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39 Now Mary arose in those days and went into the hill country with haste, to a city of
Judah, 40 and entered the house of Zacharias and greeted Elizabeth. 41 And it
happened, when Elizabeth heard the greeting of Mary, that the babe leaped in her
womb; and Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit. 42 Then she spoke out with a
loud voice and said, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your
womb! 43 But why is this granted to me, that the mother of my Lord should come to
me? 44 For indeed, as soon as the voice of your greeting sounded in my ears, the babe
leaped in my womb for joy. 45 Blessed is she who believed, for there will be a
fulfillment of those things which were told her from the Lord.”

13 Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan to be baptized by him. 14 And
John tried to prevent Him, saying, “I need to be baptized by You, and are You coming
to me?” 15 But Jesus answered and said to him, “Permit it fo be so now, for thus it is
fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness.” Then he allowed Him.
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Review
Last time we looked in some detail at John's ministry. We spoke about what his ministry looked like
and also what he taught. Let me begin by reviewing some of the key points I made last time.

Following God's call to begin his ministry John came down out from the Judean wilderness to
preach and baptise. We do not know where exactly he conducted his ministry. Matthew says it was
in the wilderness of Judea (Matt 3:1) Mark tells us it was in the desert wilderness (Mark 1:4),
Luke says it was the region around the Jordan (Luke 3:3) and John says that, These things were
done in Bethabara beyond the Jordan. I think it probable that he based himself at the northern
end of the dead sea. This would have placed him within a comfortable travelling distance from
Jerusalem and Jericho and the other towns of Judea. Wherever he preached he was a great success.
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Large crowds came to hear what he had to say and were profoundly convicted by his words. As |
said last week there may have been a number of reasons for this. John clearly had a message that
resonated with people. He may well have been a powerful and captivating preacher. Perhaps there
was a certain novelty factor to him. Here after all was a man claiming to be speaking from God after
400 years of silence! We should also remember that John was empowered by the Holy Spirit. So
maybe many went to see him without good sincere intentions but were touched and transformed by
his message.

His message or his teaching can be summarised under three headings. Firstly he recognised that he
was sent as a herald or messenger of one much greater who was to follow. His job then was to point
people towards the coming Messiah and His Kingdom. This was why he began his message with
the news that the Kingdom was at hand.

Once he had the people's attention he went on to tell them what was required from them. Because
the Kingdom is at hand, and potentially God's judgement is near repentance is needed. This was the
second component of his teaching. It was necessary for the people to break free from the dangerous
religious attitudes that dominated at that time. These attitudes were reflected in two prevailing
world-views. Firstly that as Jews, God's chosen people they were already saved and had no need to
repent. Secondly that God was really only concerned with the external aspects of a person's life. As
long as you followed the rules or precepts of faith then it didn't matter about the state of your heart
or mind. John rightly called the people out for this hypocrisy. In order to make themselves right
before God they needed to repent. It was necessary for them to confess to God that they were
wretched sinners and then turn from their sins and seek after God. They were to show that they
were sincere or genuine in their repentance by submitting to John's baptism. This symbolic act of
cleansing served as a public declaration to all the world that they were repentant and wanted to
change.

The third and final component of John's teaching concerned how one was to live after repenting and
being baptised. Repenting and being baptised was not the end, it was merely the beginning. You
were to go on from this moment and live a life that demonstrated that you were now living for God
and seeking to please him in all you did. The same thing applies today. When we repent of our sins,
put our faith in Christ and are saved we are re-born. We do not continue on in our old life of sinning
and selfish living. Although we fail many times we try to live a life that shows we are in Christ and
are being transformed slowly into His image.

Today we will consider John's interactions with and responses towards Jesus.
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The first meeting

39 Now Mary arose in those days and went into the hill country with haste, to a city of
Judah, 40 and entered the house of Zacharias and greeted Elizabeth. 41 And it
happened, when Elizabeth heard the greeting of Mary, that the babe leaped in her
womb; and Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit.

