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Well, there's always been a fair amount of confusion about baptism—what it is, what it does, 
when it should be done, how it should be done. And the confusion was there from the 
beginning! It's there in the gospels. But, it's there for good reason, because the rite of baptism, a 
religious rite in which people are dipped in water, or have water poured on them, pre-dates 
Christianity. 
 
We know that of course, though we may not have realized it, because we know that John the 
Baptist baptized. And he was not a Christian. But, the fact is it even pre-dated John the Baptist. 
So, as the rite continued on in Christianity, it's understandable that there would be a lot of 
confusion around just what it meant for Christians in particular. It's understandable that there 
would be a lot of efforts at trying to work that out. And so, in his own way, Luke does his best 
for us in that endeavor in how he tells the story of Jesus baptism, or in some senses, in how he 
doesn't tell it. 
 
He starts off with John the Baptist's preaching and ministry of baptism, and it all sounds so 
familiar; we think it's going to be essentially the same story that Mark and Matthew tell. And if 
we don't listen carefully, we might think it is the same story even when we've finished reading 
it! But, it's not. We're going along with the story that sounds familiar and then Luke throws a 
curveball into it. Suddenly, he inserts these verses right into the middle of the story about how 
Herod Antipas got so upset at John's criticism of his affair with and marrying of his brother's 
wife that he shuts John up in prison. That is, as Luke tells it, John is shut up in prison before the 
baptism of Jesus even takes place! 
 
If you read carefully, unlike the stories in Mark and Matthew, Luke tells us nothing about Jesus 
baptism itself. There is no mention of a conversation with John, no mention of John baptizing 
him in the Jordan, no mention of Jesus coming up out of the waters of the Jordan. Now there's a 
reason for that. 
 
Luke wants to say that John the Baptist was part of the old age, the age of the prophets, but that 
Jesus is the beginning of the new age! And therefore he wants to say that the baptism of Jesus 
is also something completely new. It has a different meaning from John's baptism. It has to. 
That was the “old age,” Jesus is the new. And this is the way Luke attempts to separate the two. 
He's really not interested in the details of Jesus' baptism as it relates at all to what people knew 
the baptism of John to be about. So, he downplays it. Luke is very interested, however, in the 
meaning of Jesus' baptism. But, even then, he separates it from the act itself... it's something 
that comes to Jesus after the baptism, while he's praying. Luke's offering his best efforts at 
defining a new meaning of baptism. It was a tough job. 
 
And so, it's confusing still. And I think it's confusing mainly because we have a hard time 
leaving the old age, of which John was a part. That old age, though it is not what is deepest in 
us, it is what comes naturally to us when the ego is in control of things, which is still much of 
the time, isn't it? See, the focus then, is on me. What do I have to do, in order to be in God's 
good graces? That's what John's baptism was about! He was saying everyone, the whole nation, 
each one needs to repent so that God will act in our favor, so that God will bless us, so that you 
can go to heaven. I mean, there's a lot of that still in us, isn't there?!! There's a lot of that still in 
the church, because despite what the vision is, the church is finally still made up of you and 
me! 
 
In the old age, the concern for justice is still at the center of life, the concern for keeping things 
balanced. The score must be carefully kept. And so, the baptism of John attempts to address 



those concerns. What do I need to do to get the scales back in balance with God? I need to 
repent and symbolize that repentance so that God will look favorably on me. That's where we 
still live much of the time. But, that's because the ego is in control. But, Luke understands the 
new age inaugurated by Jesus as being an age where the ego is no longer in control.And so, 
baptism into that age has to mean something different! It's confusing for us still. 
 
But, listen to what Luke says about the meaning of Jesus' baptism. First of all, it's no accident 
that for Luke the Holy Spirit communicates that meaning to Jesus while he's praying, because 
in prayer in its truest and deepest form the ego is no longer in control. That's what it means in 
the New Testament when it says that whatever we ask in Jesus' name, we will receive. It's not 
some kind of voodoo superstition, where if you just say the right formula, that is Jesus' name, 
it'll work the magic. Rather, it's a handing over of the concerns of the ego; it's seeking to pray in 
a way that God, the God I've come to know in Jesus, is in control of what I ask for in prayer.  
 
It's no accident that the Holy Spirit communicates the meaning of Jesus' baptism to him while 
he's praying. And listen to what that meaning is. Before Jesus has even begun his ministry, God 
says to him: “You are my beloved son, with you I am well pleased.” Before he's done anything, 
God says, “you are mine, and I love you.” The spirit which comes to Jesus in prayer after his 
baptism is about three things: identity (you are mine), gift (it comes free, it's no tit for tat), and 
vocation (it's immediately following this that Jesus begins his ministry.) Says Luke, that's the 
meaning of Jesus' baptism: identity, gift, and vocation. 
 
But listen, because Luke is saying much more than that! He's saying that's the meaning of our 
baptism! Friends, when we are baptized, we are baptized into Christ, made part of him. So, the 
meaning of his baptism is the meaning of ours! As a good friend of mine puts it, the meaning of 
baptism is that God is God, and we're not. And you see, what we celebrate in baptism is that 
God has declared that we, all of us, belong to Him. 
 
Now, the unbaptized belong to God too. The only difference is, is that they may or may not 
have come to realize it, and so they may or may not experience their life as an opportunity to 
respond to the reality of belonging to a loving God. Now, the fact is, many of us forget that 
meaning of our baptism, and so, sometimes we may not experience our life as that opportunity 
to respond, either. But listen, the idea that we belong to God is one of the most countercultural 
things around! It’s because the ego doesn't get to be in control. God is God and so we don't get 
to define ourselves and life the way we want to.  
 
We, with our messages of commercialism, don't get to say that we belong to some great 
economic machine whose purpose is to make us into voracious consumers. We, with our 
messages of individualism, don't get to say that we belong finally to no one but ourselves. We, 
with our messages of nationalism, don't get to say that ultimately we belong to our national 
identity, and must give our lives for it. God has already defined us and the meaning of life. That 
is God's prerogative. And God has said to us, and to everyone and everything in creation: you 
belong to me, and I love you, and there's nothing you can do about it. That's the meaning of our 
baptism. That's why it's the central task of the church, and the central task of each one to 
remember our baptism and be thankful. 
 
We will, all, baptized and unbaptized, be touched by lots of forces in life. You know, some 
consumption is necessary. Individualization is a requirement of healthy psychic development. 
Some will choose to serve their nation in intentional ways. But, if we remember this reality that 
is the meaning of Christian baptism then none of those forces which are all finally just the ego 
writ large, will control us. Those who know that their true home is in God, recognize that their 
primary identity is not as consumers. Those who know that their true home is in God, recognize 
that they cannot thrive on their individual strength alone. Those who know that their true home 
is in God, recognize that being sinew in the government's muscle is not their ultimate identity. 



 
God has said to us: “you're mine.” “I love you.” “So, be set free from ego, be set free to give 
yourself away.” God is God and we're not. Remember that and be thankful. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


