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Jesus was baptized by John in the Jordan 

 

Genesis 1:1–5 

Psalm 29 

Acts 19:1–7 

Mark 1:4–11 

 

Text: Mark 1:9 

In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. 

 

Introduction 

In a video speaking to a United Nations meeting last September, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau 

said, “This pandemic has provided an opportunity for a reset.  This is our chance to accelerate 

our pre-pandemic efforts to reimagine economic systems that actually address global challenges 

like extreme poverty, inequality and climate change.”  Apparently, he has some sort of economic 

reset in mind.  Has the impact of the pandemic been the cause or opportunity for you to ‘reset’ 

some things in your life?  While economics are an important part of life, I am wondering if you 

have found yourself rethinking other things about what is important for life.  Long ago, a rather 

dishevelled looking prophet preached a message calling people to a ‘reset’ with regard to their 

spiritual life; we know him as John the Baptist.  The gospel writer Mark tells us people were 

streaming to him for this reset. 

 

1. The first mention of Jesus’ activity in Mark’s gospel is here in the wilderness area on the 

banks of the Jordon river where John was conducting one of his open-air services.  “In those 

days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan.”  Mark 

presents this as a significant event of which his hearers are to take note.  There is a repeated word 

that Mark uses to highlight action—a word hidden in our English translations; it is an intransitive 

verb ‘it happened.’  Mark uses it to tell us of John the Baptist appearing in the wilderness, of 

Jesus coming from Galilee, and of the voice from heaven.  

 

You note that this takes place in the wilderness.  We don’t look for the reset the gospel says we 

humans need in the places of political power.  Keep in mind that Mark writes his gospel for 

Christians who are trying to survive in the city that was the pinnacle of power in the first century 

world, Rome.  He writes to encourage people who have suffered terribly at the hands of the 

Roman Emperor Nero.  Even so, Mark’s story begins with Jesus in the wilderness.  Mark isn’t 

pointing to a political reset for Rome. 

 

Mark tells us that people were streaming to John from the Judean countryside and Jerusalem.  

Jerusalem was the city where the Jewish Temple stood; the temple where God said his name 

would dwell—meaning he would be present.  It was the pinnacle of the religious and spiritual 

life of Israel; it was where the ‘who’s who’ of religious and intellectual leadership held court.  As 

Mark’s story unfolds it is a story that includes the opposition of this Jerusalem leadership to 

Jesus.  But here in the wilderness ‘the people’ were coming in droves to be baptized by John; not 

the rich and powerful and well placed but the people.  You note that spiritual reset did not occur 

in the place we might expect like a temple court. 
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It is a good question to ask ourselves who are part of the church—if someone in our society 

around us were sensing a need for spiritual help would they turn to a church?  Have we so 

compromised our message that the values we hold seem of little difference to the culture around 

us; values that people have found ultimately unsatisfying?  If humanity, on its own, could make 

the world a better place, why don’t we?  If the church is just one among many institutions 

promising, ‘join us and we will make a better world’ why would anyone join a church to do that?  

To be sure, obedience to Jesus Christ calls us to relive suffering in our world.  But is anyone 

going to sign on to follow Jesus in order to accomplish a better world? 

 

Think about Mark as he writes his gospel to a persecuted and despised people in Rome.  Why 

would anyone want to join them?  Mark says the reason is Jesus—the one who has come from 

Nazareth to be baptized by John. 

 

Additionally, the wilderness is a place that is arid and dry.  Spiritually speaking it is that place 

where we know we have come to the end of ourselves.  All the typical places we look to satisfy 

the longing in our hearts are left behind.  It is that arid place of knowing that the things we look 

to for a satisfying life have dried up.  The pandemic has exposed the dryness of much that 

occupied us; many of our usual means of distraction are limited or taken away and maybe we 

found that they were just that—distractions.  And this discovery of distractions’ shallowness can 

be unnerving, even terrifying.  Mark calls us to look towards the Jesus who comes from Nazareth 

to be baptized by John. 

