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“Baptismal Christening”

“And a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.”

While I am usually a fairly easy-going person, there are at least three things about which I am uncompromising:

1. Christmas is a twelve-day season that begins on December 25; therefore, I keep my Christmas
decorations up and continue to say “Merry Christmas” until at least January 5.

2. I am no fan of “flavored coffee,” since coffee is a flavor (case in point: coffee ice cream).
3. The Sacrament of Holy Baptism is not a “christening.”  You christen a ship; you baptize a baby.

In retrospect, I could probably be somewhat flexible with the first two points; but with Baptism, I have been
unwavering over the years.  While I try not to be rude when new parents approach me about having their baby
“christened,” I will steadfastly use the word “baptism” throughout our conversations, and teach them why this
sacrament is not a mere naming ceremony for their newborn child.  While “in the sacrament of Baptism the
baby’s name is used and mentioned … it is the rite of claiming the child for Christ and his Church that is
celebrated.” (www.diffen.com).

The Gospels make a clear distinction between Jesus’ christening and his baptism in the Jordan.  According to
Jewish custom, a newborn male was christened eight days after his birth at his circumcision: 

· “After eight days had passed, it was time to circumcise the child; and he was called Jesus, the name
given by the angel before he was conceived in the womb.” – Luke 2:21.

The name with which Mary’s son is christened is significant: instead of being christened with Joseph’s name,
which was the tradition for a first-born son, the angel instructs his parents to name him “Jesus,” which means
“God saves,” “for he will save his people from their sins.” (Matthew 1:21).  Jesus’ christening marked his
acceptance into the covenant community of Israel (“So shall my covenant be in your flesh an everlasting
covenant.” – Genesis 17:13), as his name identifies him as the one who is the fulfillment of God’s promises of
“a Savior, which is Christ the Lord” (Luke 2:11), the one who “God also highly exalted and gave him the name
that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and
under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” (Philippians
2:9-11).

While Jesus’ christening takes place when he is eight days old, his baptism takes place when he is an adult, at
the beginning of his public ministry.  In all four gospels, Jesus’ baptism precedes the beginning of his ministry,
before he calls his followers and begins teaching and preaching among the people.  In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus’
baptism is the first time he appears as an adult, incorporating him into the story line in which John the Baptist
is already present at the Jordan, which is the fulfillment of the prophecy of Isaiah of “the voice of one crying out
in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.’” (3:3; Isaiah 40:3).  While this is the
first appearance of the adult Jesus, it is clear that he has already decided to be baptized before he travels to
the Jordan; for “Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized by him.” (3:13).  Although there is
no evidence in Matthew that there has been any contact between the two, John recognizes Jesus as his
superior, and tries to reverse the action that is about to take place: “John would have prevented him, saying, ‘I
need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?’” (3:14).  Among the people who came out to the Jordan
to be baptized by John, Jesus clearly stands out as someone who is distinctive, one who has no need of the
cleaning of sin that the Baptizer is offering:
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· “The place was teeming with sinners – faulty, sorry, guilty human beings – who hoped against hope
that John could clean them up and turn their lives around… Some were notorious sinners, and some
were there for crimes of the heart known only to themselves, but none of them had illusions of their
own innocence.  They had come to be cleaned.  They knew they were not clean.” – Barbara Brown
Taylor.

The question for John – and for us – is what is Jesus doing among this crowd of sinners, “and why was God’s
Beloved submitting himself to a scruffy character like John?”  John knew why the others were there; they were
among that “brood of vipers” who needed to “bear fruit worthy of repentance,” because “every tree that does
not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.” (3:8, 10).  But Jesus’ presence on the banks of the
Jordan, standing in the midst of that crowd of sinners, makes no sense.  All of us, along with John, are in need
of what only Jesus can offer – not vice versa.

