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Sermon on Luke 3 – The Baptism of Jesus 
Isaiah 43.1-7 and Luke 3.15-17, 21-22 

St  Nicholas  Cuddington,  Bucks:  Holy  Communion,  9.1.22  

PRAYER 

I wonder if like me you might feel a tad confused this morning about the hypersonic speed with 
which the Church of England’s calendar seems to race through the month of January. We go from 
the birth of Jesus on Christmas Day to the Wise Men’s visit to Jesus the toddler twelve days later, on 
January 6. By the very next Sunday, we have today suddenly skipped his entire childhood and youth 
and shot forward to land at his Baptism, aged about 30!  

Is this some Anglican bureaucratic ruse or compromise? In fact, the Baptism of Jesus is 
commemorated today in the Catholic Church too; what’s more, a little Googling shows that it used 
to be celebrated on the feast of Epiphany, where the Eastern Orthodox Churches still have it!  

What sense might this make? The baptism of Jesus dramatically opens the story of his 
ministry in the first three gospels, and it is strongly implied in the Fourth. But why is it so 
prominent? And does anything hang on it for Christians today?  

You might find it helpful to look at our reading from Luke in one of the pew Bibles (p. 1029).  
I’d like you to notice four things:  

1. The people are expectant. The crowds who have come to see John the Baptist are a motley crew 
from many different walks of life. Just before verse 15 John has just given them quite a dressing 
down, telling them to share with the poor, warning tax collectors to do their job honestly and 
soldiers not to abuse their position of power. But despite this cold shower they are “waiting 
expectantly”. I wonder in what ways that is true of you and me today?  
 
The great British public has certainly learned not to wait too expectantly for England to win the 
Ashes or the World Cup. And even at times of national crisis like a pandemic it seems there are 
people who prefer to be either despondent or reckless to being hopeful. But I suspect that deep 
down most people do wish that something good might happen so that their little world, and 
maybe even the world in general, will be rescued and become the beautiful space it could be. 
 

2. The people want someone to be the Messiah for them. This one is easy to miss: despite his 
tough talk the people are all “wondering in their hearts if John might possibly be the Messiah”. 
People always like to be led well, and they believe a strong and charismatic leader can take them 
to a better place. And our political leaders like to keep us guessing about that!  
 
The young Tony Blair  knew that, with all his hype about “things can only get better”. And of 
course Boris Johnson knew that when he used his folksy charm to sell the sunny dream of global 
Britain, freed from the shackles of Europe. Donald Trump too knew why he might want to 
posture grandiosely las the Re-Maker of a Great America, and Emmanuel Macron may still be 
harbouring thoughts of being the imperial Saviour of Europe from, say, those Anglo-Saxon 
barbarians. Politicians play on people’s hope for a fixer to make things better. In the case of first 
century Jews, that hope was for a fixer long awaited and sent by God to free them from 
oppression and bring about the fullness of his kingdom promised by the prophets. 

 
3. John points away from himself to the real thing. John is not the Messiah; he knows he is not 

the Messiah; and he points away from himself unambiguously. Luke has already told us a little 
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earlier that God spoke to John in the wilderness, a man of austere lifestyle and dress like the 
great prophet Elijah. John wandered all around the Jordan valley announcing ‘a washing of 
conversion for the forgiveness of sins’ (3.3).  
 
The Jordan River continued to carry enormous symbolic significance for first-century Jews: only 
by crossing it with God’s help had Israel been able to enter and inherit the Promised Land. And 
what was true in ancient times might be true again now, when the land was under Roman 
occupation.  God again promises to save Israel from threatening waters in our passage from 
Isaiah (43.2).  Immersion in the Jordan symbolized that crossing and entry into the promise. At 
the same time, it represented the washing away of ritual and moral impurity that was already 
promised in the Old Testament: it meant a conversion or repentance from evil in order to 
embrace a new life of service to God - not a New Year resolution but a New Life resolution!  
 
But John also points to someone coming after him who will be the real thing, the one who will 
rescue his people from oppression. Understandably, he doesn’t seem to have a very clear idea 
about the details, even after Jesus’s ministry begins: even from prison he sends his disciples to try 
and find out if Jesus is the Messiah. Here in our passage he gives no indication about that. But he 
does know that he himself is not the Messiah. He puts his own ministry at the service of the 
greater and divinely empowered judge who will come after him and baptize with the Holy Spirit 
and with fire (3.16-17).  
 
John’s message is the message of Advent, pointing away from himself to the arrival of the 
Messiah: “You are quite right to hope for God’s Messiah, but No I am not the One. My job is to 
help you see that he is about to get here. And he will be so much greater than anything I 
represent that I’m not worthy even to untie his sandals. Get ready for Christmas and Epiphany, 
get ready for his arrival in Baptism: it’s all true; his coming is worth the wait and more wonderful 
than you can imagine.”  
 

4.  Jesus is one of us and yet from God, the Son he loves. All this and more is part of the biblical 
setting as Jesus arrives from Nazareth, joining with the crowds to John’s bath of repentance for 
the forgiveness of sins. This baptism is the same for Jesus as for ‘all the people’ (3.21). Luke is 
remarkably quiet about how Jesus sees himself in this episode, in which he clearly identifies 
with the renewal of his people. Does he think of himself as messianic or divine? Luke does not 
say.  
 
It is in the context of Jesus at prayer at baptism that the voice from heaven assures him of God’s 
Fatherly love and the Spirit descends on him in the visible form of a dove. Christians throughout 
the ages have seen here a powerful image of the Unity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  
 

In the end, what does it mean that Jesus is baptized? He joins the movement of John, the prophet 
like Elijah, to share in Israel’s purification of repentance for the forgiveness of all sins, in preparation 
for the Lord’s return to Zion. Jesus humbles himself to respond together with his people, as God’s 
Messiah who embodies faithful Israel precisely as God’s beloved Son. 

Early Christians often saw this response of humble obedience in unity with the Father as a powerful 
example of just who Jesus is. As God, he had of course no need to humble himself and be born into a 
human family; and as God’s Son without sin, he had no need of baptism. But precisely by sharing in 
it, Jesus shows in himself all that is needed to come and save his people, his complete humanity as 
one of us and his divine power to save from sin. Here he demonstrates how God is with us and for 
us. So the Baptism visualizes who Jesus is: it brings to birth his public ministry, making public the 
message of Christmas and Epiphany.  



Page 3 of 4 
 

 
Later Christian artists sometimes depicted Jesus and John together in ways that seem impossible in 
the Biblical narrative – like John the Baptist turning up at the cross pointing to Jesus with the 
words, “He must increase but I must decrease” (1), or horseplaying with Jesus as a toddler on the 
Holy Family’s return from Egypt, while waving a flag that reads ‘behold the Lamb of God’ (2).  

 

1.  
Isenheim Altar, Musée Unterlinden, Colmar (Wikimedia/Public Domain) 
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2.  

 

We are – and I am! – not very good at waiting expectantly. Not for Christmas, not for a Messiah, not 
for the end of the pandemic, not for anything really. But the message of Jesus’s Baptism is that the 
Messiah is on his way – he has come as one of us, he has been born for us and with us. He is also the 
Son of God who loves us, and has given his promise to return bringing true justice and peace to the 
world. His light will surpass all our deepest hopes and expectations.  

When all the people were being baptized, Jesus was baptized too. And as he was praying, 
heaven was opened and the Holy Spirit descended on him in bodily form like a dove. And a 
voice came from heaven: “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.”  

AMEN 


