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Genesis 1:1-5 
Acts 19:1-7 
Mark 1:4-11 

Today we commemorate an interesting event in the life of our Lord.  Perhaps it is the 
ambiguity of the event that causes the ambiguity of the day.  The official title for today is the First 
Sunday after Epiphany: the Baptism of Our Lord.  This is one of four days when it is deemed most 
appropriate to conduct baptisms.  Yet it is not actually a separate feast in the Episcopal Church.  It is 
somewhat like Christ the King Sunday just before Advent in that it is a special day without being a 
separate feast day like Epiphany or the Ascension.  Because of the subject of the readings, it is a good 
day to have a baptism, or at least to renew our baptismal vows, as we will do at the conclusion of the 
sermon. 

Our readings started today at the beginning, literally.  Genesis 1:1 and the first day of 
creation in that version.  On that day, the earth was a formless void, covered in water.  A wind from 
God swept over the waters.  So what has this to do with baptism?  In an actual baptism, we say the 
prayer of thanksgiving over the water, in which we pray, “We thank you, Almighty God, for the gift 
of water. Over it the Holy Spirit moved in the beginning of creation,” alluding, of course, to this 
reading.  At the very beginning we have spirit and water as the foundation of Creation.  Just as God's 
spirit moved over the water at creation, God moves through water now as part of the sacrament of 
baptism.   

The word translated as “spirit” also means breath and wind.  Makes sense, I'd say.  All are 
unseen yet sensed.  Water, at least large bodies of it, was viewed by the ancient Hebrews as a source 
of chaos.  They did not like going out on the sea.  So here in the first creation story in the Bible, God's 
spirit, God's breath, moves over the chaos, taming it, making it God's own, bending it to God's will. 
Rather than being something to be feared or viewed with trepidation, water becomes the means 
through which God acts in his creation. 

Smaller amounts of water, of course, were seen as the essence of life.  Think of all the psalms 
that praise God for making God's people to be like trees planted by a stream; think of the imagery of 
God's grace flowing like a fountain; God's justice flowing like a river.  Water is used for cleansing, 
both literally and figuratively.  That is what John is offering those who came to him at the Jordan. 
John was baptizing with water to symbolize the removal of sin and an intent to return to God. 

So why in the world did Jesus go to get baptized?  A close reading of Scripture shows that 
while this scene with John is found in all four gospels, only Mark describes Jesus receiving John's 
baptism directly.  Matthew tries to explain it away, while Luke sidesteps.  John denies it happened at 
all.  From the earliest days of the church, there was a sense of dis-ease with regard to the sinless Jesus 
being washed of his sins.  Not really surprising.  But what was going on here?
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There have been many explanations offered through the centuries as to why Jesus was 
baptized.  They range from the mundane to the heretical.  Jesus was showing solidarity with his 
people; Jesus actually did sin and this washed it away; this is when God transformed Jesus from 
normal man to the Messiah.  If you have a lot of time to kill, Google it.  It is quite the rabbit hole.  We 
may never be able to really understand what was going on, thus the ambiguity of the day, and I 
certainly can't claim to be the one who can explain it, but I would offer this: By doing things as the 
unique, only begotten Son of God, our Lord Jesus Christ transforms those things into something 
greater.  The Passover meal takes on new meaning as the Lord's Super.  Execution on the cross 
becomes the means of salvation.  And the washing away of sin becomes entry into God's heavenly 
family. 

Instead of just being a type of rededication,  our Lord transforms baptism into full adoption as 
children of God.  “Holy Baptism is the sacrament by which God adopts us as his children and makes 
us members of Christ's Body, the Church, and inheritors of the kingdom of God.” (BCP 858)  Through 
baptism, “God adopts us as his children and makes us members of Christ's Body, the Church, and 
inheritors of the kingdom of God.”  Baptism becomes more than just washing with water; it becomes a 
transformation of who we are. 

As we read from the book of Acts,. Paul encountered some disciples in Ephesus who had been 
baptized like John baptized, which was just about repentance.  But Paul knew that there was more to 
it than that.  Jesus had transformed baptism into something more than just a cleansing ritual.  It was 
about more than a fresh start it was new life.  So they were baptized again, but this time with an 
understanding of baptism as being about more than just cleansing.  That is an aspect of baptism, but 
not its whole.  Repentance, cleansing, is just preparation.   The real work of the believer is about more 
than just avoiding sin; it is about living in Christ.   

Why was Jesus baptized?  No one really knows.  But what we can know is that he transformed 
baptism into something more than just washing away sin.  Through Jesus Christ, sin no longer has 
any hold on us.  We are freed from the bondage of sin so that we may serve Christ.  It doesn't mean 
that we won't sin.  Far from it.  It mean that we are dedicated to living our lives for Christ, and when 
we do fall into sin, we turn back to him, knowing that he waits to welcome us back into the fold.  
Through Jesus Christ, God delivers us from the being tossed about on the waves of chaos, prisoner to 
the sea of sin, leading us through the waters into peaceful streams where we may know God, that we 
may delight in his will and walk in his way, to the glory of his name.  Amen. 


