
 

Page 1 

December 13 2020  Third Sunday of Advent   Dean Phillip Saunders 

 
I would like to ask two questions arising from the Gospel text today. The 
first one is who was John the Baptiser and where does he fit in the biblical 
story of salvation?                                                                                              
This was one of the important secondary questions for the Gospel Writers to 
address.  
 
The Baptism of Jesus occurs in all the Gospels. In John, the reading for 
today, we have his exchange with Jesus about why Jesus is being baptised by 
John. This is the second question I want to ask, and we will get to it later. 
 
First of all where was Bethany beyond the Jordan, where John was baptising? 
It is clearly different to Bethany up the hill from Jerusalem, where Martha 
and Mary and Lazarus lived. It was at a public crossroads where people 
gathered. A public place, a place at the world passed by.  A place where John 
could not be ignored, and the Scriptures tell us that many came for baptism. 
 
Well, there is a site which Christians have indicated since early times called in 

Arabic  Al-Maghtas, meaning "baptism" or "immersion" in Arabic, is an 
archaeological World Heritage site in Jordan on the east bank of the Jordan 
River. It is likely to be the original location of the Baptism of Jesus and the 
ministry of John the Baptist. 
 
It was a militarised area for many years, but is now open to pilgrims, and 
many visit, although perhaps not this year. There are the remnants of a 
monastery and an area close to the river with remains of churches, baptism 
ponds and pilgrim and hermit dwellings.   
 
The strategic location between Jerusalem and the King's Highway is already 
evident from the Book of Joshua report about the Israelites crossing the 
Jordan around there. 
 
The area was abandoned after the 1967 Six-Day War, when both banks of the 
Jordan became part of the frontline. The area was heavily mined then. After 
the signing of the Israel–Jordan peace treaty in 1994, de-mining of the area 
soon took place.  
 
The site has then seen several archaeological digs, and attracts tourists and 
pilgrims.  Sue and I had the privilege of visiting the site in 2014. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baptism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_World_Heritage_Sites_in_Jordan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jordan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transjordan_(region)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jordan_River
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jordan_River
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baptism_of_Jesus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_the_Baptist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/King%27s_Highway_(ancient)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Joshua
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Israelites
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Six-Day_War
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Israel%E2%80%93Jordan_peace_treaty
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It was a good site for a prophet such as John to operate. 
 
John was like the Old Testament prophets coming out of the desert and 
proclaiming a message of repentance. In a way he was the last OT prophets 
calling the Jewish people to return to their covenant relationship with the 
Lord. 
 
There continued to be disciples of John The Baptiser after Jesus arrived on 
the scene. Some time later, after the resurrection of Jesus in the Book of Acts 
we find Paul meeting a group of John’s disciples who have never heard of the 
Holy Spirit and they are baptised into Christ.  
 
Followers of John the Baptiser continued and in fact a group called the 
Mandaeans still consider themselves to be followers of John.                            
We have a significant Mandaean community in Australia.  
 
So for the early Christians the question of the role of John the Baptiser was 
important then. Where did he fit? He was the forerunner prophesied by 
Isaiah, specially called by God for the purpose.   
 
The one who would point to Jesus and Baptise Jesus to inaugurate his 
ministry. His baptism of repentance was a call for Jews to repent of their sins 
and return to their original call to follow their God.  
 
When Jesus appears to be baptised, John is puzzled why, as have Christians 
throughout the centuries.  
 
Jesus did not need to repent the way the Jewish people or we need to, but in 
the sense of turning to his ministry and beginning his vocation as Redeemer, 
this was the event.  
 
In fact, Mark’s Gospel begins with this event. Jesus comes out of the 
wilderness and is baptised and begins his ministry. Ever the concise 
evangelist, Mark is brief and to the point.  
 
The second reason given in the Scriptures is Jesus is identifying with 
humanity. 
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The early Eastern church has a more poetic answer to this question. For 

example, the Eastern father St. Gregory of Nyssa prayed, “You have driven 

us out of paradise and called us back; you have taken away the fig leaves, that 

garment of our misery, and clothed us once more with the robe of glory.” We 

discover in the Jordan (the baptismal font) the robe of glory that had been 

humankind’s garment in paradise. Poetically, the Eastern fathers had Jesus 

explain his need for baptism:“ I am trying to find the lost Adam, let me go 

down and look for him.” 
 
However we express it, the Christian tradition of both east and west teaches 
that Jesus was baptised not for his own benefit, but for ours. 
 
For us. 
 
Advent is a time for reflection and examination before we come again to 
celebrate the profound mystery of the Incarnation at Christmas - Jesus 
humbling himself to come among us as one of us. 
 
Part of that reflection could be on our baptism vows. 
 
 
The vows, which we respond to each Easter bear repeating and reflecting on 
this week: 
 
Do you turn to Christ? 
I turn to Christ. 

 
Do you repent of your sins? 
I repent of my sins. 

 
Do you reject selfish living, and all that is false and unjust? 
I reject them all. 

 
Do you renounce Satan and all evil? 
I renounce all that is evil. 

 
Almighty God deliver you from the powers of darkness, and lead you in the light of 

Christ to his everlasting kingdom. Amen. 
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Will you each, by God’s grace, strive to live as a disciple of Christ, loving God with 

your whole heart, and your neighbour as yourself, until your life’s end? 

I will, with God’s help. 

 

These vows encapsulate the quest to live the Christian life, with God’s help. 
 
How are you going with that? Wherever we are on the Christian Journey a 

reflection on our original commitment to Christ. 
 
Meditate on these vows during the week and God bless you. 

 
I turn to Christ. 

 
I repent of my sins. 

 
I reject selfish living, and all that is false and unjust. 
 
I renounce all that is evil. 


