his 

arm and settled on his shoulder, or maybe I was just seeing things. But 

we both heard a voice saying, ‘This is my son, whom I love, and with 

whom I am well pleased.’  

 

Looking back, we both knew that God was there, with us, in that moment 

and that we were both on the right road. We didn’t know then where our 

roads would lead us or whether our paths would cross again. But I knew 

then and I know it now, that God loves him and will always be with him, 

and that God loves me too.” (Spill the Beans) 

 

There is so much going on in this wee passage, and we need to take a 

look at 1st century Mediterranean culture, if we really want to understand 

it… 

 

The Old Testament is filled with prophecies – promises of a Messiah, 

someone who would come and make everything better. Of all 4 the 
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Gospel writers, Matthew focuses on this the most, because his Gospel 

was originally written for a Jewish audience. 

 

Where our culture and time today are dominated by things like 

materialism and self-righteousness, 20 centuries ago in Palestine the 

culture was dominated by honour and shame. Public opinion was 

everything. So all people lived to gain honour in the eyes of the rest of 

society. 

 

Honour could be gained if a public proclamation was made by someone 

of a higher standing – for example, if the king announced that a general 

in his army delivered excellent service, that general would gain honour, 

which in turn would make his life so much easier. It would almost be like 

inheriting a fortune today, and all of a sudden, you’d be able to do lots of 

things you weren’t able to do before.  

 

And this is exactly what happened at Jesus’ baptism.  

 

John baptised people who needed to be cleansed from sin. Jesus had 

no sin. But because John was the one who were to prepare the way for 

Jesus, it landed on him to baptise Jesus – for 2 reasons: 

 

Firstly, so God could declare Jesus as his son. Remember – up to this 

point lots of people still thought that Jesus was just an ordinary man, the 

son of Joseph, the Carpenter. That day, in the river Jordan, the highest 

honour was bestowed on Jesus, when God himself declared him to be 

his son; in public, for everyone to see. 
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And secondly, so that he could show his solidarity with humankind – by 

going into the water to be baptised like an ordinary person, he became 

one of us. 

 

This was the day Jesus’ public ministry began. 

 

If before this event, Jesus just started preaching to people, nobody 

would take notice of it, because in those days people with no special 

status just weren’t given any attention. But after this public display of 

who Jesus was, people would stop to listen to him. 

 

Now people would start to understand that Jesus was Immanuel – God 

with us. CS Lewis says it nicely: “The Son of God became a man, to 

enable men to become the sons of God.” Woman too, of course. 

 

Just for interest’s sake, I thought I would quickly show you what the word 

Immanuel looks like in the original Hebrew. Here it is: 

  

 

They read from right to left, and not from left to right, like we do. 

 

The name can be divided into 3 syllables: (4) Im (with a silent a) – with; 

Ne – us; El – one of the Hebrew names for God. So quite literally 

translated, the name “Immanuel” means: “God with us”. 

 

And that is exactly who Jesus was – God, coming to live among his 

people. 
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I think this is very nicely described in John 1:14, where we read: “The 

Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.” Or, like it’s 

translated in The Message: “The Word became flesh and moved into the 

neighbourhood.” 

 

And you know, to me this describes what Jesus came to do so vividly, 

you can almost SEE it: The Word became flesh and moved into the 

neighbourhood. 

 

Let’s think about the implication of these words for a minute…  

 

If Jesus was just an ordinary person, who moved into our 

neighbourhood, I wonder what he would think… 

 If he walked down the main street, maybe went into the Co-Op? 

 If he went to the Centre? 

 If he walked into a pub? 

 If he went into the school? 

 Or maybe even sat next to you on the bus or the train? 

 

 What would he say? 

 What would you say to him? 

 

 What would he think if he came into this church this morning? 

 Where would he sit? 

 Would he stay for tea? 

 Would he feel welcome? 



7 
 

I have no doubt that he would treat everyone he met with kindness and 

respect, but would we always treat the stranger in our neighbourhood 

with kindness and respect? 

 

Jesus came to show us how to love, how to care, how to respect, how to 

forgive… How to live. 

 

He taught us these things by becoming one of us. And then he gave his 

life for all of us.  

 

So let’s live like people who realise how special this is! 

 

Just like God declared Jesus as his son, he declared all of us as his 

children too.  

 

All of us – normal, ordinary people, are God’s children. And He loves us, 

exactly the way we are; and where we are, living in our neighbourhood. 

 

Through the Holy Spirit, God is still with us – all the time. 

 

If you were to write in your diary, write a blog or take a photo that sums 

up your life so far, what would you say? What would you show? 

 

May God grant us all the grace to be just as nice, kind, accepting, and 

loving to all people we meet as Jesus was; so that when we reflect back 

like on our lives, like John the Baptist did, we will remember how the 

people we treated kindly, changed our lives for the better. 

 

Amen 


