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First Sunday after the Epiphany/Baptism of the Lord

 Hear the lesson for the day:

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 fulfill all righteousness.” Then he consented. 
And when Jesus had been baptized, just as he came up from the water, suddenly the heavens were 
opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting on him. And a voice 

from heaven said, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased” (Matthew 3:13-17).

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

 When Jesus came for baptism, John dug in his heels and said to his 

cousin: “I need to be baptized by you.” But Jesus inflexibly responds: “It is 

proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness” (Matthew 3:5). 

Despite Jesus’ insistence on baptism, you have to admit John had a 

point—a very good question. Perhaps no question is as obvious and ultimately 

unanswerable as this one: “Why does Jesus need to be baptized?” Matthew 

3 focuses entirely on the relationship between John the Baptizer and Jesus. 

John’s desire is not to baptize Jesus (3:14). Do we assume this was because of 

John’s unpretentiousness or humility? He was as we know the forerunner to 

Jesus and God’s purposes. In this exchange we readers clearly understand that 

Jesus is not a typical baptismal supplicant. All this seems mysterious to us 

and perhaps this is as it should be. 

Even the apostle Paul calls he and his ministerial companions “stewards 

of God’s mysteries” (1 Corinthians 4:1). We too are stewards of God’s mysteries, and 

this includes the mystery that we know as baptism. Jesus’ baptism has long 
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confounded believers, although Matthew is clear that Jesus was adamant 

about John baptizing him. Still baptism is a mystery.

 Baptism excites Christian sensibilities because often we associate 

baptism with salvation. Some people are prone to think that baptism is a 

straight forward transaction, like buying a cheeseburger or a steam iron. This 

theological thinking suggests that if a church properly baptizes someone, then 

they enjoy the status of salvation. Still, this view of baptism, no matter how 

earnestly believed, triggers a disturbing faith question: Why does John need 

to baptize Jesus? Does Jesus need salvation? Does this mean that the Savior 

needs to be saved?

 A second reason baptism drives our sensibilities is because we often 

associate baptism to a ritual cleansing—that is, baptism is chiefly like a bath. If 

the waters of baptism cleanse us, then God washes away our sin. Similar to the 

previous question “Does Jesus need salvation?” we may also ask, “From what 

is Jesus cleansed?” What exactly was Jesus’ sin? Later Christian testimony 

argues against this thinking. In fact, just a few weeks ago I bought Hebrews 

4:15 before us and as you remember it candidly states: “We have one who in 

every respect has been tested as we are, yet without sin.” Why does Jesus 

insist on baptism and why does he need it? The question remains.

 The answer, which is vital for a grasp of Christian discipleship, seems to 

address the need to be under authority. Disciples only act out of the authority 

conferred on them by the gifts and talents God has given us. Our world too 

often believes, because of its bent toward individuality, that it knows what is 

best. People who live and think this way have no use for any authority that is 

not self-imposed. These folks think they know it all and can go it alone. Yet, if 
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there were anyone who could go it alone and not be subject to baptism, then it 

would be Jesus. Why does Jesus insist on baptism and why does he need it? If 

we equate baptism with salvation or if baptism is merely the cleansing of sin, 

then why does Jesus need to be subject to baptism?  

 The interchange between John and Jesus offers us a clue. Jesus insists 

on being put under God’s authority via baptism. Jesus, fully human and fully 

divine, in effect says to those who witness his baptism—and this includes 

John—“if baptism is good enough for you, then baptism is good enough for 

me.” Also by Jesus’ example he implies: “If baptism is good enough for me, 

then baptism is good enough for you.”

 Baptism explicitly puts believers under God’s authority. Because we are 

all under God’s universal authority, then we gather in worship and mission 

as those authorized to act on behalf of God’s realm. God assembles us as a 

community and baptism initiates us into that community. If baptism is God’s 

work, then our work begins after baptism. Our response to what God has done 

for us through baptism is our gift back to God. To respond to God’s call is to be 

a disciple and a steward of God’s grace. In the sharing of that gift of grace we 

each become stewards of the mysteries of God.

 And in addition baptism connects us to generations of Christians before 

and after us. It is a bit like seeing a sliver of a section of Old U.S. Highway 40 

and thinking that is all there is. Yet, beyond our immediate perception there is 

much, much more.

Let me explain. I grew up in Independence, Missouri, in the late 1950s 

and 1960s.  Old U.S. Highway 40 (prior to the Interstate of the same name/number) was the 

big road in our town. This massive highway, at least to a small child it seemed 
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massive, separated Independence from Raytown. Bev’s Root Beer Stand, The 

Blue Ridge Mall, and our local drive in movie theater were all on Highway 40. 

It was a most important highway in my judgment. My dad even said it was a 

key link to the rest of the world. Yet, at eight years old I had no idea what he 

meant.

Later I found out that this Old U.S. Highway 40 was the first U.S. highway 

that ran from sea to shining sea. It began in Atlantic City, New Jersey and 

finished its traverse of our country in San Francisco, California. If one were 

to drive this magnificent highway from end to end, one would see these sights 

along the way:

Cowtown Rodeo, New Castle, Maryland 
Fort Necessity/Uniontown, Wheeling, West Virginia
The National Road Museum, Columbus, Ohio
Boonville and Independence, Missouri 
Denver, Colorado
Berthoud Pass and Steamboat Springs, Colorado
Salt Lake City, Utah and Winnemucca
Reno, Nevada
and, finally, San Francisco, California.

 This highway linked two oceans and 14 states along the way. However, 

as a child, I would have never guessed that that one highway could have linked 

me to all that! And yet, in an analogous way, this is what baptism does for us. 

It reminds us that what we see today, “in our seventy years, or perhaps eighty, 

if we are strong” (Psalm 90:10) is not all there is. 

Instead, God links us to our past and our future and to our present by 

saints before us and behind us who are united with us in a pool of water and 

the holy spirit that reminds us: “This is my Son or Daughter, the Beloved, with 
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whom I am well pleased.” 

Baptism joins us to God and to God’s saints who are to be our eternal 

brothers and sisters.  This is the great line of splendor in which we disciples 

stand. Amen.
David Mosser, FUMC, Arlington, TX 76011
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