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I. Myrrh, Aloes and Cassia 

 

All Your garments are scented with myrrh and aloes and cassia. 

 

That was the first text we heard for this Sunday, from Psalm 45:8. It sounds so disconnected from 

the rest of the Sunday, with talk about myrrh, aloes, cassia, and the queen of Ophir thrown in. But 

we'll begin right there today; in part to show why that psalm is so important, but moreso to show 

how miraculous is the Gospel lesson. There's some astonishing good news in myrrh and aloes and 

cassia. 

 

Myrrh and aloes and cassia make a very important ointment. Back in Exodus 30, the Lord 

commanded Moses to mix these ingredients together into a holy anointing oil. It was used to anoint 

holy things-Moses was to anoint the tabernacle with it, because that tent was God's dwelling place 

with His people. It was also to be used on Aaron and his sons, the priests who would enter the 

tabernacle and serve near the presence of God. 

 

It was for those purposes alone, and none other was allowed. The Lord declared that anyone who 

made this mix for his own, even just to smell it, would be cut off from his people. 

 

So, this part is easy: Myrrh, aloes and cassia together were only for those priests who stood between 

the people and God. If myrrh, aloes and cassia scent the robes of Jesus, then Jesus is our priest who 

stands before His Father in heaven for us. This shouldn't be a great surprise: Among other places, the 

book of Hebrews makes this abundantly clear. However, consider the fact that Jesus is our High 

Priest, and consider the fact that He is baptized in our Gospel lesson. This is where it gets 

interesting. 

 

Those priests in the Old Testament, scented with myrrh, aloes and cassia, were set apart for work in 

the tabernacle. They had to meet a lot of requirements before they could enter that tent; specifically, 

they had to be ceremonially clean before God-they had to be clean according to His many rules 

about being clean. If they suffered sickness or injury or disability, they were unclean. If they touched 

a dead body or a human bone, they were unclean. If someone who was unclean spat or sneezed on 

them, they were unclean. If they even sat in a chair that a sick one had sat in, they were unclean. And 

if they became unclean, they had to be purified before they could enter the tabernacle. If they entered 

the tabernacle where God lived while they were unclean, they faced His serious, immediate wrath. 

 

Why the requirements? The Lord was sending a message: All such uncleanness results from sin, and 

the Lord is not the God of sin, disease and death. Such things have no place in the kingdom of God, 

for He is not a party to them; so He forbade the entrance of any such uncleanness. 
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So before the priest went into the tabernacle, one assumes that he would have to avoid contact with 

just about all the people he represented, lest one of them be unclean and make him unclean. If he 

escaped contact with any unclean person, the cleansing continued. Outside of the tabernacle, he 

would then wash himself with water-a ceremony declaring his uncleanness washed away, that he 

was now clean before God. Once washed clean, he was considered holy before God; and then, 

because he was without fault, he could offer a sacrifice for the sins of the people. He would slaughter 

the animal that would symbolically bear the brunt of God's wrath for the sins of the people. 

 

To go before God, the priest had to be clean. Therefore, to represent the people before God, the 

priest pretty much had to stay away from them before doing so. 

 

So, if Jesus is our High Priest, it would make sense that He would stay away from sinners, too. 

 

And that is exactly what He doesn't do in the Gospel lesson today. 

 

II. The Baptism of Jesus 

 

As our text begins, there are a lot of people listening to John the Baptist-a lot of unclean people. 

There are Roman soldiers there, Gentile oppressors of the Jews who are known for their strong-

handed tactics. There are tax collectors there who have grown wealthy by overcharging the people. 

There are Pharisees present who are unclean because they have turned their laws into an idol. 

Furthermore, consider this: It's the sick who seek out a doctor, so it's those who are sick with sin who 

have come to hear John the Baptist. Greed, immorality, guilt, bitterness: all sorts of sins haunt those 

gathered there. There are tons of unclean people on the banks of the Jordan that day. And, one by 

one, those unclean people step into the Jordan to be baptized with a baptism of repentance for the 

forgiveness of sins. One by one, by water and the Word, their sins are washed away. 

 

Watch what's happening. There's a reason why swimming pools smell so strongly of chlorine-it's to 

kill all the bacteria and germs that people bring to the pool. The Jordan River is even worse, if you 

will: Into that water is washed all the sins of all the unclean people who are baptized that day. 

Symbolically, that's some pretty dirty water. 

 

Among the crowd of unclean people that day stands Jesus Christ, the sinless Son of God, the eternal 

High Priest who will intercede before His Father for eternity. Remember, the high priest is supposed 

to be clean. He's supposed to avoid any sort of decay or sickness or dying. He's supposed to stay 

away from unclean sinners as he goes about serving God. 

 

And what does Jesus do at the Jordan River which teems with the sin of the people that day? When 

all the people were baptized, it came to pass that Jesus also was baptized. After all those unclean 

people have their sins washed into that water, Jesus steps into that water to be baptized.  

 

He isn't going to be very clean.  

 

But so that we aren't tempted to think that it's a colossal misstep on His part, His holy Father 

proclaims from heaven, "This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased," even as the Holy 

Spirit descends upon Him. 