 

2. John, we are told, proclaimed a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  Baptism 

(‘baptisma,’ singular) is an exclusively Christian word.  In the Apostle Paul’s Romans letter, he 

speaks of Christians as those “who have been baptized into Jesus Christ.  (Romans 6:3).  Paul’s 

Romans’ letter predates Mark’s gospel, so when Mark writes he feels no need to explain baptism 

to his hearers who know what it is.  Historically speaking, John’s distinctive rite (baptism) was a 

new phenomenon. 

 

Ritual washing was common enough in Judaism; but these were regular repeated washings, 

whereas John was calling for a single, initiatory baptism, indicating the beginning of a new 

commitment.  The most likely Jewish precedent is the ritual cleansing by immersion of a Gentile 

on becoming a proselyte.  But John's baptism was for Jews; to ask them to undergo the same 

initiatory rite as was required of a Gentle convert was a powerful statement of John's theology of 

the people of God; to be born a Jew was not enough to be truly counted among the people of 

God.  

 

When Jesus came to be baptized by John, these early Christians understand that in this action 

Jesus confirms John’s message.  Jesus went on to preach repentance as John did; ‘repent, and 

believe in the good news,’ Jesus proclaimed all over Galilee.  Repent means to turn around; stop 

going in one direction and turn and go the other; abandon our fleeing of God and turn and face 

him; like the proverbial prodigal son Jesus spoke of who comes to his senses and heads home to 

his father’s house.   

 

More is needed than being born in a Christian country or family.  More is needed than ‘spiritual 

practises’ alone.  The reason we find that wealth and fame and power and prestige are finally 
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unsatisfying is because they can’t deliver or rectify what ails us humans.  John, and Jesus after 

him, declare that we are sinners who need forgiveness.  Sin, keep in mind, is a category that has 

meaning in relationship to God.  At its heart is to doubt the goodness of God and turn from him. 

John proclaimed, “The one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; …. I have baptized 

you with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.”  Mark tells hearers in the first 

sentence of his gospel that he writes a story to tell of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of 

God.  We are privy to the detail that the ‘one more powerful’ is Jesus—God come among us.  In 

other words, what we need as humans must be given to us by God.  John could only baptize with 

water and point people in the direction of Jesus; Jesus is the one who can effect the spiritual 

reset, so to speak, the gospel declares we all need. 

 

What is John the Baptist referring to when he speaks of Jesus as the one who will baptize you 

with the Holy Spirit?  This may sound to some as rather foreign religious talk.  In another place 

the gospel says we are dead in our trespasses and sins; what we need is to be given spiritual life.  

Many today see themselves as spiritual, just not religious.  The gospel says that neither our 

spiritual habits or religion will put us in touch with God.  We need God to do a work in our 

hearts to give us spiritual life. 

 

In one of the other gospels we are told of the story of a conversation Jesus had with Nicodemus 

who considered himself a very religious and spiritual person.  It was to him that Jesus said, ‘you 

must be born from above’, you need God to do a work in your heart.  I believe this in another 

angle of vision on what John the Baptist meant when he said that Jesus would baptize with the 

Holy Spirit.  Perhaps the word ‘reset’ does not do justice to the work God does in giving us 

spiritual life.  When Jesus calls us to repent, to turn around to him, we find the arms of the 

crucified Saviour wide open to embrace us.  Always keep in mind that God gives us what we 

need by giving us himself. 

 

3. (slide1) I remind you today, of the work of a German Renaissance painter named Matthias 

Grünewald, and a sculptor named Nikolaus Hagenauer who created the Isenheim Altarpiece for 

the Monastery of St. Anthony in Isenheim near Colmar in France.   In the centre portion is a 

painting of Christ on the cross with the sign, Jesus of Nazareth King of the Jews, hanging over 

him.  As you face the painting, on the right side is John the Baptist pointing to Jesus.  (slide 2) If 

you look closely you will notice that John’s index finger pointing at Jesus is disproportionally 

large in relationship to the rest of his hand.  In painting John this way the artist Grunewald 

captured the heart of the ministry of John the Baptist; John insisted that the sole purpose of his 

mission was to point away from himself to Jesus. 

