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And a voice from heaven said, "This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased."	


What’s our baptism for? To get rid of our sins? To make us part of the body of Christ? To get new life? 
To…? Perhaps before we try to answer that question we need to ask what Jesus’ baptism was for. The 
first three gospels each have a version of the story, but it is Matthew’s which tries to give some explana-
tion. He does this through a conversation between John and Jesus, and also by using imagery from the 
chapter we read from Isaiah. As we read it we need to shuck off some of our preconceived ideas about 
baptism which have grown through the years of Christian tradition. Just one that plays such a big part 
in some people’s thinking is around the whole area of sin. If baptism takes away our sins and Jesus was 
sinless, why did he have to get baptised?  

John's ministry started before Jesus' and was obviously had great impact, because all the gospel writers 
saw it necessary to give some sort of explanation of how Jesus emerged from John's movement and how 
the two were linked to one another. In Matthew's story this is also the change over point. We start with 
a movement centred around John, but after he baptises Jesus there is this change over and in John's own 
words, he decreases and Jesus increases. 

Now John was a wild man. His was an austere lifestyle, living in the desert, dressed as Elijah and eating 
the food of the poor. He preached a fiery message of the wrath of God and the coming of judgement on 
a sinful generation. He called people back to a radical obedience to the Torah, and threatened the fiery 
anger of God on those who didn't repent and obey. He baptised those who responded to his message as 
a final sign of the conversion of all Israel, of the beginning of the reign of God. Jesus recognised and 
affirmed John's message and identified himself with John's message by coming for baptism along with 
everyone else who was responding. 

Now you might not think using the words “conversion” or “repentance” for what happened to Jesus at 
that moment make sense, but whatever we think there is a big change in his life from then on. For 
eighteen years Jesus had done nothing to draw attention to himself. Yet immediately following his bap-
tism, according to Matthew and Mark, Satan made a last ditch effort to throw him off course. Why? 
We will soon find Jesus finding people leaving their jobs to follow him, people bringing the sick from 
all over the country to be healed by him, and crowds gathering on a mountainside to listen to his mes-
sage. Soon after he has the religious authorities up in arms accusing him of blasphemy and plotting to 
kill him. Within three years of his baptism there's been a conspiracy to have him tried on false charges 
and he's tortured and executed. Something changed pretty dramatically with that baptism and Matthew 
records it not just so that we can understand but that we might respond as disciples and do likewise. 
Matthew is calling for the church to undergo the same sort of dramatic transformation so that we also 
can make an impact on our society. 

So what happened to Jesus at his baptism? Matthew tells us that when Jesus had been baptised, just as 
he came up from the water, suddenly the heavens were opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God 
descending like a dove and alighting on him. And a voice from heaven said, “This is my Son, the Be-
loved, in whom I delight.”  

Others may have experienced the forgiveness of sins and conversion at this moment, but what Jesus ex-
perienced was the experience of the Spirit of God. He saw the Spirit of God descending and alighting 
on him. This is the same Spirit of God who we meet in the first sentence of Genesis, brooding over the 
formless earth, like a mother bird over her egg, cherishing it and willing it to life. This is the Spirit who 
broods over each one of us, cherishing us and willing us to fullness of life. This is the Spirit who is the 



active creative power of God in the world, who calls and guides and loves us into the paths of God, who 
calls us to live life and to create life and to redeem life and to enhance life and to protect life. 

It was this Spirit who came down and alighted on Jesus as he emerged from the water and claimed him 
as the son of God who brings delight to the Lord. The description recalls the passage that was read to 
us from Isaiah: Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights; I have put my spirit 
upon him; he will bring forth justice to the nations. Thus says God, the LORD, who created the heavens and 
stretched them out, who spread out the earth and what comes from it, who gives breath to the people upon it and 
spirit to those who walk in it: 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.  

Those words of course were not spoken of Jesus when Isaiah wrote them, they referred to the com-
munity of God's people. This is what God's servant is to be, and we believe as a description of the ser-
vant of the Lord they fit Jesus. He is the chosen one who delights the Lord, who the Spirit is given to 
to bring forth justice and healing and freedom. It was in this moment of baptism that Jesus was anoin-
ted as the Son of God, the chosen Servant of the Lord and commissioned to confront the demons of 
his society and to bring healing to the brokenness of his people and to call women and men into intim-
ate relationship with God. 

From that moment forward that was the mission he set out on. Unlike John, Jesus does not proclaim 
the coming of the angry judge of the world, instead he speaks of the intimate nearness of God. Unlike 
John he does not demonstrate the arriving kingdom through threats of judgement and an ascetic life-
style, instead he shows it through signs of grace and acts of mercy to desperate people and deeds of 
healing for those who have been sick and suffering. He preached not of the last terrifying days, but of 
the fullness of time, the coming of the jubilee, the day of liberation, peace and hope.The fruits of Jesus' 
experience of the Spirit can be seen in every following story of the gospel. Jesus was changed from that 
moment on, a man intent on bringing that message of an intimate, merciful, healing, liberating God to 
men and women in need. The reading from Isaiah serves as a summary of his approach to that mission. 
But it does more than that for us. Remember that it was written to describe the mission of the people 
of God, not of Jesus. It was written as a description of our mission also. When Isaiah wrote “I have giv-
en you as a covenant to the people, a light to the nations, to open the eyes that are blind, to bring out the prison-
ers from the dungeon, from the prison those who sit in darkness,” it was you plural; you Israel, you who bear 
the name of the Lord. And so as we read it now, we can and must read it as you St Stephen’s Presbyteri-
ans: you are given as a covenant to the people, a light to the nations, to open the eyes that are blind, to 
bring out the prisoners who sit in darkness. You are my servant whom I uphold, my chosen in whom 
my soul delights; I have put my Spirit upon you and you will bring forth justice to the nations. 

It's a bit daunting, isn't it. But the same Spirit that descended and alighted on Jesus at his baptism is 
given to us… and for the same reason. It is time to put the mission of the people of God before 
everything else in our lives. It's time to turn the world upside down. Jesus was given the Spirit for the 
sick whom he healed. We are given the Spirit for the sick and broken who desperately need healing in 
our world. Jesus was given the Spirit for the sinners whose sins he forgave. We are given the Spirit for 
the sinners around us who are in desperate need of forgiveness and mercy. Jesus was given the Spirit for 
the poor and the outcast whose fellowship he sought out. We are given the Spirit for the poor and out-
cast whose fellowship is shunned by most of our society. Jesus was given the Spirit for the men and 
women who he called to follow him in discipleship. We are given the Spirit as those men and women 
whom he has called so that we might follow in his footsteps and carry on his mission. That’s what our 
baptism is for. And a voice is heard from heaven, “You St Stephen’s Presbyterians are my beloved chil-
dren, in whom I delight. Go, do as my beloved son has done.”


