
 

SERMON FOR THE BAPTISM OF CHRIST, 2022  

Texts: Isaiah 42.1-9; Acts 10.34-43; Matthew 3.13-17 

I wonder how many of us remember our own baptism? I know I don’t, and many of you, like 
me, were probably “done” as a baby, rather as if it was part of the vaccination programme, and 
we don’t remember if we howled at the cold water, as babies are supposed to do. 

But Jesus clearly remembered his own baptism, and must have told at least one of his friends 
about it afterwards, because we have details only he would know – nobody else (except 
possibly John)  saw the Spirit descending like a dove or heard the voice from Heaven. For Jesus 
this was a very significant occasion, and he remembered every detail. 

For, first of all, this was the beginning of his public ministry, his preaching and healing. After 
thirty years of preparation and learning, this was the moment to come out of obscurity and 
begin the work he was born to do. What triggered it? Perhaps the news that John the Baptist 
had also come out of the wilderness and had begun to proclaim the coming Messiah: “Prepare 
ye the way of the Lord”. Perhaps Jesus’ next brother was now old enough to run the family 
business and look after their mother, so Jesus was free. Anyway, one day, having travelled 
south from Nazareth, Jesus quietly joins the queue at the river side, to confess publicly his 
repentance from sin and to be immersed in the river Jordan (more substantial then, than the 
muddy ditch it is today). He sees that this is a new movement. No Jew had ever undergone 
baptism – that was for converts to Judaism. Jews were the Chosen Race, they didn’t need 
repentance. But now the whole population, probably largely Jewish, was flocking to John the 
Baptist, apparently conscious of their sin and their need for God. This was a movement worth 
joining. 

But John the Baptist (Jesus’ cousin, remember – Elizabeth and Mary were “kinswomen”) has 
already a clear idea that Jesus is different, is sinless, so he demurs. And that’s understandable. 
We who know more of the story may also have thought “Why baptism to say he repented of 
sin, when he had no sin?” Jesus’ reply, according to Matthew’s account, is “to fulfil all 
righteousness” or, in a more modern version “to do all that God requires”– what does he mean? 
His purpose seems to be, to identify as fully as possible with the sinful humanity he has come 
to save – to become  one of us in every way. The Word of God has been made flesh, as St John 
puts it – one person of the Trinity has been born as a human, and will go through every human 
experience in order to redeem it. Jane Williams puts it well: “he will enter into the terror and 
brokenness of the sinful world to be with us and to lead us home”. As Gregory of Nazianzus, 
the great theologian said:  “What has not been assumed has not been healed”. Jesus is human 
so that we can become divine – as St Thomas Aquinas said: “For the Son of God became 
man so that we might become God”. Jesus in becoming human makes it possible for us to 
become children of God and to share in the nature of the Divine. This is the whole purpose of 
his life, his death and resurrection. God comes to reclaim his creation, in an act of such 
faithfulness and love that nothing will be able to stop it, not even death. 



So Jesus enters the water – and on emerging, dripping, into the light, he sees heaven opening, 
and he has a vivid perception of his unity with his Father and the Holy Spirit. There is a lovely 
icon of the Baptism, showing the Father in heaven, Jesus in the river, and the Holy Spirit 
travelling between them, all in a row. The movement of love flows down from God the Father 
through the Spirit to Jesus and on to us. And he hears the Father’s voice: “This is my Son, the 
Beloved. In him I am well pleased.” In that brief statement Jesus hears both his identity 
affirmed and his destiny confirmed. For the first phrase “This is my Son” is a quotation from 
Psalm 2 (verse 7) which is a celebration of God’s chosen King, the messianic King who will 
rule over all the nations. So this affirms Jesus as God’s chosen one, the Messiah. The second 
phrase, “In him I am well pleased” is a quotation from Isaiah (42.1) – our Old Testament lesson 
- “Here is my servant, whom I have chosen, with whom I am pleased”…and Isaiah then goes 
on to describe the suffering servant, the one who pours himself out so that “with his stripes we 
are healed”. So though Jesus is God’s choice to be King and Messiah, his reign will be one of 
suffering – he will be a conqueror equipped only with sacrificial love, and he will reign from a 
cross. 

So what can we take away from today, for our own meditation and prayer? The first 
consideration must be that Jesus became fully human (as well as fully divine) and endured 
everything humanity could throw at him, yet remained true to his mission and loving to the 
end, showing us what God is really like. And if he has gone through everything we go through 
(and worse), then we have a God who understands our own concerns and experiences and will 
support us and love us through them all. He never forsakes us, and he never condemns us. And 
does that make a difference? You bet it does. It matters when I face the death of a friend or 
family member (Jesus wept at Lazarus’ tomb). It matters when I’m waiting to know if the tests 
show my heart is dodgy or the cancer has spread. It matters in those moments when I pray 
desperately, as He prayed, that this cup might pass from me. It matters that I follow a God who 
also walked through the valley of the shadow of death. It makes all the difference. 

And the second consideration, at least for me, is the unobtrusive way in which Jesus slips to 
the back of  the queue for baptism (“after all the people had been baptised”), and just makes 
himself the same as everyone else. He was not conspicuous, in fact most of the crowd probably 
never noticed him. And I think it’s the same today. For Jesus, in the Holy Spirit, is still active 
in his world now. He comes to heal, to comfort, to disturb, to inspire….but we may not 
recognise his actions, and his voice may be easily drowned out by the chatter of our minds, or 
the noise around us. So we need to watch – for the unexpected kindness, the word of grace, 
whoever it comes from; for the sudden “nudge” to phone or visit a person who turns out to 
need that contact; for the face of a person in distress; for the challenge to oppose injustice. We 
need to listen for his voice, coming through conversations, through  meditation, often through 
Bible reading, or just occasionally even through sermons!…He can reach out to us in so many 
ways. Watch and listen – he is here, unseen but very near, and very active. 

So may Jesus, our God who was baptised for our sins, who endured our humanity, who is still 
with us even if unrecognised – may he bless you this day and may you know his presence with 
us, both here at the Eucharist and in our daily life. Amen. 



 


