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Matthew 3:13-17

The First Sunday After the Epiphany / Baptism of Christ Sunday

January 12, 2020

Today's baptism originates long before Jesus, in the ancient cleansing rituals of the

Jewish tradition. If you came into contact with the power of life and death, such as 

contracting or touching someone with a serious disease or a corpse, or giving birth or 

touching someone who had given birth, you needed to ritually cleanse yourself before 

you could come before God in worship.

John the Baptist adapted this ritual for his own ministry. Instead of regularly 

cleaning their hands whenever they became unclean, John urged people to cleanse their 

entire lives once and for all: to make a decisive decision to dedicate their lives to God. 

He called for metanoia, which is often translated repentance but more literally means 

turning around. He called people to turn their lives around.

John's was a ministry of preparation, so that people would be ready for God's 

Messiah: his specially chosen servant, like the kings of ancient Israel long ago, who 

would save his people.

When Jesus came before him for baptism, John knew that here was someone 

special. But he was confused: if Jesus were the Messiah, why would he need a baptism 

of repentance? Why would he need to turn his life around? If John were baptizing people
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to prepare for Jesus' arrival, why would John baptize Jesus himself? Wouldn't it be more 

appropriate for Jesus, the agent of God, instead to baptize John?

As Christians thought further about Jesus' life and ministry, they came to realize 

that Jesus was not simply a person chosen by God, but someone fundamentally different,

in some respects, from the rest of us: someone so filled with the Spirit of God that we 

came to speak of him as the Son of God. But that renews and intensifies John's question:

why then would the Son of God come to John for baptism?  How could the Son of God 

have sins for which he needed to be cleansed? How could he be ritually unclean?

We need to understand Jesus' baptism, because it is the pattern for our own 

baptisms. In the United Church, we recognize baptism as one of two sacraments: a 

tangible act involving something physical that you can see and touch, like water, in 

which we experience God acting, and which Jesus himself began and told us to continue.

In baptism we dedicate our lives to God, as did those who came to John for 

baptism. In baptism we pray for the Holy Spirit to bless and energize our lives and 

Christian witness, as it did for Jesus. In baptism - especially full-immersion baptism, as 

they would have practiced in the Jordan river - one dies plunging beneath the water, and 

then rises again, gasping, to new life.

We believe that something significant is happening, and so we believe that 

baptism is a big commitment. That's why we like to make sure the candidate for baptism
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is ready for it. Traditionally the period of Lent - the forty days before Easter - were a 

time of prayer and meditation, fasting and instruction to prepare for baptism on Easter 

Sunday, so that the baptized person would rise with Christ to new life. We've relaxed 

those requirements somewhat, but I still interview candidates before their baptism, and 

explain what baptism means; we still require candidates - or their parents on their behalf 

- to make promises. Baptism is about reorienting your entire life, after all.

After all that time and attention, we pronounce - or more accurately, remind them 

- that they are children of God, just like Jesus.

But as the old saying goes, when you point a finger at someone, there are three 

fingers pointing back at you. So what if we pay some attention to the other side of the 

equation? Who are we when we baptize? If they are children of God, what are we? If 

they are being baptized like Jesus, who are we that are doing the baptism?

Who is John? John's objection to baptizing Jesus is more about himself than about

Jesus: "I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?"

Jesus responds, "Let it be so now; for it is proper in this way to fulfill all 

righteousness."

What does he mean by that?

What is this righteousness that Jesus is talking about? Righteousness is being 

caught up in what God is doing, in going in the direction that God invites us. We've 
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already seen that it doesn't make sense to say that John's baptism made Jesus righteous, 

so maybe this is about John's righteousness, about God's. John is righteous as he 

participates in God's action to fulfill God's promises made long ago.

God promised to save his people, and here God commissions Jesus for that 

ministry. Jesus' baptism with water and the Holy Spirit recalls the commissioning of 

kings and prophets in the Hebrew Bible. With the laying on of hands and anointing with 

oil, kings and prophets were named as agents authorized and empowered by God. Saul, 

a famous persecutor of the Church, was struck blind by God outside of Damascus. When

Ananias laid his hands upon him, his sight was restored and he received the holy spirit. 

He was baptized and received a new name - Paul - and became perhaps the greatest 

founder of the Church after Jesus himself.

When a person rises from the waters of baptism, they are a new creation. When 

the Hebrews left Egypt, they entered the parting waters of the Red Sea and slaves and 

emerged as the free people of God. When they reached the parting waters of the Jordan 

River, they entered as homeless wanderers and emerged into the Promised Land as 

people with a homeland and a God. When John baptized Jesus, John too was 

transformed, from one who heralded the coming of the Messiah into a witness of that 

arrival and a disciple.
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The water and the spirit also recall the beginning of Genesis, in which the Spirit 

hovered over the waters of Creation and the Word of God separated the raw chaos into 

day and night, land and water, plants and fish and animals and humanity. Just so, the 

Spirit descends upon Jesus and John hears the Word of God as God inaugurates a new 

creation.

To perform a baptism, then, is not be a bystander in someone else's story. It is to 

be an agent of God's new creation, a participant in a holy mystery.

Why does Jesus come to John for baptism? Why does God send women and men, 

adults and children and youth, to our congregations for baptism? So that we might fulfill

all righteousness; that we might be swept up in this new thing that God is doing. So that,

like John, we might see the descent of the Holy Spirit and hear a Word from God. So 

that we might be reminded that we, also, are children of God.

Amen.
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