
 
  
 
 Baptism, when you think about it, is a rather odd thing to do. We bring babies to 
this font and sprinkle water on their heads, proclaiming them children of God and 
members of the covenant, long before they or we have any idea how it is going to go for 
them. It is an act of trust if there ever was one, trust in a God who calls and claims us 
before we can respond. There is a part of all of us that wants to clear up the confusion, 
explain this act in a way that causes it to make sense for the culture, but there’s really no 
explaining it. It is sheer grace, all gift. It forms our identity, it is the ground of our 
worship and our discipleship, which is why we see and hear these waters at the outset of 
worship.  
 

 The confusion began right there in those waters, according to Matthew. “It is I who 
should be baptized by you,” John says, and he is, of course, exactly right. Jesus needs no 
repentance, he does not need to turn from sin, he does not need to be baptized. It is we 
who need to be baptized by him. And yet, there he is, submitting to John’s baptism.  
 

 That Jesus was baptized by John is a historical certainty. There’s no reason for the 
church to make this up. The early church father Epiphanius said he had heard that when 
Jesus was baptized, there was a bright light from heaven that shone upon the surface of 
the water. Jerome, the church historian and translator said he had heard that when Jesus 
was baptized, fire spread across the surface of the Jordan. That’s the way to tell about 
Jesus’ baptism.1  
 

Instead, Jesus is approaching, and when John tries to stop him, Jesus just says, in 
Fred Craddock’s paraphrase, “Leave it alone, just do what’s right, what God wants, go 
ahead.” Our Lord submitting to his inferior, descending into the waters alongside all the 
other sinners; this is just confusing, no way to tell about Jesus’ baptism.  
 

 Maybe it seems odd to us because we still view baptism as something we do, 
something we somehow must have earned. It is true that Jesus doesn’t need baptism if 
baptism is really nothing more than a person dipping into the water to wash away sin. If it 

                                                           
1 Fred Craddock initially made me aware of these sources in “The Collected Sermons of Fred B. Craddock.” 
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is a decision we make to repent and believe, then there is really no reason for Jesus to 
seek it, no reason for God to require it of him. But if baptism is more than that, if it is in 
the end not something we do, but something that points to what God does, if it is a sign of 
a new name given to us – beloved children of God – a new identity, then why is it so odd 
that Jesus would go down into those waters as the first of many? 
 

 If Jesus is, as Matthew attests, Emmanuel – God with us – then Jesus joins with us, 
all of us, in every aspect of living. The one who was called a friend of sinners joins 
sinners in the water, the one who says the first shall be last and the last first submits 
himself to John, places himself last. The one who will walk with us every step of the way, 
even to the cross and death is the one who, even now, submits with us to the water. The 
one about whom we say, “he descended into hell,” walked with us even into that 
experience so there would be no experience untouched by his grace.  
 

 Dean McIntyre tells about a Christmas gift he received one year. It was a card from 
the singer and songwriter Ken Medema that contained a $10 bill in it along with the 
instructions to use the money as Dean saw fit. He writes, “I had Ken’s $10 bill in my 
wallet when I stopped at the grocery store on my way to work one morning. In the 
checkout lane next to mine was an older couple who spoke in a thick east European 
accent of some kind. They did not have enough money to pay for their purchases, which 
appeared to me to be all staples—no frills or extras. They were having to decide which of 
their purchases to send back to the shelves. I gave Ken’s $10 to my own checker and 
asked her to give it anonymously to the young woman checking out the older couple. It 
covered their deficit and allowed them to keep a few dollars in their pocket. They were 
gratefully confused as I watched them head for the door.” 
 

 The church in which I grew up from time to time debated the merits of “infant 
baptism.” There were always a few in the church who, influenced by other religious 
traditions much more prevalent in the community, wondered why we would baptize a 
baby when the baby has no idea what is happening and will have no memory of it when it 
is over. “People should have some understanding,” many would say. 
 
 I will always be grateful for my pastor’s response. “If understanding is the 
requirement for submitting to baptism, then no one is qualified. Who among us fully 
understands what happens in baptism? It is all grace. The only really appropriate response 
is ‘Amen,’ which means ‘Let it be so.’”  
 
 And it is true. Even though these waters are poured out at the very beginning of our 
worship as a sign that all our worship, all our discipleship has its beginnings not in us, but 
in the grace of God poured out in baptism; even though we routinely stand at this font 
and hear words of forgiveness, commission elders for service (as well as mission trip 



participants, teachers, and other disciples); even though we regularly witness babies and 
grown-ups pass through these waters; even with all this, we are still stopped short by the 
sheer wonder of it – that God would love us, name us, and call us beloved, long before 
we are able to understand or respond, that God’s grace would rain down on us 
undeserved and form us as a community of faith.  
 
 All these and more are sheer grace. Let us leave this place, holding onto this grace, 
gratefully confused. Let it be so. Amen. 
  


