Sermon at Norham Church 
The Baptism of Christ, 11th January 2026


Isaiah 42.1-9; Matthew 3.13-17


We’re in Year One of the three-yearly liturgical cycle, meaning that, in our Bible readings on a Sunday morning, we’re gradually working our way through the Gospel according to Matthew.  Mark will be next year, and then Luke the year after that.

Mark’s Gospel begins with the Baptism of Christ, and gives the impression that the man Jesus was made the Son of God at his Baptism, when the Spirit descended like a dove on him (Mark 1.10).  Both Matthew’s Gospel and Luke’s begin with an infancy narrative, which makes clear that the Holy Spirit was involved at the conception of Jesus in the womb of Mary (Matthew 1.20; Luke 1.35).  John’s Gospel, on the other hand, goes even further back, and begins with the statement that, ‘In the beginning was the Word, … and the Word was God,’ (John 1.1), meaning that the Christ, the second person of the Holy Trinity, existed before the world began.

Matthew makes the point that Jesus is a kind of king, with his account of the visit of the wise men, asking, ‘Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews?’ (Matthew 2.2).  And Matthew sets Jesus up as the kind of king who is the antithesis of King Herod, who lived in a fine palace, and was vain, deceitful, manipulative, and violent.  Jesus, by contrast, was born in a lowly stable.

In today’s Bible readings, the nature of Jesus’ kingship is made clear.  In the words of the prophet Isaiah,

Here is my servant, …
   my chosen, in whom my soul delights;
I have put my spirit upon him.  …
2 He will not cry or lift up his voice,
   or make it heard in the street;
3 a bruised reed he will not break,
   and a dimly burning wick he will not quench.

And, as we heard in today’s Gospel,

Jesus came … to John at the Jordan, to be baptized by him. 14John would have prevented him, saying, ‘I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?’ 15But Jesus answered him, ‘Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfil all righteousness.’ 

Jesus fulfils all righteousness not by lording it over John the Baptist, but by submitting himself to John’s ministry.  Jesus is, in other words, a Servant King, and, as he said of himself, ‘gentle and humble in heart’ (Matthew 11.29).

We live in an age of a rising tide of authoritarianism, and the rise of the so-called ‘strong-man leader’ – and most of today’s authoritarian leaders are, indeed, men.  They tend to be, rather like King Herod, vain, deceitful, manipulative, and violent.  Jesus is the antithesis of that kind of leader.

As I said in a recent sermon, Jesus is ‘gentle, meek and mild,’ but he is far from being wishy-washy.  In the words of Isaiah again, 

He will faithfully bring forth justice.
4 He will not grow faint or be crushed
   until he has established justice in the earth.

Jesus is a strong leader, but he is not self-aggrandising.  Jesus is strong, not on his own behalf, but on behalf of – in the words of the Beatitudes (Matthew 5.3‑10) – the poor, those who mourn, the meek, those who hunger and thirst, the merciful, the pure in heart, the peacemakers, and the persecuted.

And as we heard in today’s Gospel, 

when Jesus had been baptized, just as he came up from the water, … a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.’

Baptism remains God’s way of saying to those who are baptised, ‘You are my beloved child, with whom I am well pleased.’  Baptism is an affirmation that we are loved and valued by God.  And we are baptised ‘into Christ’, meaning that we find our identity in Christ.  We are not the centre of our own universe; we are not our own super-hero.  We are children of God, and loved by God.

[bookmark: _GoBack]And Baptism is our way of belonging to the Church.  In a world of so-called ‘strong-man leaders’, and transactional relationships, our identity is formed by Jesus, the Servant King, and by our brothers and sisters in Christ.  We care for each other, we defer to each other, and we go out of our way to help each other, simply because it’s the right thing to do, and the happy way to live.  At its best, the Church is an oasis of hope in a troubled world. 
