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You can feel the embarrassment at twenty 

centuries’ distance.  John’s embarrassment, at 

the Messiah asking him for baptism.  

Matthew, who has to tell the story—his 

embarrassment is even more obvious.  The 

Son of God—sinless we had thought—

coming along to the wild desert preacher with 

his weird clothes and his strange diet; coming 

along with all the others who were confessing 

their sins and queuing up to get dunked in the 

muddy water of the river Jordan.  As if he 

were one of them.   

 

Well, the first thing to say is that this event 

almost certainly happened.  It’s so 

problematic a story that it is very unlikely to 

have been invented.  Of the four gospel-

writers only Mark tells the story full on, 

matter of fact, without explanation or 

apology.  Luke almost slides over it; John 

narrates the meeting between John the Baptist 

and Jesus, and the descent of the Spirit like a 
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dove without mentioning any baptism at all.  

But Matthew, whose account we’ve just 

heard is the one where the embarrassment 

finds a voice and has to be dealt with by 

explanation.   

 

Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the 

Jordan, to be baptized by him.    John would 

have prevented him, saying, ‘I need to be 

baptized by you, and do you come to me?’ 

But Jesus answered him, ‘Let it be so now; 

for it is proper for us in this way to fulfil all 

righteousness.’ 

 

John was the forerunner; but Jesus was the 

new and coming King, so it was surely 

against everything that was fitting that Jesus 

should submit himself to the same cleansing 

ritual as everybody else.  It was, after all, the 

coming of His kingdom, his own coming as 

King, that was spurring people on to present 

themselves for baptism as a sort of cleansing 

preparation.  No point surely, in preparing for 

your own coming.   

 

I’m going to be honest with you for a 

moment.  Though I suppose when a preacher 

says that you have every right to wonder what 

he is being the rest of the time.  Or perhaps I 

should say I’m going to be candid.   I don’t 
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find Christian baptism an easy thing to 

explain to people; nor all that easy to 

understand myself.  Despite the fact that I 

spent the best part of five or six years trying 

to write a doctoral thesis on it … or maybe 

because of that.  And the news that some 

people in the C of E are suggesting a 

complete rewrite of the liturgy of baptism 

suggests that I’m not the only one. 

So it’s heartening to know that at least in this 

instance the puzzlement isn’t just mine.    

 

I think as the Church’s understanding of what 

baptism meant gradually got rather more 

codified, not to say rigid, the difficulty will 

have grown.  The more you see baptism as all 

about the washing away of sins, the clearer 

you are that Jesus Christ is the sinless Son of 

God—then the harder it gets to see any 

reason why this happened at all.   

 

What’s the explanation?  What exactly do 

Jesus’ words mean, as reported by Matthew, 

when he says that it is fitting or proper to 

fulfil all righteousness in this way?     

 

The commentators give a variety of answers; 

it’s pretty well take your pick.   
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 So for instance, is this talk of 

‘fulfilling righteousness’ the very first 

stage of the fulfilment of the gospel of 

God’s free gift of righteousness, or 

justification or acquittal for sinful 

people through Jesus and his death?  

Does Matthew mean us to understand 

that from this moment God’s plan of 

salvation is launched, by which 

through God’s grace in Christ the 

righteousness of God will be imputed 

to those who receive it by faith? 

 

 Or, to take another idea from the box, 

does Jesus mean that the kingdom of 

righteousness in which God’s law is at 

last truly obeyed begins here, at the 

beginning of his ministry? 

 

Neither of these quite fits, it seems to me, and 

nor do they do justice to the way that in 

Matthew’s account the Old Testament is 

never far away, with its templates, its patterns 

and its promises.   

 

We need to remember that it is in this gospel 

that Joseph is told to name the baby boy 

Jesus: Joshua, God saves.   
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And as well as the meaning of the name, 

there is something here too about geography.  

The significance of place.  What had Joshua 

done, and where had he done it? 

We all know that Moses had led the people 

through the waters of the Red Sea.  But 

Joshua’s first task after Moses’ death was to 

lead them across the River Jordan from their 

long desert wanderings into the land of 

promise at last.  And it had happened pretty 

well exactly at the point where John and 

Jesus were now standing. 

 

This I believe is at least part of the key to 

getting this right; and to understand Jesus’ 

baptism and indeed our own. 

 

Here is a new Joshua, ready to lead his people 

… not so much across the water of Jordan, 

but through the waters of death into the 

promise of new life. 

 

The earliest account of Jesus’ life that we 

have, that in St Mark’s gospel, begins at this 

point.  With Jesus’s baptism.  With the 

moment at which he is first revealed—

revealed to the crowds of course, but also 

revealed as who he is: the Trinity in action as 

it were, the descent of the Spirit like a dove, 
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the voice of the Father: ‘This is my Son, the 

Beloved: with him I am well pleased.’ 

 

Beginning just here was the earliest practice 

of the earliest church: Epiphany, that moment 

when Christ is revealed at his baptism, was 

celebrated long before Christians began to 

turn an old pagan midwinter festival into a 

celebration of his birth.   

 

That’s the beginning of the story, the quick 

plunge under the water in the hands of John, 

then the declaration of truth:  ‘This is my Son, 

the beloved  ..’ 

 

The end of the story: not a brief plunge but a 

final drowning under the waters of death.  

Then, not the voice of God this time, but that 

of a soldier: yet another declaration of truth, 

just the same:  ‘Truly this man was the Son of 

God.’ 

 

Here we have a re-minting of the meaning of 

baptism.  No longer is it primarily about a 

symbolic cleansing from sin as we so often 

tend to think … It’s more radical than that.  It 

is nothing less than a symbol of death, or 

rather a journey through death, a crossing of 

the river of death.  
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And in that, following Jesus.  Being with him, 

in him, being thoroughly joined to him, 

identified with him, totally belonging to him.   

Being identified with him, as he in submitting 

to John’s baptism, a baptism for sinners, fully 

identified with us. 

 

The medieval church lost the plot, at least to 

an extent.  For some teachers, being baptised 

was all about washing away the stain of 

original or birth sin; essential of course, but it 

left you with the problem of what to do about 

the guilt you might incur later.  Unless you 

followed the example of some of them and 

left your baptism until you were safely on 

your death bed and therefore unlikely to sin 

again.   You need other things, other 

sacraments for that, other special graces; 

hence the flowering of vows and penances 

and many things done to win remission. 

 

It would be quite possible to cheapen grace 

and go off in the other direction:  Christ died 

for my sins, I am baptised into him, I have 

faith, I am forgiven; I can live as I want 

regardless.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer rightly 

castigated this as ‘cheap grace’. 

 

This radical understanding of baptism 

exposes both these as utterly inadequate.  
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From the moment Jesus was baptised he 

walked the path that would lead him to the 

cross and to life beyond it.   From the 

moment we are baptised we are marked to be 

with him on that same journey. To know 

what it is to lose total control of my life; for a 

Christian it can no longer be mine and mine 

alone; to know something of his death, to die 

… in the faith that we shall also know the 

glory and power of his resurrection.  