 

It leads to a couple of questions. Why would the High Priest for eternity get into that water? For that 
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matter, why would the sinless Son of God be baptized at all? Baptism is for sinners, but Jesus is 

sinless. 

 

The answer to both questions is this: Even as He has two complete natures, divine and human, Jesus 

is fulfilling two roles in service to God and you. On the one hand, the sinless Son of God remains the 

perfectly sinless High Priest; and perfectly clean and sinless before God, He will be able to offer the 

Sacrifice for the sins of the people. But He is not just the priest: He is also the Sacrifice. He is the 

One who will suffer God's wrath for all the sins of the world. He is going to take the place of sinners 

and suffer hell on that cross. 

 

And that is why He gets into the water and gets baptized just like every sinner there. He is 

identifying completely with sinners there because He's going to be condemned in their place on 

Calvary. So, picture this if you will: At the Jordan River, all the sins of all those unclean people have 

been washed into the water before Jesus is baptized. When He is baptized, all of their sins are 

washed onto Him; it is as if He soaks up that whole mess into Himself so that He can bear that 

loathsome burden to the cross and destroy its power there. In fact, picture this time-defying miracle: 

At your Baptism, all of your sins are washed off of you; at Jesus' Baptism, those sins are washed 

onto Him.  

 

Those are the two roles that Jesus is filling at the Jordan. As your High Priest, He remains sinless so 

that He can offer the Sacrifice for your sins. As the Sacrifice, He takes all of your sin upon Himself 

in order to take it away. Back in the Old Testament, sinful priests washed in water to become clean. 

Here, the sinless Priest washes in the water to gather that uncleanness to Himself. 

 

III. So What? 

This leads us to one more question: So what? All of this is a nice exercise and stroll through 

Scripture, but what does that have to do with you? Plenty. 

 

We go to page six of the hymnal and the confession of sin. Speaking for himself and the 

congregation, the pastor says, "We poor sinners confess unto Thee that we are by nature sinful and 

unclean and that we have sinned against Thee by thought, word and deed." That's our natural, default 

state: We're sinful and unclean. And if you're sinful and unclean, you can't get anywhere near God. 

You couldn't tolerate Him, and He will not tolerate you. If you are to live in God's presence and 

enjoy His favor, you must be made clean. 

 

So the congregation and pastor continue together: "O most merciful God, who hast given Thine 

only-begotten Son to die for us, have mercy upon us and for His sake grant us remission of all our 

sins…." This, of course, is the core of the Gospel: The Lord has mercy upon us and cleanses us for 

the sake of His Son, Jesus. He declares us clean and sinless because His Son has taken away our sin. 

Despite our sinfulness and uncleanness, we can still live in God's presence and enjoy His favor 

because Jesus, our High Priest, has offered Himself as the sufficient Sacrifice. 

 

But how do you know for sure that you're included? After all, even though Jesus died for the sins of 

the world, not all are saved. So how can you be sure that this salvation and mercy and favor is for 

you? That's where your Baptism comes in, where you were washed with water and the Word. Again, 

un-chronologically though it may be, your sins were washed off of you and onto Jesus at His 

Baptism. He has already carried your sins to the cross, and so He pronounces you forgiven. There at 

your Baptism, the crucified and risen Lord declared, "I was baptized to take your sin upon Me, and I 
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have baptized you to wash your sin away. You are forgiven. You are clean. And you are Mine." 

 

That promise is not a one-day deal, but continues. Rejoice in this: Your comfort is not just that you 

were baptized, but that you are baptized. A child is adopted one day, and remains a part of the family 

thereafter. You are now a child of God, and so you remain; and each Divine Service reinforces, 

strengthens that adoption for you. 

 

But again, so what? So this: You will encounter some terribly difficult days when faith is hard to 

come by. You will encounter sickness and suffering. You will experience betrayal and faithlessness 

by others. You will suffer guilt and shame and embarrassment for sin. You may well feel at times as 

if your prayers bounce off the ceiling, back to you, and make it nowhere near God's ears. 

 

So how do you know that He still loves you? How do you know He still mercifully favors you? How 

do you know that He will still answer your prayers and use all things to your good? What sort of 

assurance do you have?  

 

Your assurance is your Baptism, your new birth into Christ. Whatever sufferings or guilt accuse you, 

they cannot override the truth that God has made you his. So Martin Luther wrote in the Large 

Catechism, Thus, we must regard baptism and put it to use in such a way that we may draw strength 

and comfort from it when our sins or conscience oppress us, and say, "But I am baptized! And if I 

have been baptized, I have the promise that I shall be saved and have eternal life, both in soul and 

body." 

 

It is a great and so common sin that we pay little attention to this gift; and the less we remember it, 

the more likely we are to doubt or abandon the gift of forgiveness given there. But today's Gospel 

lesson draws us back to its delight. Jesus is baptized in the Jordan River just like all those sinners, 

because He's taking their place and taking their sin-He's taking our place and He's taking our sin. 

Because He has thus "sanctified the wave," your Baptism bestows great gifts: There your sins were 

washed off of you, so that you might have life with Him forever. There the Lord gave you life, and 

by this Word He sustains it: You are forgiven for all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the 

Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 