But Jesus insists that John baptize him.  Speaking for the first time in Matthew, Jesus authoritatively takes
charge of the situation as he commands John to “let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all
righteousness.” (3:15).  “Righteousness” means doing the revealed will of God; “fulfill” means “to do, to
perform.”  It is necessary, Jesus is saying, for both John and Jesus to do God’s will, which includes that baptism
of Jesus.  Jesus’ use of the first-person plural – “us” – links John and Jesus together as partners in carrying out
God’s saving plan; as Jesus will later declare to his followers, “among those born of women no one has arisen
greater than John the Baptist” (11:11).

John’s response to Jesus’ command is the obedience that is the hallmark of discipleship: “Then he consented.” 
We do not know if he fully understood what Jesus meant by “fulfilling all righteousness,” or if he felt
comfortable about baptizing Jesus in the waters of the Jordan.  What we do witness is one who trusted in
God’s Word and makes the decision to act in accordance with that trust.

· “John yields because John has no choice.  John yields because he realizes that the one to whom he
must yield, Jesus, is not here.  John protests that he is not worthy to baptize Jesus – we know of all his
protestations in the gospel – but Matthew makes the point that it is not a question of merit but of the
fulfillment of God’s will.  John then consented to do the deed.  Jesus is baptized not to repent of sins,
for he is without sin, but to establish and give witness to a relationship that shows that he belongs to
God and is called to do God’s work in the world.  He is baptized as a witness to God’s claim upon him.”
– Peter Gomes.

When John the Baptist consents to Jesus’ command to baptize him, “just as he came up from the water,
suddenly the heavens were opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting on
him.” (3:16).  The dove may connote the event of a new creation, reminiscent of the dove-like movement of
the Spirit over the chaotic waters at creation and a foreshadowing of the new creation of which Jesus will
speak later in Matthew (“Truly I tell you, at the renewal of all things, when the Son of Man is seated on the
throne of glory, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel.” –
19:28).  It is in the midst of this vision that Jesus experiences as he arises out of the baptismal waters that the
heavenly voice proclaims that “this is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.” (3:17).  This
declaration combines two verses from the Old Testament:

· “I will tell of the decree of the LORD: he said to me, ‘You are my son; today I have begotten you.’” –
Psalm 2:7.

· “Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights; I have put my spirit upon
him; he will bring forth justice to the nations.” – Isaiah 42:1.



The picture of Jesus as both God’s Son and as servant will be emphasized throughout Matthew, who will quote
the entire First Servant Song of Isaiah later in the Gospel:

· “Here is my servant, whom I have chosen, my beloved, with whom my soul is well pleased.  I will put
my Spirit upon him, and he will proclaim justice to the Gentiles.  He will not wangle or cry aloud, nor
will anyone hear his voice in the streets.  He will not break a bruised reed or quench a smoldering wick
until he brings justice to victory.  And in his name the Gentiles will hope.” – 12:18-21.

Although Jesus is the Son of God, he is baptized in obedience to the will of God.  Jesus’ obedience in being
baptized to “fulfill all righteousness” which leads to his prayer at Gethsemane (“My Father, if this cannot pass
unless I drink it, your will be done.” – 26:42) and his self-giving on the Cross are anticipated.

· “He is baptized, and by that action says, in effect, “I belong no longer to myself or to my parents or to
my work, or even to the world; I belong to God.’ God is simply reclaiming that which he created at the
beginning.  Baptism is the renewal of a relationship with God that began at creation.  He is baptized to
manifest both to heaven and to earth that he, Jesus Christ, is the means by which God will accomplish
his will and work on earth.” – Gomes.

But while Jesus’ baptism is clearly distinguished from his naming in the Gospels, there is an element of
“christening” that accompanies his baptism.  As he comes out of the waters of the Jordan in the arms of John
the Baptist, he learns definitively who he is in relation to whose he is: “At his baptism, Jesus is given the
intertwined gifts of identity and affirmation.” (David Lose).  It is only after he is given the name Son of God that
he is able to withstand the temptations of the Devil in the wilderness, who will challenge Jesus’ understanding
of his identity by tempting him that “if you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of
bread.” (4:3).  Jesus withstands the temptations of the Devil because he understands his identity that was
revealed to him at his Baptism, because as God’s beloved Son he knows that “one does not live by bread alone,
but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.” (4:4).  As Jesus’ certainty about his identity gives him
the ability to withstand the temptations in the wilderness, it is his identity that also precedes his mission; “we
might even go further and say that only by having a clear sense of God’s affirmation and identity can Jesus take
on the enormous mission in from of him.” (Lose).