 

(slide 3) The gospel writers, in an era of limited literacy, wrote their stories of Jesus to be heard.  

Akin to what Gruenwald does with a paint brush to be seen, Mark paints a picture with words to 

be heard.  We rely today on the general literacy of our population where most have gone to 

school and learned to read.  I grew up going to church and when the Bible was read in church, 

we opened our Bibles and followed along in the reading.  In Mark’s day, when few were literate 

and books very expensive, you would learn to tell the story; rather then see the words on a page 

you would hear the story projected on the computer screen of your imagination.  As a believer, 

you would learn the telling of the story rather than the reading of a text. 
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I have noted with you on a number of occasions that faith—relationship with God in Jesus 

Christ—begins by trusting as much of yourself as you know of yourself to as much of God as 

you know of him.  In other words, faith begins in making a move to engage with the message of 

the artist’s painting whether the painting is by the brush of Grunewald for our eyes or by the 

word picture Mark paints for our hearing or by taking up the text and reading.   

 

I am sure that many today who might visit the Unterlinden Museum in Colmar, France would see 

this beautiful Altarpiece and have little idea of the story depicted there.  The artist is inviting you 

to engage.  Just as Mark does, John the Baptist, this unusual wilderness preacher that people 

streamed to hear is pointing people to Jesus.  Jesus, on the cross, is at the centre of the Altarpiece 

just as the gospels all declare—the crucifixion is at the heart of what God comes to do for us in 

Jesus.  If you read Mark’s gospel at one sitting you will find that everything Mark tells us about 

Jesus moves towards the cross; close to one-half of all he writes is about the last week of Jesus’ 

life.  Gruenwald captures this point placing the crucifixion in the centre of the painting.  On and 

on we could go with each figure in the painting.  The question is, will we engage?  Both Mark 

and Gruenwald witness to Jesus Christ; will we engage with this story so that we might meet the 

person who looms before us in the telling. 

 

In some respects, engaging with this story, is what John the Baptist was calling people to do in 

his rite of baptism.  It was to set a new course of repentance for the forgiveness of sin.  It was to 

put people on the road to meet the one more powerful who was coming after John, Jesus.  When 

I say that faith begins with trusting yourself to God with as much as you know of him—this 

starting point can be from any number of places but they lead to Jesus Christ.  We read today of 

the people at Ephesus who had started on this road and when Paul came to them were glad to go 

that step further to be baptized into Jesus Christ and in that moment experienced the presence of 

God in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

 

For the believer, coming again to the story of Jesus’ baptism reminds us of our own baptism.  

The sacrament of Baptism is the sacrament of initiation into faith.  It is the act of declaring that 

we have said ‘yes’ to Jesus.  Some were baptized as infants and on the day of your confirmation 

you made your declarations that the faith your parents brought you to be baptized into is now 

yours.  We are reminded that our faith is a journey of repentance ever turning to God throughout 

our lives.  We are sinners in need of this Saviour.  In Jesus’ baptism he lines up with the sinners 

who are coming to John for baptism identifying completely with us.  We have no claim that we 

are spiritual superiors to others because of knowing Jesus.  Since the 16th Century Christians 

have sung a hymn the contains the admission, “prone to wander, Lord, I feel it.”  The Baptism of 

Jesus Sunday is a good one for recommitment, as that hymn continues, ‘take my heart, oh, take 

and seal it with Thy Spirit from above.” 

 

One final note.  Mark tells us that Jesus came to John.  This is always the way with Jesus, he 

comes to us long before we know that he is the One we are looking for.   

 

In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan.  


