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So, here we are not only at the beginning of a new year, but of a new decade. It doesn’t seem that long ago 

that we were celebrating the beginning of 2010, or for many of us, the arrival of the new millennium. It’s 

hard to believe how fast that time has gone by! 

  

A new year is often a time for resolutions and new beginnings, as we all know. Perhaps we’ve told ourselves 

that this year we really will start going to the gym again; that we’ll cut back on that delicious food that we 

know isn’t good for us; that we’ll quit smoking or give up some other bad habit; that we’ll make a real effort 

to get on with that difficult person; or whatever. Maybe we’re still sticking dutifully to it; or maybe, like the 

ten or twenty years I just mentioned, our resolution also disappeared frighteningly fast. 

 

Well, our gospel reading today is about one of the greatest new beginnings that there has ever been. The 

baptism of Jesus signals the moment when his ministry began, and in many ways it’s profoundly important 

for us and our faith. 

 

But let me back up a bit first. Before we get to Jesus’ baptism, let’s look at what was going on just before it. 

 

John had been preaching repentance and baptism for a little while before Jesus appeared on the scene. It was 

scarcely a comforting message, as John was inclined to be quite critical of his hearers before getting round to 

the subject of baptism. Calling people a “brood of vipers” was just another day at the office for John. And, in 

fact, baptism itself was usually used for converts to the Jewish faith or for those who’d been defiled in some 

way and needed to become ritually clean again – so it strongly implied leaving behind an old, sinful life to 

take up a new life of purity. 

 

Perhaps not surprisingly, in view of what John is doing – not to mention his force of character – people begin 

to think he may be the Messiah. But John is quick to set them straight. The one who is coming is far more 

powerful and much greater than John, so much so that John isn’t worthy even to perform the humble task of 

untying the straps of his sandals. Jesus’ baptism will be by the Holy Spirit and by fire. And he will separate 

the righteous from the wicked, sending each to the fate they deserve. 

 

Well, when Jesus actually arrives, it’s a lot more low-key than that. At least it is at first. Far from barging in 

to take over, Jesus himself asks to be baptized by John. 

 

This raises what could be a difficult question. The people are being baptized so as to be forgiven for their 

sins. If Jesus is without sin, as the gospels claim he is, why does he come to John to be baptized? 

 

I want to explore for a moment what it means when we hear or read of Jesus being sinless. Did he never get 

up to any tricks as a child or young man? Did he never disobey his parents? Did he never get angry, say 

anything remotely rude, drink just a little too much, or get into any kind of trouble? Was he perfect to the 

point of being obnoxious? And if he was, did nobody notice? Or is our concept of what it means to be sinless 

flawed? Is it possible to be without sin and still be a normal human being? 

 

We don’t know about the young Jesus, because the Bible doesn’t tell us. The only story we have of Jesus’ 

childhood is in Luke’s gospel, when he stays behind in the temple in Jerusalem, to the consternation of his 

parents. But the implication is that Jesus is doing the right thing in being in his heavenly Father’s house. 

 



To come back to why Jesus is baptized, there are two reasons why Jesus does this. One is to set an example 

of obedience to God. Jesus chooses to be baptized to demonstrate that he submits to the authority of his 

Father in heaven. It doesn’t imply, as some people both inside and outside the faith have suggested, that he 

was a sinner who needed forgiveness. In a way there’s a parallel with his death on the cross, when he was 

executed as a criminal, although innocent of any wrongdoing. 

 

The other reason Jesus chooses to be baptized is to show that he stands with us in our humanity, and doesn’t 

set himself apart, even though he could have done so. As the writer of Hebrews says, “… we do not have a 

high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in 

every way, just as we are – yet was without sin.” (Hebrews 4:15) Jesus understands the human condition and how 

hard it is to resist when temptation comes calling. He set an example of how to live life, but didn’t come to 

condemn us when we fail. 

 

And talking of failing and being human, even the Pope can fall short on occasion, as you may have seen in 

the news at the turn of the year. When a woman tried to pull him toward her in St. Peter’s Square, he 

smacked her hand away in what was clearly an angry reaction. He apologized for his action subsequently, 

and the incident serves to confirm that no one except Jesus himself is perfect. We all do things at times that 

we regret later, and that’s the very reason why we need Jesus. 

 

We’ve seen that baptism was part of the very beginning of Jesus’ ministry. It carried on and developed in the 

early church and quickly became a traditional way of bringing new members into the church family. And 

now it has much more to do with welcoming new and often very young members than with cleansing away 

sin. There is still that symbolism there, but most people in the Anglican churches, at least, don’t consider that 

babies and very young children have sins that need to be forgiven. 

 

The reading we heard from the Book of Acts takes place when Peter goes to visit a centurion named 

Cornelius, who was a Gentile and part of the occupying Roman army. Nevertheless, God tells Peter to go to 

him, and immediately after the words of Peter that we heard, the Holy Spirit comes upon everyone there, 

Jews and Gentiles alike. In baptism in the church, not only water but the Holy Spirit is involved, and when 

the Spirit comes on this occasion of Peter’s visit, he knows that the water of baptism must be given too. 

 

There was a belief in the past, which persisted until quite recent times, that babies who died unbaptized were 

either condemned to hell, or at best to limbo, a kind of indeterminate place that was neither heaven nor hell. 

The theory was that baptism is necessary to salvation, and that God would accept no excuse for failing to 

receive it. Let me tell you that the God that you and I worship doesn’t make rigid, unjust rules like that. The 

God of love will never turn away anyone because of something they had no control over. The gospels are full 

of examples of mercy and compassion overriding rules in the person of Jesus. God’s love is infinite, and will 

not be limited by human restrictiveness. 

 

Immediately after Jesus’ baptism we have the wonderful picture of the Holy Spirit descending upon Jesus in 

the form of a dove. As the Spirit does so, a voice comes from heaven saying, “You are my Son, the Beloved; 

with you I am well pleased.” I like to think that, in a spiritual sense, the same thing happens at every baptism. 

As we commit ourselves to God in baptism, whether we’re old enough to do it for ourselves or whether it’s 

done on our behalf, God looks down on his child, the one being baptized, with a boundless love. Yes, God 

knows we’ll make mistakes, disobey him, maybe even turn away from him at times in our lives. But that 

doesn’t stop God’s vast, unending, sacrificial love from always being there for us. 

 

As we move into this new year, with its hopes, fears, expectations, intentions and surprises – and with our 

2020 vision – let’s entrust ourselves to God’s love, knowing that it will never fail. 

 