The identity that Jesus receives at his baptism is a reason for us to rethink the significance of naming when we
are baptized.  Instead of thinking of “baptism” and “christening” as two unrelated acts, in baptism there is an
element of christening that is as important to us as it was to Jesus.  While baptism is not primarily a naming
ceremony, our names play a key role in the sacrament, for we are called by the name that is our primary
means of identification as we are baptized in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, an
act through which “we are reborn children of God and made members of the Church, the body of Christ.” (ELW
Holy Baptism).  It is through water and the Holy Spirit that God gives “your daughters and sons new birth,
cleanse them from sin, and raise them to eternal life.”  When we are baptized, we have the assurance that “you
belong to Christ, in whom you have been baptized.  Alleluia.”  

But there is a christening aspect of baptism that is as significant for us as it was for Jesus on the day of his
baptism: when we are named “child of God.”  No matter what names we are given by our parents, or what
names other people may attempt to place upon us (many of which can be demeaning or degrading), this is the
name that becomes our primary means of identification.  As Jesus was declared God’s beloved Son, each of us
are the beloved sons and daughters of our Heavenly Father; and as children of the Heavenly Father, we have
the assurance that “neither life nor death shall ever from the Lord his children sever” (ELW Hymn 781).  Because
we have been christened “children of God” on the day of our baptism, we have the confidence that no matter
what may happen to us after we are baptized, we will always be God’s beloved sons and daughters.



· “See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called children of God; and that is what we
are.  The reason the world does not know us is that it did not know him.  Beloved, we are God’s
children now; what we will be has not yet been revealed.  What we do know is this: when he is
revealed, we will be like him, for we will see him as he is.  And all who have this hope in him purify
themselves, just as he is pure.” – 1 John 3:1-3.

As the gift of Jesus’ identity preceded his mission, so does our identity as children of God give us the focus of
what God has called us to do as the community of his beloved sons and daughters.  In being christened
children of God, we see all persons as those who are also beloved children of our heavenly Father, those for
whom God so loved the world the he gave his only Son.  As the community of the baptized who are christened
with God’s holy name, we give thanks that “by water and your Word you claim us as daughters and sons,
making us heirs of your promise and servants of all.  As our Lord’s christening identifies him with the servant
who will fulfill all righteousness by submitting himself to God’s Will, in our christening as children of God we
also identify ourselves through our acts of servanthood as we endeavor to “proclaim the good news of God in
Christ through word and deed, to serve all people, following the example of Jesus, and to strive for justice and
peace in all the earth.” (ELW Affirmation of Baptism).  

· “For we, too, can only live into the mission that God has set for us to the degree that we hear and
believe the good news that we, too, are beloved children of God.  As with Jesus, we discover in baptism
who we are by hearing definitively whose we are.  Baptism is nothing less than the promise that we are
God’s beloved children.  That no matter where we go, God will be with us.  That no matter what we do,
God is for us and will not abandon us.  In baptism we are blessed with the promise of God’s Spirit and
given a name, and that name is Christian, one marked with the cross of Christ and named a beloved
child of God forever.” – Lose.

I will probably to continue to stubbornly insist on keeping my Christmas decorations up through the entire
twelve days of the Christmas season, and I will probably also resist any attempt to add any other flavor to my
coffee other than coffee itself.  But the time has come for me to rethink my understanding of baptism and
christening as being two different events that are unrelated to each other.  While we are given our names by
our parents shortly after our birth, it is in baptism that we are christened with the name that both gives us our
identity and our calling.  Through water and the Word, we are each a child of God, “sealed by the Holy Spirit
and marked with the cross of Christ forever.”  It is our baptismal christening that gives us “strength for today
and bright hope for tomorrow,” because we know with confidence both who we are and whose we are: we are
each a child of God. Amen.


