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Gospel:   The beginning of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God;
As it is written in the prophets, Behold, I send My messenger before Thy face, which shall prepare Thy way before Thee.

The voice of one crying in the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make His paths straight.

John did baptize in the wilderness, and preach the baptism of repentance for the remission of sins.

And there went out unto him all the land of Judaea, and they of Jerusalem, and were all baptized of him in the river of Jordan, confessing their sins.

And John was clothed with camel’s hair, and with a girdle of a skin about his loins; and he did eat locusts and wild honey;

And preached, saying, There cometh One mightier than I after me, the latchet of Whose shoes I am not worthy to stoop down and unloose.

I indeed have baptized you with water: but He shall baptize you with the Holy Ghost.
St. Mark 1: 1-8

Then cometh Jesus from Galilee to Jordan unto John to be baptized of him.

But John forbad him, saying, I have need to be baptized of Thee, and comest Thou to me?

And Jesus answering said unto him, Suffer it to be so now: for thus it becometh us to fulfil all righteousness.  Then he suffered him.

And Jesus, when He was baptized, went up straightway out of the water: and, lo, the heavens were opened unto Him, and He saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove, and lighting upon Him:

And lo a voice from heaven, saying, This is My beloved Son, in Whom I am well pleased.
St. Matthew 3: 13-17
For as many of you as have been baptized into Christ have put on Christ.

Galatians 3: 27

The Kingdom’s First Preacher -
St. John the Baptist, first preacher of Christ’s kingdom, called the Forerunner and the last and greatest of the prophets, was an imposing figure, with his camel’s hair garment, leather belt around his loins, eating “locusts and wild honey”:

For this reason his outer garment was of hair, in order that by his form he might instruct the people to leave human things, and to have nothing in common with the earth, but to hasten back to their earlier nobility, wherein Adam was before he wanted garments and coverings.  Thus that dress bore the tokens of a kingdom and repentance.

  Bl. Theophylact comments that some say the “locusts” were a type of herb; others think the reference was to “the fruit of wild pod-bearing trees”.
  John baptized people thronging to him from Jerusalem, all Judea and the region around Jordan.  He preached vividly about repentance; yet, his baptism did not include remission of sins.  He baptized with water; Christ baptised with the Holy Spirit!  John fully understood this relationship; his was a spiritual guide, leading the people to the Lord’s baptism with the Holy Spirit from which sins were remitted:

John did not act on his own initiative, but was sent by God to bear witness to Christ; as the prophet Malachi said, Behold, I send My messenger before Thy face, which shall prepare Thy way before Thee.

Many had thought that John was the Christ.  John never had any such allusion.  Christ came after John by six months.  So John the Forerunner was just that – John manifested first and then came our Lord, following in the train of John’s testimony.  John fully acknowledged Jesus’ spiritual superiority:

I indeed baptize you with water unto repentance; but He that cometh after me is mightier than I Whose sandals I am not worthy to bear.  
While John baptized with water unto repentance, Christ “shall baptise you with the Holy Spirit”:

… Jesus baptized, but in the Spirit; and this is perfection.
   

Jesus’ Baptism -
In today’s Gospel, Jesus comes from Galilee to John to be baptized.  John is taken back and initially will have nothing to do with it.  He refused because Christ is pure and thus he was not to be baptized unto repentance like the multitude.  Such a One had nothing for which He should repent.  John understood that when Christ “took flesh” He “cleansed all mankind;” whereas, John, as a descendant of Adam, needed cleansing by the Lord.  John tells the Lord that he is the one who need’s Christ’s baptism.  Why do You come to me, Lord?

Christ answers him to do it now because He must fulfill all the law’s requirements.  He has fulfilled everything except being baptised:

When I have fulfilled this, I shall have delivered human nature from the curse  And this is befitting for me to do.

John, then, showed obedience and baptized the Saviour in the Jordan River.  By the age of 30, one has experienced all the sins.  According to Bl. Theophylact, following the Fathers, Christ waited until the age of 30 to be baptised “so that He could fulfill the law in all (emphasis supplied) the ages of a man, and sanctify us”.

The Theophany (Manifestation) –

When Jesus was baptized in the Jordan, he went down into the water and then up out of the water, the heavens opening to Him.  Christ opens the heavens which had been closed by Adam:
Adam had closed the heavens, but through Christ they are opened, so that you may learn, O reader, that when you are baptized, you, too, open the heavens.

This graphically illustrates the importance of baptism; it is our window to heaven.  When we are baptized in Christ, we open the heavens.

The attribute of one who has been born of (this) water is not to be so swayed by any sin, to be dead (to sin,) even as Christ died unto sin once.  As many of us as were baptized into Jesus Christ were baptized into His death: therefore, we are buried with Him by baptism into death, knowing this, that our old man is crucified with Him, that the body of sin might be destroyed, that henceforth we should not serve sin.

The Holy Spirit descends like a dove and lights on the Lord witnessing “that He Who is baptized is greater than he who baptizes”.  The Spirit lights on Christ so there is no doubt in the minds of the Jews who held John in high regard that

This is My beloved Son, in Whom I am well pleased.

The Holy Spirit meant Jesus, not John.
  The Jews did not think Christ was equal, much less greater than John.  This acts as a sign unto them.
Why the ‘Dove’?

The Holy Spirit was like a dove for these reasons: (1) the dove has “innocence and weakness” and is very clean, not staying anywhere there is “foul odor”, as it is with the Holy Spirit and (2) during Noah’s time, remember, a dove “announced the deliverance from the flood by bearing an olive twig, so too, here, the Holy Spirit reveals the deliverance from sins.  There, the twig of olive; here, the mercy of God”.

The Prefiguration of our Christian Baptism –

The Father spoke from on high, the heavens opened, the dove descended upon the One (Christ) being baptized, so we might know that the heavens are opened for all who are baptized.  These signs, the heavens opening and the dove descending prefigured our Christian baptism.

Why Did Jesus Accept His Baptism? –

We should learn from Christ’s baptism the importance of our own.  Remember, the Lord didn’t need purification; He was already perfect.  Jesus was baptized to:

…crush sin, and completely bury the old Adam in the waters; that He might sanctify the Baptist; that He might fulfill the Law; that He might reveal the mystery of the Trinity; and that He might give us a figure and image of our baptism; for we also are baptized with the perfect baptism of the Lord, which is of water and the Spirit.
 
When we put on the new garment of baptism, we strip off the old man (sin) and put on Christ.  Our threefold immersion in and emersion from the water represents Christ’s burial and His spending three days and nights in the bowels of the earth: these symbolize the Lord’s time in the tomb.  When we emerge from the water, daylight is restored to us, we die and are born to Christ, the water for us is both “tomb and womb”.  Symbolically, we experience Christ’s Passion and Resurrection, but our Salvation is real!

+ In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
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