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What do you think of when you hear the word, “water?”

A cup of cold water to drink?  (Holding glass)

A crystal-clear mountain stream?


A nice warm shower or bath after a long, hard day?


I imagine that for most of us our associations with “water” are positive, unless we have had a recent leak at home.  Even when we think of “the sea,” most of us do so with longing.  The sea, after all, is what we visit when we travel to “the shore.”  The sea is what we travel across when we go on an idyllic vacation on a cruise ship.

No wonder that for most of us, “water” has so many positive associations.  For us, water is generally plentiful, usually clean, and largely under control .


But throughout human history, “waters” did not give people warm, fuzzy feelings, and “the sea” was not a place for a restful vacation.  Imagine standing on a shore 2000 years ago, looking out on a sea that stretches to the horizon.  And the only boat you have to venture onto that strange and terrifying sea is tiny, powered by human oars or a small sail.  Only a small number of brave souls ventured out into that sea – and they never went very far.  They would always stay within sight of the shore and the reason for venturing forth was never for rest or vacation.  To travel on the sea was always hard work and something you only did because your diet and livelihood depended on the fish you could catch in the sea.

That was the way it was in Jesus’ day.  And even more so, that was the way it was more than 2500 years ago when Genesis 1 was probably written down.  Perhaps all who went out to sea then muttered a prayer like the prayer of ancient Celtic Christians who prayed: “O God, thy sea is so great and my boat is so small…”


But perhaps those ancient views of waters have not completely disappeared from the modern mind in the developed world.  When we worry about government deficits in the future, don’t we say something like we “will drown in red ink.”  And when we have problems at home or school or work, don’t we talk about being “up to our necks” with our problems, and not being sure “how much longer we can hold on?”  At least in our sub-conscious, we know something about the ancient fear of being overcome by uncontrollable waters. 


It is with this context in mind that we may hear Genesis 1 in a new light – that the first thing God does is bring order to a watery chaos by having the wind of God blow across the waters.  And it is with this context in mind, that we may have greater insight into a question that many have asked after reading Mark’s account of Jesus’ baptism: Why did Jesus come to John the Baptizer to be baptized in the River Jordan?  (Move to font)

Why was Jesus baptized?  Doesn’t Mark say that John proclaimed a “baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins?”  And don’t we speak of Jesus being sinless?  Why did Jesus get baptized?


To be sure, when infants or adults are baptized at this font we pray over the water that God might “wash away the sin of all who are cleansed by it.”  Baptism is an outward sign of the inward promise of God fulfilled in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ that our sins are forgiven and we are born into new life.


But that is not all that is happening in our baptisms – and that is certainly not all that is happening in Jesus’ baptism.  It is as if the “heavens tear open” and the Spirit “descends like a dove into him,” Mark tells us.  A voice speaks from heaven to Jesus: “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”  

Jesus’ baptism is his “coming out party.”  We see who he truly is – God’s Son, the Beloved.  Jesus’ baptism reveals and declares Jesus’ authority – that he is God’s son so that when Jesus speaks, we hear God speak, and when Jesus acts, we see God act.


In Jesus’ baptism we also see his humility, because when Jesus goes down into the waters of the River Jordan, we see Jesus’ solidarity with us sinners.  In Jesus Christ, the heavens have been torn open and God has come down to live among us, to reveal His love for us, and even to die for us so that we might be saved.

Among other things, this is why Jesus was baptized: to show us that we too are God’s children, God’s beloved.  That God does not choose to remain aloof up in the heavens, but chooses to jump down and join us.  Jesus’ baptism and our baptism reminds us that we matter – and that Jesus has come to plunge into the waters of our lives, our struggles, even our sins.


Because the truth is, the storms come.  The waters rise in our lives – at work, at school, at home.  Sometimes we feel overwhelmed by financial issues, sometimes we feel overwhelmed by conflicts with others, sometimes we feel overwhelmed by feelings of inadequacy and unworthiness.

And when the storms come and the waters rise, as they surely will, we will know, like never before, that our sense of being in control is only a great illusion.  At such times, we are in danger of not only losing our footing, we are in danger of being swept away by forces that feel far greater to any strength we might have.

What Jesus’ baptism reveals to us, what our baptisms remind us, is that Jesus will not let that happen.  Instead, he has jumped down into the waters with us.  Even as we feel up to our necks in a dangerous and chaotic sea, Jesus is there.  Even as we feel like we are in danger of losing our footing, He reaches out to grasp us and take hold of us.  Even when we feel like we might drown, he is ready to pull us out of the deep on to higher ground, if we but turn to him and trust in the outstretched hand he extends to us.  

What Jesus’ baptism reveals to us, what our baptisms remind us, is that the words of the prophet Isaiah are true and are spoken to us: “Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine.  When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you.” (Isaiah 43: 1b-2a).

 Carter, I have called you by name.  Mary, you are mine.  When you pass through the waters, Donna, I will be with you.  And through the rivers, Tim, they shall not overwhelm you.
Come here – and be reminded that in Christ  God has jumped into the water – not only to be with us, but to save us.
Thanks be to God.