Perhaps you think that I am stretching things a little to call this the first meeting between John and
Jesus. After all both John and Jesus were babies in their respective mother's wombs at the time.
However I think John's response even as a babe in the womb is interesting and worth highlighting.
As the bible scholar Thomas Constable puts it, John began his ministry of exalting Jesus in his
mother's womb.

Let's set the scene for this first meeting. Elizabeth is six months pregnant with John when her
relative Mary comes to visit. We are not sure exactly what relationship they had. You have probably
heard them described as being cousins. The Greek word used is suggenés (soong-ghen-ace) which
simply refers to a blood relative or kinsman. Mary herself is pregnant. She of course is carrying the
Messiah. As Mary enters the house she calls out a greeting to Elizabeth. It is at the sound of Mary's
voice that the infant John leaps for joy in his mother's womb. You see babies are not blobs of flesh
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growing in a woman's womb. Babies are unique individuals with distinct personalities carefully
formed and placed there by God's loving hand. This is why those who take the life of a child in the
womb are guilty of murder. John as we have seen in previous sermons was not just an ordinary
baby. He was filled with the Holy spirit from his conception so for him to leap with joy at coming
into contact with the Messiah is not surprising.

Did John and Jesus ever meet again as children or young men? It's an interesting question that is
impossible for us to definitively answer. It's possible they met at family gatherings, but equally
possible that life and circumstances kept them apart. They lived about 80 miles apart which in those
days was considered a long journey. We jump forward then approximately thirty years for their
second, far more significant meeting.
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The second meeting
As we have spoken about before John was called to his public ministry in order to announce and

prepare the people for the arrival of the messiah. To this end John had come out from the Judean
wilderness and was preaching and teaching at some location along the Jordan river. It is whilst he
was baptising here one day thst he was approached by the Lord Jesus who had journeyed down
from Nazareth in Galilee.

13 Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan to be baptized by him.

We should not underestimate the significance of this event in history. John's baptism of Jesus
signalled the start of Jesus' public ministry. He had lived in relative obscurity for 30 years in his
hometown of Nazareth. Now it was time for Him to step onto the world stage. In just three short
years His earthly ministry would conclude with His cruxifixion and resurrection in Jerusalem.

So let us then try to picture the scene. John standing on the banks of the Jordan river when Jesus
approaches and asks him to baptise him. Now each gospel writer handles the baptism in a slightly
different way. We are looking mostly at Matthew's account here. He is the only gospel writer to tell
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us that John was reluctant to baptise Jesus.
14 And John tried to prevent Him, saying, “I need to be baptized by You, and are You coming
to me?”

In saying this we see both John's humility and spiritual insight. John had become a very well known
and famous preacher. He commanded widespread popularity and respect. This kind of adulation can
often puff a man up and make him prideful and arrogant. This was not the case with John. When
Jesus approached and asked to be baptized John instantly recognised his superiority. Guided by the
power of the Holy Spirit knew that the man who stood before him was sinless perfection. He did not
therefore need John's baptism for the remission of sins. By contrast the humble John knew his own
failings as a sinful man and rightly recognised that it was he, not Christ who really needed baptism.
Let us look at how Jesus responds.

15 But Jesus answered and said to him, “Permit it o be so now, for thus it is fitting for us to
fulfill all righteousness.” Then he allowed Him.

Jesus understood why His request for baptism seemed strange to John. Jesus also understood John’s
reluctance and knew that it came from deep spiritual commitment and sincerity. However He told
him in effect that at this particular time it was the right thing to do. The reason that Jesus asked to
be baptised has puzzled many people, so let us unpack the reasons why it was necessary. Firstly we
need to explain what Matthew meant by righteousness (dikaiosuné). Some misunderstanding
comes because we tend to adopt Paul's usage of the word. We need to note that Matthew's use of
this word differs from the Apostle Paul's. Paul used the word to describe our right standing before
God. When we confess and repent of our sins and put our faith in the person and work of Christ
God grants us rightousness. We can stand before Him without the burden of our sins. This is
because Christ's righteousness is imputed or given to us. Matthew however uses the word to refer to
our conformity to God's will. Matthew would say a rightous person is someone who lives in
harmony with God's will. Knowing this helps understand why it was right that Jesus be baptised by
John. He wanted to live in absolute obedience to God's will. I think we can identify four main
reasons for Jesus to be baptised.
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1) His baptism indicated that He consecrated by God and had God's official blessing and
approval. All God's righteous requirements for the Messiah were met in Christ.

