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SERMON for Epiphany 1 - January 12th, 2020. 

Readings: Isaiah 42: 1-9; Psalm 29; Acts 10: 34-43; Matthew 3: 13-17. 

This morning we are looking at Jesus’ baptism and reflecting on the meaning for us. 

I would suggest that all / most of us here this morning have been baptised.   

How many of you remember your baptism?  How many like me, were baptised as babies?  

So, this event which we don’t remember, what does it mean to us?   

Baptism, in our tradition is a complex sacrament.  It isn’t just a rite of passage, something 

‘nice’ or ‘right’ to do the for children, an excuse for a party.    

It is more than a rite of belonging, more than a rite of repentance, it is more than a statement 

of belief.  At baptism you are signed and sealed as God’s own.  And baptism is a beginning 

not a destination, a new beginning.   The washing away of sin, a dying to the old life and 

rising as a new being in Christ.  At baptism there is also the receiving the Holy Spirit and 

becoming a member of the Body of Christ. 

But what was the baptism that Jesus was seeking? 

The baptism of John the Baptist was one of repentance, for the forgiveness of sins.  It was 

quite common in our Lord’s day to see baptisms taking place, but it was usually for Gentiles 

who wished to be converted to Judaism.  The Jews believed that as they were the chosen 

people, THEY had no need for baptism.   

John’s baptism was different - his call was to ALL people.  He was calling all to repentance 

- Jew or Gentile - to turn back to God. 

This was the baptism Jesus came seeking - but why?  Why did Jesus, who our New 

Testament Scriptures tell us was without sin, request baptism for the repentance of sin? 

The baptism of Jesus was the beginning of his ministry to proclaim the kingship of God.  

About his previous life we know almost noting, certainly nothing since his infancy; we can 

only speculate about his adolescence and development.  His baptism is his new beginning, 

indicating that he was consecrated to God.   

It was at Jesus’ baptism that John publicly announced the arrival of the Messiah and the 

inception of his ministry.  Later when asked whether he felt jealous of Jesus drawing the 

crowds to himself, John replied that Jesus must increase, and he decrease and so this event 

was also a turning point in John’s ministry.   

By his baptism, Jesus completely identified himself with sinful humankind.  Paul writing in 2 

Corinthians (5:21) says, “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we 

might become the righteousness of God”, he became our substitute.  By taking on our sin, 

we can take on his righteousness. 

The importance of this event as a turning point in Jesus’ life is set out in the happenings 

which surrounded the baptism.  The opening of the heavens must be understood from 

Ezekiel, who saw the heavens open as a prelude to his vision of the throne of God.  This 

makes the voice from heaven even more awesome, as it pronounces Jesus to be the 

authorised messenger.  The words of the voice are the words of the first of Isaiah’s “Servant 
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Songs”.  This is the first of four or five Servant Songs or prophesies of the Suffering Servant 

which appear in the latter part of the book of Isaiah. 

Our Isaiah reading began; “Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen in whom my soul 

delights; I have put my spirit upon him.” 

The voice in Matthew’s version of the baptism says: “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom 

I am well pleased.” 

This close identification with the Isaiah prophecy helps us to see that Jesus was destined to 

bring God’s will to fulfilment by his own suffering, that this was the new life that Jesus was 

being baptised into. 

This first Servant Song talks of justice. 

v.1: “he will bring forth justice to the nations.” 

v. 3: “he will faithfully bring forth justice. 

vv 6 & 7: “I am the LORD, I have called you in righteousness, I have taken you by the hand 

and kept you; I have given you as a covenant to the people, a light to the nations,   to open 

the eyes that are blind, to bring out the prisoners from the dungeon, from the prison those 

who sit in darkness.” 

The Acts reading is part of the story of the conversion of the Roman centurion Cornelius and 

his family.  Cornelius had been a “God-fearer” ie a Gentile who attached himself to the 

spiritual and monotheistic Jewish worship in the synagogues without becoming a convert to 

Judaism. 

Up until this time the converts to this new fellowship had all been Jews.  This is now a turning 

point in the history of the Church with the baptism of this Roman and his family.  Peter 

struggles with this at first - you may remember the strict Jewish laws which for a start forbade 

the entry of a Jew into a Gentile home.  Peter makes a profound discovery: “I truly 

understand that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does 

what is right is acceptable to him.” 

As in the prophecy from Isaiah, Jesus came for all nations, so here too, Peter makes the 

realisation that the Holy Spirit was not just calling Jews.  The story of Cornelius continues 

on that when Peter baptised him and his family, they were filled with the Holy Spirit which 

amazed the Jews there. 

But let’s return to our Gospel.  There is a lot going on here which we can easily miss if we 

are not paying attention, after all, it is only 5 verses. 

Jesus comes to John, and after that little discussion about who should be baptising who, we 

see Jesus’ respect for John and his ministry. 

Jesus didn’t turn around and say, oh okay, I’m here now, okay, I’ll baptise you and then you 

will get the super-dooper, high octane dose -  remember John says that the one who came 

after would baptise with the Holy Spirit and with fire. 

Jesus submits to John and is baptised. 

As I was contemplating this so well known reading the other day, it hit me; here we have a 

picture of the Trinity in action.   
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The Spirit of God descending upon the Son. 

The voice of God (the Father) claiming and affirming the Son, the beloved. 

And the Son, accepting the mantle which is placed upon him. 

We are told that when Jesus came up out of the waters and heard God’s voice, he 

immediately went into the wilderness for 40 days (a period of time), to fast and work out how 

he was going to fulfil the work that God called him to. 

It is up to us, through our baptism, to pay attention to God’s voice, God’s love, God’s 

commission in our own lives, sharing that love with others. 

In the words of St Theresa of Avila: 

Christ has no body now on earth but yours, 

no hands but yours, 

no feet but yours; 

yours are the eyes through which he is to look 

with compassion on the world; 

yours are the feet with which he is to go about doing good; 

and yours, the hands with which he is to bless us now. 

Amen. 

Revd Sally Buckley tssf 

January 12, 2020. 

 


