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Grace to you and peace from God our Creator and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
 That last time we were all together it was still Christmas, the last day of Christmas, and I 
was encouraging you to say “merry Christmas” one last time. Well Christmas is behind us now, 
so I guess it’s high time for “happy new year” greetings. How are you doing with your New Year 
resolutions? Or shouldn’t I ask? I think we’re doing more incremental resolutions in our 
household this year. We’ve been working on exercising more, eating better, and being more 
organized for some time now. But the new year still gives us the opportunity to redouble our 
efforts. We’ve been to the gym multiple times in the past week. The first day back was last 
Monday. I don’t think I’ve ever seen it so crowded. We only just managed to find three free 
treadmills. “It’s that time of year,” we said to each other, with people trying to make good on 
their New Year’s resolutions. Things were a little better on Wednesday, and even better on 
Friday. I hope that doesn’t mean people are giving up already.  
 A popular meme that’s been making the rounds on the internet over the past month or so 
is captioned “New Year, New Me.” It captures the perennial optimism that we can redefine 
ourselves, give ourselves a new identity. I’m working on becoming Chris, the healthy eater, and 
Chris, the early riser. I’m also hoping to be Chris, the (more) regular exerciser, maybe even Chris, 
the 10K runner? Helen and James have started training for a half marathon, so I’m thinking 
about working up to a 10K, but a little afraid I won’t be able to pull it off. 
 Today we celebrate the Baptism of Our Lord, and at the same time remember our own 
baptism into Christ. Baptism is an event that marks a transition and establishes an identity. I’m 
going to have a quick look at all three of our readings this morning, in reverse order, in order to 
consider the identity-giving meaning first of Jesus’ baptism, then of our own, and finally what 
they have to do with each other. 
 First, the account of Jesus’ baptism according to Matthew. Jesus’ baptism in Matthew is 
established in two ways. The first is the more obvious. As Jesus is coming up out of the water he 
sees the Holy Spirit descend on him like a dove, and he hears the voice of God proclaim him the 
Son of God and the “beloved.” This fits in well with our reading from John last week. It defines 
Jesus as being uniquely connected to God, the agent of God’s mission in the world. This is the 
event that sets the ball rolling and gets Jesus to begin living into his true identity. 
 Second, Jesus baptism defines how he will interact with us as God’s agent, and even 
prefigures his crucifixion, if we think about this carefully. Matthew is the only Gospel that has 
this exchange between Jesus and John the Baptist when Jesus comes for baptism. John doesn’t 
want to do it. He recognizes himself as unworthy and says that it would be more appropriate for 
Jesus to baptize him. That’s when Jesus says no, that John baptizing him “fulfills all 
righteousness.” What the heck does that mean? It helps to know that “righteousness” can also be 
translated “justice” here, and that the concept appears in all three of our readings today. John 
objects to baptizing Jesus because John’s baptism is a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness 
of sins. John somehow knows that Jesus does not have anything to repent of, and he does not 
need to have his sins forgiven. John is right about this. The “just” or “righteous” thing would be 
for John to repent and be forgiven by Jesus. But Jesus’ refusal shows that what God is up to in 
Jesus goes way beyond justice and righteousness. Jesus is unfair to himself in our favor. Already 
at his baptism Jesus is taking on sins that are not his own in order to save us from the impossible 
demands of justice. You see now how this foreshadows the cross? 



 That’s how Jesus’ baptism establishes his identity. So how does our baptism establish 
ours? That takes us to our second reading. And context is crucial here. This little sermon of 
Peter’s takes place right after Peter baptizes the centurion Cornelius – a Roman soldier, a Gentile. 
This event redefines Peter’s understanding of how God operates. He had previously thought that 
God was only concerned about the people of Israel. His encounter with Cornelius, together with 
a vision of God changing the old rules, helps him to realize that God is at work to give all people, 
both Jews and Gentiles, a new identity in Jesus through baptism. God wants all of us to trust that 
Jesus’ death and resurrection takes away our sin and establishes us as doers of justice. I told you 
that justice was in all three of our readings. In this one it’s lurking under the translation of “right” 
in verse 35. We who are made acceptable by Jesus’ sacrificial death are also transformed into 
doers of justice as a matter of course by the grace of God and the power of the Holy Spirit. 
 Jesus’ baptism by John and our baptism into Jesus are really two different things, 
primarily because the baptism that John the Baptist was offering was not baptism into Jesus, or 
into his death and resurrection. John’s baptism was a ritual washing of repentance. It was 
actually kind of like our new year’s resolutions. It marked a person’s desire to change, the desire 
for a “new me” going forward. Jesus used that ritual to show that God was changing things up, 
which is one of the meanings of the word repentance. I’ve already talked about that in thinking 
about our Gospel reading, but our first reading from Isaiah helps flesh it out. Matthew has Isaiah 
in mind. Jesus will be the means of establishing God’s justice, of making the world right. But he 
will not do so as a conquering hero, and not as a fire and brimstone prophet, but as one who 
whose life shines with the love and healing of God for all people. He will be resisted and abused, 
but he will not be broken or extinguished, and he will see God’s rescue mission through to the 
end. That’s the promise of Isaiah. 
 It’s also the promise of our baptism and of Matthew’s Gospel. Matthew bookends his 
Gospel with the promise that God is with us in Jesus Christ, and that, of course, is what we are 
promised in baptism as well. All of these readings this morning work together to drive that point 
home. Baptized into Christ Jesus we are given a new identity, his identity as God’s beloved, and 
with this comes the security of the promise of God’s ongoing presence in our lives. “I am with 
you always,” Jesus promises the disciples at the end of Matthew’s Gospel.  
And we are also set on a new trajectory. Freed from our past, we begin living out the promise of 
God’s “justice” in place of our own, quietly and persistently conveying God’s love, healing, and 
hope even in the darkest of times. 
 I hope that I succeed in my various vague New Year’s resolutions this year, and I wish 
you success in your resolutions as well. But whether we succeed in those personal goals or not, 
there is already a “new me” and a “new you” in Holy Baptism. God is with us and God is at 
work in us in the life of Christ that we share. As we look to the future, whatever it may hold, may 
God grant us grace to trust the promise of baptism and to live out our baptismal calling, shining 
with the light of Christ. And may the peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep our 
hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 