2) Jesus baptism serves as the official announcement of the arrival of the Messiah and the start
of His public ministry.

3) By His baptism Jesus identifies Himself with humanity's sin and failure. He came as our
substitute therefore He put Himself in our place as sinners.

4) It set an example for His followers to emulate
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What was John's response to Jesus words? John consented and allowed Jesus to be baptised. Whilst
the Lord Jesus is being baptised He prays and the following occurs,

The heaven was opened. And the Holy Spirit descended in bodily form like a dove upon Him,
and a voice came from heaven which said, “You are My beloved Son; in You I am well
pleased.” (Luke 3:21-22)

This act was God the Father publicly demonstrating that Jesus’ baptism was not just like anyone
else’s. Other people had been baptised as a public display of repentance. Jesus had nothing to repent
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of, He was fully righteous. Jesus baptism then was His public identification with sinners. It was an
act motivated by sacrificial love and as such was accepted and endorsed by the Father and the Holy
Spirit. It also served to authenticate who Jesus was and that He had the Father's full support.

This act also served as defining proof to John that this was indeed the Messiah, the One Whom John
had come to herald to the people. We know this because on the following day John said the
following.

29 The next day John saw Jesus coming toward him, and said, “Behold! The Lamb of God
who takes away the sin of the world! 30 This is He of whom I said, ‘After me comes a Man
who is preferred before me, for He was before me.’ 31 I did not know Him; but that He should
be revealed to Israel, therefore I came baptizing with water.” (John 1:29-31)

This is arguably John's most famous statement; “Behold! The Lamb of God who takes away the
sin of the world! It succinctly emphasises John's God given mission. He was called by God to
herald the coming Messiah. His purpose was to point others towards the one sent to save. This is
exactly what he did. Prior to meeting and baptising Jesus John had preached of the need to repent
and turn from sin. Following the baptism of Jesus his focus became to point people to the Lord
Jesus Christ. This is the model we all should follow when it comes to evangelism. The first step is
to point out to people that they are sinners and need to repent of that sin. The second thing is then to
point them to the only person who can truly save them from that sin and its consequences; The Lord
Jesus Christ.

For the remainder of John's short period of public ministry this became his mission. Although his
own fame diminished, and some of his disciples left to follow Christ John was never perturbed. He
accepted that this was God's will. God's kingdom must increase and his own influence and power
must decrease. Next time in our final sermon in this series we will look at the death of John and his
legacy.
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Things to think about
I have just one comment to make today.

The humility of John
There are many lessons we can learn from a study of John the baptist. The one I want to briefly

touch on here is John's humility. Of the many positive things we could say about John perhaps the
most obvious is his lack of pride. John as we have seen was never motivated by the material things
of life. He was not interested in fame or money, nice houses or luxurious possessions. He was not
interested in gaining followers, influence or impressing people. All that motivated him was serving
God faithfully. He also never stumbled when it came to pride or ego. How easy it would have been
for him to think he was something special when all of Judea was talking about him and coming to
hear him preach. He resisted this temptation. When Christ came to him he willingly acknowledged
his proper place. He didn't say, “Yes I should baptise you because God has given me great power.”
Instead, he confessed that Christ should baptise him. Even when people left him to follow Jesus
John remained humble. It was only right and proper that people follow Jesus. His service belonged
to God and however God wanted to use that service was fine with him.

There are many ways in which we are prideful or allow pride to impact our lives. Pride is believing
something that is not true about ourselves or others. Often it is that we are much better or more
righteous than others. Or that we are something special and important. How easy it is to let this kind
of selfish thinking mar our lives and our witness. John's life demonstrates for us true humility. His
focus was never himself or things that were to his advantage. It was always the Lord Jesus Christ.
Let us learn from John's example of humility and single-minded service to Christ.
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