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First Presbyterian Church January 8, 2017 

Rev. Drew Harrison Isaiah 42:1-9; Matthew 3:1-6, 13-17 

Ordinary People 

When I was in 8th grade, my family went to New York City.  My brother had acquired the soundtrack 

to the Broadway Musical Rent, and we had listened to nothing else in the car since.  And at some 

point, he convinced the family to take a trip to see New York City and see Rent on Broadway.  

We’d never been to a place like New York, we’d never seen anything like New York, and that was 

evident in our clothes (giant bright colored ski jackets in a sea of brown and black pea coats), how 

we rode the subway (trying to hold on to the pole and every pocket and look everywhere at once all 

at the same time), but it was never more evident, at least to me, than this one particular time at a 

restaurant near Times Square.  We’d just been seated, and the waiter said, “Would you like some 

water to drink, I have Evian, Fiji, or sparkling.” 

None of us knew what to say, but all of us knew about upselling.  And we sat there, silent for a 

second, when my brother, with all of the suaveness he could muster, looked up at the waiter and 

said, “Do you have—tap?” 

He said it like tap water was the most primo product in the world, so exclusive they might not yet 

have it in New York.  And it became a running joke for us because of how intimidated we were by 

the big city, and how we wanted to fit into that world, but not so much that we’d ever get upcharged 

for water.  And I think of it every once in a while, when I think about the baptismal font, because 

you won’t find Evian in there either. 

The baptismal water isn’t special water.  We don’t put bottled water in it, or holy water.  Or even 

water from special places, like the River Jordan, or Lake Michigan where you grew up.  Nothing goes 

into the font but good old-fashioned tap water, straight out of whatever sink we get it from.  And it 

is absolutely essential that that is the case.  

We’ll get to why in a minute.  But before we go there, I want to talk about our Gospel passage for 

today, in which John baptizes Jesus in the Jordan River.  And in particular, this one thing I’ve always 

found a little bit puzzling about the story of Jesus’ baptism.  What are all these other people doing 

there getting baptized before Jesus showed up? 

Baptism now, by definition, is a Christian thing.  Just about the only people that baptize are 

Christians, and they all baptize in the name of Jesus Christ.  Baptism marks you as a follower of 

Christ and as a member of the community of his disciples.  It means you’re an heir to the promise 

we find in the good news of Jesus Christ, his life, death, and resurrection.  Which always gets me to 

this question.  What did it mean before any of that happened? 

Matthew tells us that the people of Jerusalem and all Judea were going out to see John the Baptist, 

confessing their sins, and being baptized.  But what exactly were they going out there for?  What did 

the baptism of John mean? 

Now this question has bugged me for a little while now, and I’ve looked into it a few times, and the 

short answer is we don’t know.  When it comes to studying the Bible, that’s the answer to our 
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questions far more often than we’d like to admit.  And people hate to hear it, and pastors hate to say 

it, which is why most of them don’t.  But in this case, and a lot of others, we don’t really know. 

None of the Gospels says much in the way of explanation.  They seem to assume that everyone 

already knows what it means.  But there aren’t any other sources that talk about a baptism quite 

like the baptism of John.  What you do when you’re studying the Bible and run into a situation like 

this, is you start looking around for something similar.  And what you find in this case is that there 

are some other things at that time that involve immersion as rituals of purification and preparation. 

In the Greco-Roman world, people would often bathe or immerse themselves in water before 

entering a Temple, or joining a holy order.  In the Jewish world, one bathed before entering the 

Temple or to purify oneself after becoming ritually unclean, which would happen pretty regularly 

for both women and men.  So, for all of the people who went out to see John at the Jordan, being 

baptized would have had something to do with purification and preparation.  And if we put that in 

the context of what we read in Scripture, that John was preaching repentance and that people were 

confessing their sins, we get a sense of what people were coming to be purified and prepared for.  

Coming out to the Jordan, confessing and repenting of their sins, and then being baptized by John 

was a way that people could try to become holier people.  They were communicating a desire to 

change their lives—to give up old patterns of sin and set a new path for themselves.  It’s pretty 

simple, really.  John’s baptism was a way for people to reach out to God and say, “I’m sorry and I 

want to do better.”  The people who came all the way out to receive John’s baptism are reaching up 

to become closer to God.  This is our best guess as to what exactly the people were looking for at the 

Jordan River.  And if that’s the case, then those people who happened to be there when Jesus 

showed up for the same thing got something whole lot better.  Ordinary people, standing by 

ordinary water, reaching up to heaven, hoping to get a little bit closer to God.  And they witness 

something extraordinary. 

What happens when Jesus comes to be baptized by John is completely unique.  It is the only 

moment in the whole of Scripture that all three persons of the Trinity are explicitly present at the 

same time.  Jesus, coming up out of the river for all to see, God’s voice, proclaiming from the 

heavens, “This is my Son, my beloved, with whom I am well pleased,” And the Holy Spirit 

descending from heaven like a dove.  At no other point in Holy Scripture do the three persons of the 

Trinity explicitly show up in the same place.  If we didn’t know any better we’d think they were the 

same. 

And this image, of the Holy Spirit descending as a dove while the Father speaks from Heaven and 

Jesus stands on earth gives us the perfect picture to understand God and Jesus on earth.  God, all-

powerful, all-knowing, transcendent, on a cosmological power-level we can’t even begin to 

understand, and yet, that very God is coming down to earth.  Jesus, just as human as you and me, he 

cries, he bleeds, he gets angry when people hurt the ones he loves, and yet, he is the son of God, of 

one substance with the Father.  And it happens in and with and through the Holy Spirit sent down 

to earth.  Jesus rises to the extraordinary.  God comes down to the ordinary.  

And what makes this moment so incredibly important, is that this is the baptism that we are invited 

into in Christ Jesus.  Baptism marks the way in which God takes the ordinary, and make it 

extraordinary.  Our Baptism isn’t John’s Baptism, though it shares some similarities.  Our baptism is 
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Jesus’ baptism.  When we baptize in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, we are reaching 

up, just like all those ordinary people who came out to see John and repent and be baptized.  But the 

profound and significant truth of Baptism is that what happens for Jesus is exactly what happens for 

us.  In Christ’s death and resurrection, we are invited into the same promises.  We are baptized with 

water and the Holy Spirit, and we become children of God.  God comes down to us from heaven in 

the Holy Spirit, and we are lifted up.  God takes us, ordinary people and makes us extraordinary.  

If you look at the history of God’s people, you’ll find that this is exactly how God works.  God takes 

ordinary people, and does extraordinary things with them.  David was a shepherd boy, Esther an 

orphan.  Peter and James and John were fishermen, Lydia sold purple cloth.  None of the old biblical 

heroes were anything but ordinary before God got a hold of them.  And God did extraordinary 

things in them.  Baptism is the sign and seal that God has a hold of you, and that God will do 

extraordinary things in you.  God does not call the qualified. God qualifies the called.  

And that’s why we use ordinary tap water when we baptize.  Because it is not the water that is 

special, or the minister, or even the person coming to be baptized.  They are all ordinary, and none 

of them will make you holy.  But in them God will do extraordinary things.  God takes ordinary 

things.  Ordinary people, ordinary water, ordinary bread and wine, and does extraordinary things.  

That’s who God is.  And when I look over at the font and think of my family’s inside joke, that’s what 

I remember.  Because when you ask for tap water, you get a whole lot more. 


