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A Homily by                “On the Verge”
The Rev’d Jo Popham        Baptism of the Lord

January 9, 2011
Matthew 3:13-17

(Mark 1:1-10 from BCP)

Today’s Gospel from St. Mark tells us that “It came to pass in those days, that Jesus

came from Nazareth of Galilee, and was baptized of John in Jordan.” (Mark 1:9). In

Matthew “Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized by him…”

(Matthew 3:13). Luke simply says “Jesus also had been baptized” (Luke 3:21). And in

John’s Gospel, John the baptizer refers to Jesus’s appearance as Jesus came out of the

water, but not explicitly to the baptism itself.

Why would Jesus be baptized by John in the Jordon River? Why was there a need for

Jesus to be baptized? He was the only one who was without sin. Jesus had no need of

repentance. He did not need to be purified. And yet Jesus, the Son of God, came to be

baptized… why???

Rites of baptism by immersion were not uncommon in the world in which early

Christianity developed (Anchor Bible Dictionary, Vol. 1, p. 583). Baptism for

purification could be from sin or destruction or from “the profane world before entering

into a holy area” (Ibid.). High priests in the Jewish world would baptize themselves

before and after the rites of atonement (Leviticus 16:4, 24). Leviticus 15 describes the

rites for the monthly purification of women. The initiation into the pagan mysteries of

Isis included baptism. New Testament texts and Josephus record John’s baptisms for

repentance and purification from sin.

But baptism also could be required when standing on the verge of a new way of life or

entering a new community or when entering a new phase of one’s life. Baptism then can

be an initiation rite or rite of passage. When we are baptized (or when we renew our

baptismal covenant) we leave behind our old ways, and we enter into a new way of

living. This is a new birth – a rebirth – into a new life.
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Mark and Luke do not gloss over Jesus’s baptism, but they both emphasize who Jesus

was and is – the son of God who received his heritage through the Holy Spirit. So ‘who

Jesus is’ becomes the primary reason for his baptism in these two Gospels.i

In John, Jesus’s baptism is not even explicitly mentioned.ii It is only in Matthew’s

story that we hear why.iii In Matthew a dialogue between Jesus and John is added that

explains that Jesus is baptized not because he needed it, but because they both must

“fulfill all righteousness” because it is what God wanted. This sort of righteousness is

related to sonship, divine sonship. To Matthew Jesus’s baptism was all about obedience

to God’s will. Jesus is seen as an example of humility and obedience. When he was

baptized he became a model for humanity – for us. As Jesus was baptized, so we are to be

baptized. Christians then are to fulfill – to continue – the work Jesus began and modeled

so well. We are to be baptized – be reborn – be cleansed of our sins – so that we can live

virtuous lives, and so that we may to take on our ministries to continue Jesus’s ministry.

Later today Bishop Hoskin will be with us here at St. Andrew’s to baptize the Skinners’

grandson Ben – Ben will be reborn and be gathered into this community. The Bishop also

will confirm four young people. They will reaffirm their baptismal covenants and take on

their adult ministries.

Jesus was 30 years old when he went to the Jordon. After his baptism his ministry

began. He was identified as God’s son; his divinity and his mission to live and model

God’s will for humankind was defined that day at the Jordon. John the Baptist had called

for people to repent, to return to God’s ways. John warned the people that God’s time

was near, that God’s kingdom was coming to all people and they needed to prepare, to be

ready. He proclaimed that God’s promises for humankind were about to be fulfilled. The

new era – the time when God would rule all their hearts was almost there.

Jesus came to be baptized. No, No, John said. No, it is I who should be baptized by

you. John told our Lord: ‘You are the one who will baptize with water, yes, but also with

the Holy Spirit.’ In context of Matthew’s Gospel, this points to baptism into the Trinity,
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the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Today we will baptize with water and in the

name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. And the newly baptized will begin to

grow more and more into his life in Christ. And our four confirmation candidates will

affirm their baptisms and begin to live more and more into the work that God has in mind

for them. They are on the verge of new ministries. Jesus was balanced on the threshold of

living into his ministry, and so he was baptized.

My friends, the time when all our hearts are to be ruled by God is here. Jesus was

baptized to join even more closely to our humanity. He was baptized to take on his

earthly mission, to reveal God to us. And he still reveals God to us more and more. He is

here. Thanks be to God.

                                                  
i “And it came to pass in those days, that Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee, and was
baptized of John in Jordan. And straightway coming up out of the water, he saw the
heavens opened, and the Spirit like a dove descending upon him: and there came a voice
from heaven, saying, Thou art my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.” (Mark 1:9-
10).
“Now when all the people were baptized, and when Jesus also had been baptized and was
praying, the heaven was opened, and the Holy Spirit descended upon him in bodily form
like a dove. And a voice came from heaven, ‘You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I
am well pleased.’” (Luke 3:21-22).
ii “The next day he saw Jesus coming towards him and declared, ‘Here is the Lamb of
God who takes away the sin of the world! This is he of whom I said, “After me comes a
man who ranks ahead of me because he was before me.” I myself did not know him; but I
came baptizing with water for this reason, that he might be revealed to Israel.’ And John
testified, ‘I saw the Spirit descending from heaven like a dove, and it remained on him. I
myself did not know him, but the one who sent me to baptize with water said to me, “He
on whom you see the Spirit descend and remain is the one who baptizes with the Holy
Spirit.” And I myself have seen and have testified that this is the Son of God.’” (John
1:29-34).
iii  “Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized by him”….John said No,
“I need to be baptized by you” but Jesus said “Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in
this way to fulfill all righteousness.” (Matthew 3:13-15).


