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The Baptism of Christ, 12th January 2025


Isaiah 43.1-7; Luke 3.15-17, 21-22


Earlier in Luke’s Gospel, we read that John the Baptist proclaimed ‘a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins’ (Lk 3.3) and ‘the crowds … came out to be baptized by him’ (Lk 3.7).  And then, as we heard in today’s Gospel,

Now when all the people were baptized, and when Jesus also had been baptized …

Which, you might be thinking, begs the question, If Jesus were sinless, as we believe him to be, then why was he baptised by John, along with all the other people ‘for the forgiveness of sins’?  No one is quite certain how to answer that question, but a clue might be found in Matthew’s Gospel:

[When] Jesus came from Galilee to John, … to be baptized by him. 14John would have prevented him, saying, ‘I need to be baptized by you.  …  15But Jesus answered him, ‘Let it be so now; for it is proper … in this way to fulfil all righteousness.’  (Mt 3.13‑15)

The higher righteousness of Jesus is not the kind that keeps itself aloof from the sinfulness of humanity, but the kind that shares in the sinfulness of humanity.  I wouldn’t want to push this idea too hard, but, according to St Paul, ‘For our sake [God] made [Christ] to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God’ (2 Cor 5.21).

We heard in today’s first Bible reading,

Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; …
2 When you pass through the waters, I will be with you;
   and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you.

God does not say, ‘Do not fear; for when you pass through the rivers, I will stand on the bank, shouting encouragement.’  That doesn’t quite cut it.  God says, ‘Do not fear; for when you pass through the rivers, I will be with you.’

I am reminded of a member of St Matthew’s Church, in Elswick, whom my wife and I befriended many years ago.  Peter Ruygrok was a well-bred man, who had fallen on hard times, but – as an aside – he still had a sense of humour.  He was offered a small flat on a council housing estate, and, when told that it didn’t have parking facilities, Peter replied, ‘I don’t mind about that, because I don’t have a car.  But what shall I do with my horse?’  

Peter was an alcoholic, and taught me a great deal.  My wife and I did our best to help him, but Peter told us that, ‘Only an alcoholic can help another alcoholic,’ because only someone who knows what it is to be an alcoholic can empathise with, and offer practical solutions to, a fellow human being, in a similar situation.  That is why the web-site of Alcoholics Anonymous states, on its home page,  

At AA, alcoholics help each other.  We will support you.  You are not alone.  Together, we find strength and hope.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://www.alcoholics-anonymous.org.uk/ ] 


There is a well-known saying, ascribed to various people, that, ‘only the wounded healer can truly heal.’  And, according to Isaiah, the suffering servant 

was wounded for our transgressions,
   crushed for our iniquities;
upon him was the punishment that made us whole,
   and by his [wounds][footnoteRef:2] we are healed.’ [2:  NIV.] 


In a few moments we shall gather round the font, and share in an act of penitence.  You might think that this approach to being reminded of our baptism is overly downbeat, but it can be seen, paradoxically, as a positive approach.

I heard the comedian, Dillon Mapletoft, on the Radio 4 programme, Beyond Belief, early this morning.  He said, 

If you believe that … we’re all born into the world with original sin, [and] that we can never meet the heights that are set for us, [then] we’re all sort of losers in a way.  And I say that affectionately, and I think there’s something kind of humanising about that: the ways in which we fail, and the ways in which our … vulnerabilities are exposed.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/m0026nd2 ] 


In other words, we’re all in the same boat.  Or, you might say, we’re all in the water together.

And so, in the words of the hymn,

The sinless one to Jordan came
And in the river shared our stain;
God's righteousness he thus fulfilled
And chose the path his Father willed.

At the beginning of a new year, full of uncertainty, when some might be facing the future with fear, it can be reassuring to hear God say to us,

Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; …
2 When you pass through the waters, I will be with you.
