
Baptism of Christ Year A 2023 

St Matthew introduces us to John the Baptist as a grown man 

who appears (as if from nowhere – no Zechariah story, no 

Visitation; he just appears) in the wilderness of Judea, 

proclaiming a baptism of repentance. There is no back story, no 

explanation of who he is or where he comes from. Clearly 

Matthew assumes that everyone reading his Gospel will know 

these things already, because John is so integral to the story of 

Jesus; he is in all four Gospels and in the Acts of the Apostles – 

John, for the early church – and for us – is a heaven sent prophet 

through whom the Messiah will be revealed - the one preparing 

the way. Mention John and you reinforce the messiahship of 

Jesus. And Jesus as Messiah is the message Peter brings to the 

gentile centurion, Cornelius, once he has finally been persuaded 

by vision and the direct intervention of God’s spirit that he 

should go to the home of Cornelius and, completely against 

everything he has ever been taught, go into a gentile house and 

speak to a gentile audience – and what he tells his listeners is 

essentially a messianic statement that is political dynamite. ‘God 

sent Jesus Christ – he is Lord of all’. As a result of Peter’s 

sermon (if you will), and its reception, we have descriptions of 

two dramatic conversions.  Firstly, Cornelius is converted from 

his pagan beliefs to faith in Jesus, and then Peter is converted 

to a new understanding of God which leads him to embrace a 

mission to the Gentiles.  Luke, like Matthew, is prepared to 

scandalise his readers, or at least those of his readers who were 

Jewish Christians. He does not take Jesus out of his Judean 

context – there he is at the Jordan with John, there he is 

teaching and healing in Galilee, healing as a sign that God was 

with him, there he is on the cross, and then the triumph of 

resurrection – ordained by God as judge of the living and the 

dead, the one who dispenses divine forgiveness – Lord of all, a 

title sometimes used of Zeus or the Egyptian god Osiris, and 

claimed by the one Cornelius served as a soldier, Caesar. And 

therein lies the challenge to Cornelius, as a non-Jew, to see this 

Jewish king as Lord of all. 

The story of Jesus baptism in Matthew’s gospel sets two 

challenges – one to Herod who claims to be king of Judea 

(although he has that title as a gift from Rome, a gift that could 

be taken back) – it’s a bit like Samuel anointing David whilst Saul 

is still on the throne, and a second challenge to the whole world – 

will the world welcome Jesus as Lord or seek confrontation with 



him? Israel certainly wasn’t expecting a Messiah like Jesus, and 

neither was John. John had been trumpeting the need for 

repentance, because someone was coming, someone who would 

take the wheat into the barn and shovel the chaff onto the fire, 

someone whose sandal he wasn’t fit to carry, someone who would 

baptise not with water, as John was doing, but with the Holy 

Spirit. And suddenly in front of him stands Jesus. This is the 

person he has been talking about – quietly standing there in front 

of him, up to his knees in muddy water, saying ‘baptise me’. What 

does John do? What does John say? He can hardly say to the 

crowd ‘Here is the frightening vengeful God I have warned you 

about’; they would have laughed at him. Someone might shout ‘I 

told you he was mad’. Where is the God who is going to sort 

everything out with wind and fire, where is the wrath, the axe 

ready to chop down the trees which bear no good fruit? We have 

Jesus, humbly asking to be baptised, identifying himself not with 

a God who sweeps all before him in judgement, but with the 

people who are themselves facing judgement and needing to 

repent. No wonder John objects. ‘I need to be baptised by you – 

do you come to me?’ John is horrified – this isn’t the way things 

are supposed to be. He is the messenger – here is the message, 

the message not proclaiming himself. And the reply Jesus gives 

to John tells us something of Matthew’s understanding of the 

meaning of Good News. He speaks of the fulfilment of 

righteousness – righteousness being living life according to God’s 

plan for the whole of creation; and he says it is proper for us, 

for us, not for me, or for you, for us, all of us. We are all 

involved – seek ye first the kingdom of God and his 

righteousness. 

Righteousness is the work of God and for that reason it has to 

be proclaimed by those who believe in God. It implies a 

relationship with our Lord and at the same time relationships 

with other human beings, acknowledging the rights of everyone 

(think of Peter’s struggle with Gentiles). Righteousness means 

love of God and love of others, united, unbreakably bound 

together. And the seeking for this love, this righteousness, is 

what Matthew sets before us in the first words of Jesus 

recorded in his Gospel. And Jesus is baptised with both water 

and the Holy Spirit, and God names him as his son, the beloved. 

The early church, mainly Jewish, saw in Jesus the fulfilment of 

the Isaiah prophecy we heard this morning. ‘I have put my spirit 

upon him’, and ‘I have called you in righteousness’, naming him ‘a 



light to the nations’. The promise which God had made centuries 

before would now be fulfilled – the fire of God’s judgement, yes, 

but also rescue from every kind of exile to which his people – 

everyone - now as then, have been driven. The judgment will not 

be achieved by a vindictive or warlike spirit, but through the 

making of peace – by taking the Good News out of Judea and 

recounting it to all the nations of the earth, to the coastlands 

still waiting to hear of God’s love and mercy. 

At our baptisms each one of us was anointed with that same 

Spirit – each one of us commissioned to proclaim Jesus Lord of 

All. What are we doing, what could we do, what should we do - to 

get that message out to the world? 

Good day to be having a Congregational Meeting. 


