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THE FIRST SUNDAY AFTER THE EPIPHANY 
THE BAPTISM OF CHRIST 

 
 

Each of the three synoptic gospels tells the story of the baptism of Jesus in a different way.  

Notice first how Matthew ascribes real intention to Jesus’ steps. According to Matthew, Jesus comes 

from Galilee to the Jordan specifically to be baptized by John. Mark makes the event look so much more 

casual and Luke avoids describing it altogether. In Matthew Jesus actually comes to be baptized. 

Listen to what John says to Jesus. According to Matthew, John tries to prevent Jesus from being 

baptized: 'I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?' Matthew voices the question which 

must have been on so many minds and about which Mark was so totally silent. In Matthew John 

acknowledges the problem of the lesser man baptizing the greater man. 

Picture what takes place when Jesus comes up from the water of baptism. According to Matthew, 

suddenly the heavens were opened, and Matthew gives the impression that this theophany was there 

for all to see. In Mark the same event is described as if it were for Jesus' eyes only. In Matthew God's 

activity is proclaimed openly. 

Hear what takes place when Jesus comes up from the water of baptism. According to Matthew, a voice 

from heaven said, 'This is my son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased', and Matthew gives the 

impression that this voice spoke for all to hear. In Mark, the voice addresses only Jesus and says, ’You 

are my son.’ In Matthew God's proclamation is for the whole world to hear. 

According to Matthew, John made it none too easy for some people to get baptized.  

When the Pharisees and Sadducees came seeking baptism, John rounded on them and called them 'a 

brood of vipers’. He put obstacles in their path and challenged their motives in coming for baptism. We 

do not know how many of them turned away. So what do you make of that? 

When Jesus came seeking baptism, John rounded on him and said, ‘Why do you come to me?’ He put 

obstacles in Jesus’ path and challenged his motives in coming for baptism. We do know that Jesus 

refused to be put off. So what do you make of that? 

According to Matthew, John made it none too easy for some people to get baptized. Now, do you hear 

clear echoes of Matthew’s baptism policy in today’s church? 

When some young parents come seeking baptism for their baby, it is noticed that these parents never 

attend church themselves. Obstacles are put in their path and their motives for seeking baptism are 

challenged. We do not know how many of them turn away and never come near a church again.  

Those who advocate a restrictive baptism policy argue that it is their duty to safeguard the sacrament 

from abuse. They argue that it is their duty to ensure that parents appreciate their responsibilities and 

the seriousness of the baptismal promises. They argue that such promises can never be fulfilled unless  
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the parents sign up themselves for a proper program of baptism. Now that sounds reasonable enough 

doesn't it? 

Those who advocate an open baptism policy argue that it is their duty not to place unnecessary 

obstacles in the path of sacramental grace. They argue that it is their duty to ensure that parents feel 

welcomed and accepted by the Church. They argue that once baptized, children know that they have 

real Christian roots. Now that sounds reasonable enough doesn't it? 

There are certain times when religious rituals feel just right. There are certain times when the outward 

rites unlock the door to the deepest and innermost heartfelt religious experience. 

Put yourself in Jesus' shoes as he walks across the rough path from Galilee towards the Jordan. His soul 

is stirred by that famous river valley coming into sight for the first time in the distance. Jesus knows it is 

to that water that he is called. 

Put yourself in Jesus’ shoes as he merges with a whole crowd of people converging on the Jordan valley. 

His soul is stirred by people coming from Jerusalem, from all Judaea and from all the region along the 

Jordan, people making pilgrimage together to the self-same point in the Jordan valley. Jesus knows it is 

to that to that point he is called.  Perhaps the baptism of Jesus was something like that. 

Put yourself in Jesus’ shoes as he hears not for the first time the stem voice of John the Baptist rise 

clearly above the roar of the crowds. His soul is stirred by the constant refrain, ’Repent . . . brood of 

vipers . . . repent . . . the kingdom of heaven has come near . . . repent . . . the ax is lying at the root of 

the trees . . . repent . . . the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire . . . repent.' Jesus knows it is to 

that voice that he is called. 

Put yourself in Jesus’ shoes as he sees for the first time the austere appearance of John the Baptist 

standing out clearly in the crowd. His soul is stirred by the prophetic coat of camel’s hair and by the 

prophetic leather belt. Jesus knows it is to that man that he is called. 

Put yourself in Jesus' shoes as he submits to the flowing waters of baptism. His soul is stirred when he 

sees the heavens torn open when he sees the dove descending when he hears the voice proclaiming, 

’This is my son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.’ Jesus knows that this day marks the start of 

a new beginning. 

There are certain times when religious rituals feel just right. There are certain times when the outward 

rites unlock the door to the deepest and innermost heartfelt religious experience. Perhaps the baptism 

of Jesus was something like that. 

What do you make of Jesus being baptized by John? 
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Surely John was the forerunner and Jesus was the Messiah. So what do you make of Jesus being 

baptized by John? 

Surely John proclaimed baptism for the forgiveness of sins and Jesus was born the sinless one.  

The apocryphal Gospel according to the Hebrews tried to sort the matter out by suggesting that Jesus 

only came to be baptized to please his mother who wanted the family done together. Jesus protests, 

’What sin have I committed that I should go and be baptized?’ Then Jesus submits to maternal pressure? 

But surely that is no solution? 

Matthew takes an altogether more subtle line by working hard on his text. Matthew changes John's 

fundamental call to baptism. In Mark John 'proclaimed a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of 

sins’. In Matthew John’s message is, ’Repent for the kingdom of heaven is come near’, and John baptizes 

’with water for repentance’. Significantly the baptism of John and the forgiveness of sins are uncoupled.  

Matthew takes an altogether more subtle line by working hard on his text. In Matthew’s scheme of 

things, God had sent John to prepare Israel for a new exodus, not through the Red Sea but through the 

water of baptism. In Matthew's shape of things Jesus, Moses called out of Egypt, passes through the 

waters of baptism together with the people of Jerusalem, all Judaea and all the region along the Jordan. 

So what do you make of Jesus being baptized by John?  

Matthew takes an altogether more subtle one by working hard on his text. In Matthew's scheme of 

things, Jesus refuses to debate John’s question of who is greater. Jesus simply reminds John that at the 

present time it is John who is commissioned to baptize in water. Jesus’ baptism in the spirit is for a later 

time. Now to fulfill all righteousness is to submit to God’s will in the present time.  

Perhaps when the heavens opened, when the dove descended and when the voice spoke, both John and 

Jesus knew that they had got it right. Then the Messiah had been properly anointed. So what do you 

now make of Jesus being baptized by John? 

Each of the three synoptic gospels tells the story of the baptism of Jesus in a different way.  How we 

hear it, how we understand it and how we follow it is up to us but the message is always the same: it is 

through baptism that we are saved  and know the grace of God’s love and forgiveness. 

 

Amen. 

 


