
You may have noticed a new piece of hardware on the way into the nave this 

morning.  This being the annual remembrance of the Baptism of our Lord, I've 

taken the great liberty of setting up a makeshift stoup in the middle of the main 

aisle.  A stoup is a small font of holy water, setup near the entrance of a church, 

that offers worshipers the chance to remember their baptism.  In years past, here at 

Saint Paul's, we've offered asperges, or the sprinkling of holy water, throughout 

the congregation, serving as the same sort of reminder.  Both are fairly high church 

practices, against which I am rather infamously opposed, but for some reason, this 

Sunday, it seemed like something we needed to do.

The custom associated with a stoup or any holy water font, for that matter, is 

a rather ancient one, dating back at least to the 400s.  Upon entering the place of 

worship, a person dips their finger into the font and makes the sign of the cross.  

The purpose is twofold: first, it reminds us all of an event that very few of us can 

actually recall, our own baptism; and second, it is a chance to ask God to once 

again wash away our sins.  Roman Catholics, and many high-church Anglicans, 

offer a prayer similar to this one as they make the sign of the cross, “By this Holy 

water and by your Precious Blood, wash away all my sins O Lord.”

All of you, I'm sure, saw the bowl set atop a small table as you entered this 

morning.  A few of you, out of old Roman Catholic habit, might have even dipped 

your fingers into it.  The majority probably rolled your eyes and thought, “that 



Steve, here he goes, changing stuff again.”  Most likely all of you asked some 

form of the question, “why?”  “Oh, there's a bowl of water in the middle of the 

aisle, that's odd, wonder why that's there?”  “Why am I dipping my finger and 

making the sign of the cross?”  The “why” question has been on my mind a lot this 

week.  Well, that's not entirely true, “why” is a whole lot nicer than the “so what” 

question that has really been running through my head all week, but let's stick with 

“why” for now.

The first question that the Baptism of Jesus raises for me is “why was Jesus 

baptized?”  Several weeks ago now, we heard Luke tell us that John the Baptist 

was going around the countryside preaching a baptism of repentance and 

forgiveness of sins.  Jesus was, as the theologians tell us, fully God and fully man, 

and as the author of Hebrews writes, “tempted in every way as we are, yet did not 

sin.”  It seems somewhat odd, then, that Jesus would come to the Jordan, where he 

knows full well that the baptism that his cousin is offering has real and serious 

ramifications and just “go through the motions.”  A later Gospel, called “The 

Gospel of Hebrews,” written in the early 100s, and deemed not suitable for 

scripture, argues that Jesus got baptized to please his momma.  While I'm sure that 

over the years, plenty of little babies have been baptized to make mother's and 

grandmother's happy, I doubt highly that Jesus was baptized for Mary's sake.  If he 

wasn't baptized for repentance and the forgiveness of sins and he wasn't baptized 



to keep momma happy, then why?

We get our answer very clearly in Luke's version of the baptism story, 

though we have to read the parts that the Lectionary skips.  In Luke's Gospel, 

unlike the other three, the chronology gets all mixed up.  John preaches in the 

wilderness through verse seventeen, and then Luke interjects a comment about 

John's arrest by Herod because he preached against Herod's marriage to his 

brother's wife, Herodias.  Then we jump back to the wilderness where everyone is 

being baptized, and so is Jesus, but by now John disappeared from the scene.  

Jesus is very much alone in Luke's account of his baptism.  As Jesus prays, 

something he does both often and alone in Luke's Gospel, following his baptism, 

the heavens opened up above him, a voice spoke directly to him saying, “you are 

my Son, the Beloved.  With you I am well pleased.” And the Spirit descended 

upon him in bodily form, like a dove.  Luke very intentionally removes John the 

Baptist from this story so that the fullness of God can take center stage.  God the 

Father: the voice from heaven; declares God the Son: Jesus, son of Mary; his 

beloved child, while God the Spirit: the dove from heaven; comes down upon him. 

The fullness of the godhead is on display in Jesus' baptism narrative, giving us our 

answer to the “why” question.

Jesus' baptism gives him the fullness of his identity as God the Son.  He is 

named, “beloved child,” and through the power of the Spirit is given all the power 



and authority he will need for the road ahead.  It will carry him from the Jordan 

River to the wilderness where, for forty days, he'll be tempted by the devil.  It will 

carry him through his return to Nazareth, where he'll be driven to the edge of a 

cliff by an angry mob of his own family and friends.  It will carry him through his 

three years of ministry: healing the sick, preaching the good news, teaching a new 

way of living as members of God's Kingdom.  It will give him the strength to 

stand up against his adversaries, to withstand the ignorance of his closest friends 

and the bitterness of Judas' betrayal.  It will sustain him through a joke of a trial, 

the pain of torture, and the emptiness of his death.  Everything Jesus will need for 

the journey is given to him at his baptism.

Which brings me to the second question that Baptism of our Lord Sunday 

raises for me, “so what?”  So what that Jesus was baptized?  So what that he 

received everything he needed?  What difference does it make some two-thousand 

years later?  Why do we bother to remember it each and every year?  The answer 

to that question is in that bowl that we talked about earlier.  We remember Jesus' 

baptism every year because we often fail to remember our own baptisms.  We are 

reminded that in his baptism, Jesus received everything he would need for the 

journey so that we can know that we too have received all that we need.  In our 

own baptisms, which, unlike Jesus, for us are very much about repentance and the 

forgiveness of sins, we too are named as beloved children of God.  We are 



forgiven our sins moment by moment so that we can be set free to forgive those 

who sin against us.  We are blessed to be heirs of Christ, and given all the rights 

and responsibilities that entails.  We have been sealed by the Holy Spirit and 

marked as Christ's own forever.

We may not be quite so Anglo-Catholic as to permanently setup a stoup in 

our midst and pray “By this Holy water and by your Precious Blood, wash away 

all my sins O Lord.”  But the constant reminder of our baptism was a battle cry of 

the Reformation as well.  My friend David Lose notes that the early Reformers 

hoped that every time a believer washed with water, they would recall their own 

baptism and the promises made to God and by God in it.  Baptism, though done 

only once, was never intended to be a once-and-done event, but rather something 

we remember and renew daily.  We can practice that today as we come to the altar 

for communion.  Dip your finger in the water and touch it to your forehead, that 

place where you were sealed as Christ's forever, make the sign of the cross, if you 

feel led to, and then pray.  Maybe pray something like what our Roman Catholic 

brothers and sisters say.  Or perhaps something more protestantly palatable like, “I 

am God's beloved child, called and sent to love and serve the Lord.”  Make it a 

daily habit: in the shower, when you wash your hands, or even darting through the 

rain, remind yourself, “I am God's beloved child, called and sent to love and serve 



the Lord.1” 

In baptism, we were each blessed with everything we need for the journey 

ahead.  By the powerful words, spoken by the Father, we too are declared beloved 

children.  By the incarnation of Son, we are redeemed as sisters and brothers.  By 

the gifts of the Spirit, we are equipped for all that life can throw our way.  

Remember this morning Christ's baptism as you remember your own, and know 

why it all matters: you are God's beloved child, called and sent to love and serve 

the Lord.  Amen.

1 David Lose, “Preaching a More Meaningful Baptism” http://www.workingpreacher.org/dear_wp.aspx?article_id=654 

accessed 1/7/12.


