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Sermon, The Baptism of our Lord 

St Mary’s Church, Beverley and St Mark’s Church, Brookton, 9th January, 2022 

Readings: Isaiah 43:1-7, Psalm 29, Acts 8:14-17, Luke 3:15-22 

Hymns: Worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness, Lord, your Almighty Word, The Church’s one Foundation, I cannot 

tell why he, who angels worship, In the Cross of Christ I glory. 

 

It should be said that we can be very familiar with the story of Jesus’ baptism; it appears in each of 

the synoptic gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke, and by oblique reference in the Gospel of St John).  

As well, the very fact of Jesus’ baptism is not challenged amongst Biblical scholars or general 

historians; it is generally agreed as one of the two historically certain facts about Jesus which is 

used as a starting point for the study of the historical Jesus.  Interestingly, the other so call certain 

fact verified by the writings of contemporary non-Christian writers is Jesus’ Crucifixion. 

 

However, have you ever wondered – why was Jesus baptised?  And further to that, to what extent 

is baptism a rite or ritual of Judaism?  The answer to the second question, as to the place of baptism 

in Judaism, centres on the understanding that while Judaism may not have called what happened 

to Jesus necessarily “baptism” (which in the Greek is “Baptizo” meaning “to immerse” or in the 

Hebrew “Mikveh” meaning “an immersion”) it did exist in a different, if not even a similar form, to 

what we understand today as baptism. 

 

In passing, it is worth noting that with John the Baptist inviting people to repent of their sins and be 

baptised he is not ignored; the suggestion and the act is not described or perceived as strange or 

being demanded by some “odd person”.  The Jewish people to whom John proclaims his message 

would have recognised in it “ritual immersion” which has existed for a long time in Judaism.  Ritual 

immersion made for ritual purity such that before you would go to worship in the Temple you would 

immerse yourself in water (probably a bath or preferably a spring with its living water).  This 

cleansing by water was not because you were hot, full of perspiration or dirty (which you may well 

have been at times) but it was so you could be deemed to have spiritually purity.  In making yourself 

spiritually pure you could go into the presence of the deity; you could worship, and you could offer 

sacrifices.  In effect you had made yourself “right before the Lord”; you might see a parallel in our 

having made our confession and received absolution before the Holy Communion. In that way the 

ritual immersion was an act of preparation not only of the body but of your “inner being”. 
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Of course, baptism in the Christian sense, is a far greater sacrament than this ritual and regular 

immersion; thankfully no need to build a bath or find a spring so that every time you come into the 

Church you have to be immersed! 

 

In the Book of Leviticus God instructs Jews to cleanse themselves from ritual impurity, which might 

have been contracted through touching a corpse or a leper; therefore, being immersed fulfilled a 

legal requirement through ritual purity (remember Judaism can be very legalistic).  Later this act of 

immersion was extended to those who “feared God” or were “righteous” Gentiles and were seeking 

to convert to Judaism.  With this broadening of the rites of immersion by the priests, and along with 

circumcision, these people seeking conversion to Judaism were believed to have met the standards 

required as to being under a sign of the covenant given to Abraham. 

 

To the former question as to why would Jesus, Son of God, need to be baptised, need to repent, 

need ritual purification.  Surely Jesus was in a perfect “state of Grace” with his Father.  The uniform 

witness of the New Testament is that Jesus had no sins of his own to confess, so why would he 

need to be baptised to ask God’s forgiveness.  There is no evidence of Jesus being alienated from 

God which is the most pernicious consequence of sin. 

 

We also know that Jesus was scathing as to empty formalism so why would he undergo baptism, 

unless the ceremony held for him, as for others, profound significance.  Therefore, it is fair to say 

that Jesus did not go to be baptised for personal or private reasons, but he did so as a person with 

a public calling.  John summons all Israel to repentance and therefore the public Jesus must go 

also; Jesus dwells in the midst of people of unclean lips, and he could not separate himself from 

them.  Rather Jesus needs to have a fuller identity with them in their movement towards God’s 

Kingdom.  In other words, Jesus, in his humanity, needs to enter into that Kingdom by the only door 

open to the people.  He needs be their representative, before being their King, he must be numbered 

with the transgressors, before he could see the fruit of the travail of his soul. 

 

To this end those famous words spoken from Heaven, as the dove descends, are much more than 

a divine appointment or conversation, they are the divine approval of the course to which Jesus had 

committed himself in accepting baptism.  Thus, to Jesus, who has chosen to identify himself with 

his people in their need and their expectation, the ratifying voice of God declared “Yes, that is what 

it means to be my son, to be my anointed one, to be my servant.” 
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Given that we have the privilege of standing as those who have followed Jesus in baptism; you may 

recall from the Gospel narratives this takes place in Jesus’ life at the beginning of his public ministry.  

As the great Congregational New Testament Scholar and Minister, G.B. Caird notes: 

The baptism experience for Jesus represented the end of a long development, of a deepening 

appreciation of the divine fatherhood and his own filial responsibility, of growing insight into his 

mission and the world’s needs, of meditation on the meaning of the scriptures, and their application 

to himself. 

Caird is noting that while we may have very little record of Jesus’ growing up and his early adulthood, 

we should not suppose that all of what was happening at his baptism flashed upon him as new and 

startling, and that until that moment and action it had never occurred to him that God had singled 

him out for a very special vocation. 

 

These observations of Caird as to the mission of the baptised Jesus provide advice for each of us, 

that just as Jesus was born to, and accepted, his responsibility, so they have become ours in our 

time and place.  Therefore, let our celebration of the Baptism of our Lord be a clarion call for us to 

recall and put in practice that which St Matthew records in the final three verses of his Gospel: 

And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  Go 

therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son 

and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you.  And 

remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age. 

 

We live in a nation where the Good News of Jesus Christ is much needed, sometimes rejected, 

sometimes ignored, and sometimes, seemingly too difficult for people to contemplate or to with 

which to attempt to engage.  There is our challenge; let us seek to sow and thus to harvest. 


