
Baptism of Christ Matt.3.13-17, Isa 42.1-9 

What’s in a name? 

Today, during this season of Epiphany, of revelation, of Jesus being a light to the whole 

world, we remember Jesus’ baptism.  In describing this event Matthew, our gospel 

writer for this year, starts to reveal who Jesus is and who he is for.  

At a baptism we hear someone’s name announced.  Can you call out some of the names 

Jesus is called in our bible?  Son of God, Son of Man, Lamb of God, redeemer, Saviour 

(Jesus), master, rabbi, teacher, servant, judge, friend of sinners, king, Lord…..Slide 

Over Christmas we noted that Mary’s baby was to be called Jesus, which means God 

saves.  Then we were introduced to another of his names, Immanuel – God with us, 

and now today we have another name or a title.  When Jesus is baptised by John in the 

Jordan he hears God saying that he is his Son.  So, Son of God, another name. 

Why would the Son of God need to be baptised? John’s baptism was about repentance 

for the forgiveness of sins.  Israelites were being urged to get ready for a new chapter 

in their covenant relationship with God.  Repenting of their sins and being washed clean 

was the start of that.  Matthew has John expressing reservations about baptising Jesus, 

perhaps voicing Matthew’s own puzzle about Jesus, God’s son, a wholly righteous man, 

needing baptism.  I wonder if Jesus himself might have had the same inner question.?  

Why would someone in such a close relationship with God need to be baptised? 

Jesus didn’t so much need baptism as choose baptism because of his calling.  Choosing 

baptism is connected with his name Jesus – God saves, saving people, us, from our 

sins.  If God is to become fully human he needs to know from the inside, as it were, 

what human sinfulness means.  Through baptism Christ identifies with our humanity.  

He becomes fully Immanuel, God with us.  During his ministry Jesus refers to himself 

as Son of Man (or, using contemporary inclusive language, we might say, -son of 

humanity), as though emphasising his identity as one of us, and not just those of us in 

church this morning, but with the whole human race in all its diversity, a diversity we 

particularly celebrate in Epiphany as we connect with our link dioceses in Sweden, 

South Africa, India and the Caribbean.  Jesus, the Light of the world 

Slide So, through baptism Christ immerses himself in our humanity.  In so doing he 

sort of baptises it, makes it sacred, you could say, because Godself has chosen to dwell 

in it, in us.  We were already created in God’s image – that makes us special enough-, 

but now, through baptism, God offers to actually live within us, to become part of him 

as a beloved son or daughter. 

In every age fresh insights come to us as we absorb our scriptures.  In our current era 

where the earth itself is under threat through climate change because of our greedy 

consumption of its resources, we are starting to realise that if God in Jesus makes 

human life even more sacred, so by extension the whole of creation is God breathed.  

Water becomes sacred because of Jesus’ baptism in it, and the earth itself because he 

walked on it.  Our sin is not only about what we do to each other, but also to what we 

do to the earth. 

Son of God, Son of Man, Immanuel, Jesus – all these names can help us understand 

what it means to say that Jesus came to save us from our sins.  Being made in God’s 

image means that we have a divine spark within us, a source of power, drawing us 



towards love, goodness and truth.  This divine spark, though, can become corrupt if we 

draw on its power to further our own interests come what may.  We can see this at 

work on the world stage at present;  power exercised but not for human well being.  

There is a story from the American Indians that expresses our dilemma well.  I have 

shared this before, but it’s worth repeating!  An Indian chief is mentoring one of the 

young braves. ‘There is inside each of us a good wolf and a bad wolf.  They are fighting 

over which of them will gain control over us’, he says, going on to describes the fight 

graphically. The young brave looks worried. ‘Which one will win?’ he asks anxiously.  

‘The one you feed’. Replies the chief. Church helps us to feed the good wolf.  It’s the 

place where we can confess what’s wrong in ourselves, in our world, (ie our sin), and 

receive forgiveness.  Every Sunday we say ‘we have sinned against you and against 

our neighbour in thought, word and deed and in what we have left undone’.  In our 

present context ‘our neighbour’ includes not only our local and global human 

neighbours, but also the earth.  The priest then prays for our forgiveness.  This regular 

confession and willingness to receive forgiveness clears space for the life of Christ to 

grow within us. 

John the evangelist, our John, likens it to letting Jesus wash our dirty feet (John 13).  

We might need courage and humility to allow him to do this.  We’d rather he didn’t see 

the grime, the rough skin, the imperfections.  And anyway, shouldn’t we be washing 

his feet?! but Jesus says that unless he washes us we have no part with him (John 

13.8).  This is Jesus as Servant, another of his names (Isaiah 42.1-9). 

Today we have the font out as a reminder of Jesus’ baptism.  I’m going to pray over 

the water there and you may like to splash some on yourself either when you come up 
for Communion or when the service ends, as you consider the call to repentance, to 

receive forgiveness, to feed the good wolf, and claim your inheritance as a son or 

daughter loved by God. 

Dear Lord,  

You opened heaven’s gate and revealed yourself 

by the voice that called Jesus your beloved Son, 

baptizing him, in the power of the Spirit; 

reveal yourself to us now, to claim us as your children, 

and so complete the heavenly work of our rebirth 

in the waters of the new creation; 

through Jesus Christ, your Son, our Lord.  Amen        


