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Introduction

The twelve days of the great Festival of the Nativity came to
an end with the Feast of the Epiphany. The three kings arrived
with gold, frankincense and myrrh, portents of a time yet to
come in the life of the child, Jesus. They had rightly
identified the child as the king springing forth from the
people of Judaea: king of the Jews, chosen servant of Adonai,
the Lord, Jewish king in truth unlike Rome’s appointed rulers,
sons of Herod the Great.

Isaiah 42:1-9

In our first reading from Deutero-Isaiah, we heard words
written to console, comfort, and give hope. The people of
Israel were in exile in Babylon but Cyrus of Persia was on the
horizon. Cyrus would defeat their Babylonian captors, help the
people return to Israel and re-build the Temple. Verses 1-7
comprise the first of four ‘Songs of the Servant of Yahweh’.
‘The Servant’ was one chosen to be God’'s gift of salvation to
the people in their hour of need. The Servant’s person and
deeds proclaimed purity of motive, faith in God alone, and
showed God’s justice as impartial and life-giving. In ‘The
Servant’, God established a new covenant with his people.

Mary and Joseph had named their baby son ‘Jeshua’: ‘God
saves’.

Matthew 3:13-27

Today, we heard from the gospel of St. Matthew that Jesus was
among many who came to his kinsman, John, for baptism in the
River Jordan. Among the crowd were Pharisees and Sadducees.
Pharisees were often leaders and teachers in the synagogues.
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Sadducees held positions of even greater authority and were
responsible for worship in the Temple.

However, Matthew introduced the baptism of Jesus this way
(Matthew 3:7-12, NRSV):

7. But when he (John) saw many Pharisees and Sadducees
coming for baptism, he said to them, “You brood of
vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?
Bear fruit worthy of repentance.

8. Do not presume to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as
our ancestor’; for I tell you God is able from these
stones to raise up children to Abraham.

10. Even now the axe is lying at the root of the trees;
every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is
cut down and thrown into the fire.

11. I baptise you with water for repentance, but one who 1is
more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy
to carry his sandals. He will baptise you with the Holy
Spirit and fire.

12. His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his
threshing floor and will gather his wheat into the
granary; but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable
fire.

Now, Matthew’'s gospel upholds the importance of Judaic Law
more than any other gospel. In this passage, John the Baptist
berated the Pharisees and Sadducees who also upheld the
importance of the Law. Devotion to the Law was evidence that a
person was righteous. The crucial difference between Matthew
and the Pharisees and Sadducees was that Matthew had
experienced Jesus’ ministry. The repentant tax-collector
understood that the Law was necessary but not sufficient for
salvation.

In the gospel, it’'s clear that John regarded many of the



Pharisees and Sadducees as seeking baptism to show how very
righteous, and deserving of heaven, they were: the self-
promoters we can recognise in every age and amongst us today.
As Julie Szego wrote (Weekend Australian 10/01/2026):

‘Enough with flattering the world view of pampered radicals
spewing hate while believing themselves the embodiment of
virtue, even as bodies pile up on the beach.’

However, for the quiet righteousness of his kinsman, Jesus of
Nazareth, John had the greatest respect, first demurring, then

consenting to baptise him. On 14" December 2025, we saw quiet
righteousness — decency — become heroic in Ahmed al-Ahmed,
Boris and Sofia Gurman, and others on Bondi Beach.

For Jesus, baptism was a way of emptying himself of ego. He
had kept the Law. He was righteous in the world of men and
women, a leader, but to fulfil all righteousness required
something counterintuitive. It meant becoming a follower: in
all humility following Abraham, and the long line of his
ancestors, including Mary and Joseph. Like them, to fulfil all
righteousness, he had to surrender his life totally to God,
the One who had given him his life. It meant keeping the Law
but not relying on it for righteousness, not serving the Law
blind to the needs of the people who shared his daily life. In
sum, it meant living his life in faith, doing whatever God put
before him, however difficult that might be for him. Think of
those people we have remembered today. In the waters of the
Jordan, Jesus let go of all that had made him who he was. He
rose from the waters ready be The Servant, the Son of God the
Father, and to be anointed by the Father’s spirit, the Holy
Spirit. Jesus would begin a new life with new powers. What an
image for our time.

Acts 10:34-43

Through, the Roman centurion, St. Peter learned that the
gospel of Jesus Christ was for all people. He was not to allow



even the prohibitions of the Law to stand in the way, but to
have faith in God who had given him a vision and understanding
of impartial justice, such that ‘.. in every nation anyone who
fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him.’.

Conclusion

Stephen Westfall wrote of his experience of spiritual re-birth
(‘Within and Without’, In Moody, R. and Steinke, D. (eds.)
(1997) ‘Joyful Noise’.), and I warn you of an impolite word in
one place.

‘My own spiritual rebirth was initiated several years ago,
when I had come to a place where my own resources could not
carry me an inch farther. I was heartbroken, pissed off, a
physical wreck, preoccupied with loss, and finally frightened
enough to ask for help. I can’'t be sure whether fear was the
sole motivator of my sudden willingness or if there was a
simultaneous surge of creativity from within that took
surrender as 1ts gesture. I do know that I nearly
instantaneously felt a flood of peace. Part of what I had
held to tightly as my identity died in that moment and in its
wake left a spaciousness for contemplation, and action
unobstructed by the fears and rationalisations that had been
there moments before.’

Whether at our baptism or when we pray, in that gesture of
surrender, the spaciousness of heaven opens before us and we
are brought home, into the loving presence of God. As we
celebrate the baptism of Jesus, let’s remember that the life
of faith, life in the Spirit, has its beginning when we each
become a child of God. As God looks at you, like a father or
mother at son or daughter, realise that God is committed to
you in a relationship of love that has no end. This is the
light of the new covenant Jesus brought into the world:

‘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. I am the
LORD, that is my name; my glory I give to no other, nor my
praise to idols.’ Isaiah 42:6-8



