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“Gratitude is not only the greatest of  virtues, but the parent of  all others” (--Cicero)
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized by him. 14 John would have prevented 
him, saying, “I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?” 15 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. 16 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. 17 And a voice from heaven said, “This is 
my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.”

Perhaps no question is as obvious and ultimately as unanswerable as this one: “Why does Jesus need to be baptized?” 

Matthew’s Gospel focuses chapter 3 entirely on the relationship between John the Baptizer and Jesus. John, as you no doubt 

remember, appears suddenly in the wilderness of Judea proclaiming, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near” 

(Matthew 3:2). Matthew identifies John as the one of whom the prophet spoke when he announced:
This is the one of whom the prophet Isaiah spoke when he said, “The voice of one crying out in the wilderness:  ‘Prepare 
the way of the Lord, make his paths straight’ ” (Matthew 3:3).

 Perhaps you may also remember that all the people of Jerusalem and Judea flocked to John. Could it have been because 

John wore clothing of camel’s hair with a leather belt around his waist, and his food was locusts and wild honey? Or perhaps it 

was John’s message? Maybe it was the fire in his eyes or the power and the passion of his voice? Whatever it was, John knew 

how to attract attention.

 Perhaps a more substantial reason that John attracted attention was that people equated his message with baptism. On 

the positive side of a baptismal equation many people flocked to John to confess their sin and to receive baptism. Negatively, 

however, John also attracted the attention of the Pharisees and Sadducees who also came to him for baptism. To them he said: 

“You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?” (Matthew 3:7). Baptism has always stirred the emotions 

of religious folks—long before Southern Baptists, Roman Catholics, Lutherans, or Methodists got into the act! Why does baptism 

titillate our religious proclivities so?

 One reason baptism excites our sensibilities is because often people link baptism and 

salvation. Persons who think about baptism like this believe that baptism is a linear transaction, 

like buying a car. This kind of thinking suggests that if the church baptizes people properly, 

then they enjoy salvation status. Namely, if a church baptizes in the right way with the correct 

understanding, with the proper amount of water, by the suitable officiant, in the right place, with 
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the right words, and the baptized has appropriate feeling(s)  . . .  then baptism saves that person.

  Yet, this view of baptism, no matter how sincerely held by however many people prompts 

a troubling question: Why does John need to baptize Jesus? Does Jesus need salvation? Jesus, as 

we remember, even insists on baptism. Does our Savior need saving? It is a troubling question. I 

am not sure we can answer it properly.

 A second reason baptism excites our feelings is because we often link baptism to ritual 

cleansing—a cleansing bath. If the waters of baptism cleanse us, then God washes away our sin. 

When I lived in De Leon some of the members of First Baptist Church talked about a woman 

in their church. She loved baptism and had the church baptize her regularly. Once a month she 

responded to her church’s altar call and ambled down the church aisle and confessed her sins. 

Then Brother Cecil gladly baptized her—often. The men liked the procedure because they only 

had to sing one verse of “Just As I Am” on these Sunday evenings. The other Sunday nights, as 

they exaggerated, they had to sing nearly twenty verses to satisfy Brother Cecil.  

The church had become a rather large “confessional booth” and she always left with good 

feelings. Methodists only baptize a person one time because we believe that God baptizes and 

does it properly the first time. No “do overs” are necessary. Our hymnal reads: “Baptism is not 

administered to any person more than once, for while our baptismal vows are less than reliable, 

God’s promise to us in the sacrament is steadfast” (The United Methodist Hymnal, The UM Publishing House 

[Nashville, Tennessee, 1989] p. 32).  

 Thus, as we asked did Jesus need salvation, we might also ask, “From what is Jesus 

cleansed?” What exactly was Jesus’ sin—that is if baptism has to do with cleansing from sin? In 

fact, our New Testament reminds believers: “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to 

sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been tested as we 

are, yet without sin” (Hebrews 4:15). Why does Jesus insist on baptism and why does he need it?

 Some people enjoy feeling sinful, for it gives people something to feel. Others fall into 
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an opposite mode of human behavior. This attitude states: “If life is to be lived, then I will live 

it myself—on my own terms.” How many times do we hear the well-worn cliché: “If you want 

something done right, then do it yourself.” Faith is not exempt from this thinking in today’s 

world. This perspective suggests Friedrich Nietzsche’s idea of “the Superman,” dressed up for 

moderns. This opinion says, “I am a superior person. I know what is best for me. I know what 

I want and need and I know how to provide it by myself.” People who live/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.

 If there was anyone who could go it alone and not be subject to baptism, then it was 

Jesus. So why does Jesus insist on baptism? Why does he need it? If baptism equals salvation or 

the cleansing of sin, why does Jesus need to be baptized? Perhaps a look at our morning’s lesson 

can shed light on this perplexing question.
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 (Matthew 3:13-15).

 The exchange between John and Jesus makes Jesus not only willing but insistent on being 

put under authority. Demanding that he be baptized puts Jesus under the authority of God; This 

is why Jesus requires John to baptize him. Jesus, full of both humanity and divinity, 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.” Not only this, but by example Jesus also suggests: “If 

baptism is good enough for me, then baptism is good enough for you also.”

 Jesus’ humanity emphasizes his divinity and his divinity emphasizes his humanity. I think 

this is the reason that Jesus insists that John baptize him in the Jordan River. Baptism specifically 

puts us under God’s authority. It reminds all of us who confess Christ that we cannot do this 

business of life by ourselves. Whether or not we think God needs to save us over and over, or 
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that no one can save us but ourselves, these attitudes are the flip sides of the same coin. We think 

we can be saved our way and not God’s way. Baptism is God’s work. Baptism is not our work. 

Baptism is what God does to us and for us and through us to make us God’s own people.

 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 minister of God’s grace. This coming year, and indeed for the rest of your life, you 

have the opportunity to become a minister of God and to claim your ministry. No one can do 

your ministry for you. If you chose not to accept your call to ministry then there is a missed 

opportunity to respond and witness to the divine love that God has given you and you alone. 

There are many ways to serve, but some of these ways are only ways that you as a unique child 

of God can serve by answering your call. Too often we think that ministry is for the ordained, 

but think how powerful the church of Jesus Christ becomes when believers accept the challenge 

to witness their faith. You may be able to paint houses, visit the infirmed, help stamp and stuff 

mailings, provide refreshments to children, sing in the choir, do liturgical dance, be a camp 

counselor . . . .  Your service is your distinctive answer to God’s baptism of you.
David Mosser, FUMC, Arlington, Texas 76011


