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Sunday 8 January 2023: Angela Hannafin 

Good morning and welcome to the first sermon of 2023. Today we are thinking 

about the baptism of Christ, so let’s listen to the scripture from the gospel of 

Matthew: 

------ 

13 Then Jesus went from Galilee to the Jordan River to be baptized by John. 14 But 

John tried to talk him out of it. “I am the one who needs to be baptized by you,” 

he said, “so why are you coming to me?” 

15 But Jesus said, “It should be done, for we must carry out all that God requires.” 

So John agreed to baptize him. 

16 After his baptism, as Jesus came up out of the water, the heavens were 

opened and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and settling on 

him. 17 And a voice from heaven said, “This is my dearly loved Son, who brings 

me great joy. 

------ 

Why did John try to talk Jesus out of being baptised? Not because he didn’t 

believe in it – he’d been encouraging people to turn their lives around, to start 

again and show they were serious by being baptised. But John and all the Jews 

were awaiting a great king, a warrior, someone who would rule by force and 

overturn the hated Romans. So, the idea that John would baptise Jesus seemed 

wrong and he wanted him to change his mind. John was expecting to be 

baptised by Jesus – that’s what a Messiah would do, rather than the other way 

around. These are the first signs of a very different king. However, Jesus’ reply 

showed that obedience to the Father is what is required. “It should be done, for 

we must carry out all that God requires”. Baptism is part of God’s plan for his Son 

and subsequently, his people. At the baptism, we read that the heavens were 

opened and the Spirit of God came down like a dove on Jesus. This was a public 

event where many witnessed what happened and would have seen the 

manifestation of the Holy Spirit. There was also an audible voice, where God 

expressed his love and affirmation for his Son. This was such a significant event 

that the gospel writer Matthew wanted to let his Jewish followers know that this is 

what they needed to do to follow God.    

Let’s just come back to the present moment. It’s New Year 2023. It’s a quiet time 

of year after all the recent celebrations. The presents have all been given out 

and probably some returned already. The decorations may already have been 
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taken down as you read to this. You may even be on a health kick as you begin 

this year. Robin Gamble, a Yorkshire vicar who is also the Bishop’s Advisor for 

Church Growth, comments that New Year is almost like we’re having another 

festival after Christmas – where good luck, good wishes and hoping for the best 

is the key. ‘Where does God fit in to this New Year business?’ he says. It’s a good 

point. 

I think the key is in our texts for today about baptism. New Year and baptism may 

not feel like a great partnership but they are actually very similar. Baptism is all 

about a new start, a sign of turning away and turning to God. If you were 

baptised as a baby, you would have had parents and godparents who would 

promise to turn to Christ on your behalf. These people would have promised to 

support your spiritual growth, so that one day you might be able to turn to Christ 

yourself. Baptism is also done publicly, so that the whole church community can 

stand with you and support your spiritual growth. It’s not a private party but 

something for the whole family of God to get involved in. Baptism is God’s way 

of inviting us to start again. Of course, it’s also a sacrament, which means the 

water used to baptise is ordinary water, until it is prayed over, and then it 

becomes something extraordinary. The water becomes a way for God’s Holy 

Spirit to cleanse someone and make them new as they begin relationship with 

God. “If anyone is in Christ, they are a new creation”! wrote the apostle Paul. I 

am one of those weird people who likes keeping things in boxes or wrapped 

properly for as long as possible – I love the newness of things.   

You may not feel like a new creation right now. You may feel a bit like the box 

you originally came in has got dirty or even damaged in places. It may even 

have holes in it. Christmas is not a time of great joy for everyone, and the 

pressure to be ‘simply having a wonderful Christmastime’ is real. That’s why it’s 

worth remembering that we worship a God who knows us and wants to heal us. 

So maybe New Year for you might involve some time with God, admitting that 

you’re not quite a new creation, telling him where the box got a bit dirty or 

damaged and asking for his healing power in our life. Remember, your prayer 

just needs to be honest since God knows all your needs anyway. Whilst we’re 

only ever baptised once, New Year can be an opportunity to start afresh. 

Secondly you are a new creation because of the love of God towards you. This is 

the love which is extended through baptism. Baptism is not a command but an 

invitation to come closer to God. So why not revisit your baptism. If this was when 

you were a child you might like to give thanks for those people who made those 

promises to support your spiritual growth on your behalf. You may even like to 
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contact them and send them a note to let them know you are grateful. I should 

add that baptism is never just for babies so perhaps God is nudging you to be 

baptised? It’s never too late to take that step of faith.  

Thirdly baptism gives us confidence that we can face the New Year because we 

have God on our side because the Holy Spirit is in us. Because Emmanuel means 

God is with us. Let’s be honest, things still look challenging in the world, but we 

are people of faith who can trust God. That means we keep on doing what we 

need to do to stay spiritually fit: worshipping together, reading the Bible and 

praying. These three things are at the heart of Christian growth and my 

experience is when I drop one of them, everything else suffers. Discipline in itself 

doesn’t sound fun, but these Christian disciplines have so much value in helping 

us draw closer to God.  

A New Year isn’t just wishing we have a Happy New Year, it’s an opportunity to 

put our trust in God again and look to him as we look out to 2023.     

May we give thanks for our baptism, for those who supported us along the way, 

and may we look to our God for all we need this New Year. AMEN.  

 

Things to reflect on: 

- Can you give thanks for those who supported you at your baptism? You 

may even like to contact them to do this.  

- Do you need some ‘repairing’ from God as you look out across the New 

Year? Ask him to heal whatever hurts and difficulties you are experiencing. 

- What might God be saying to you today through this text and sermon? 

 

Let’s pray,  

“God our Father, as we begin 2023, we ask that we will put our trust in you and 

follow you. We give you thanks for the new beginnings you offer, and ask that 

you will equip us to serve you this year. May this be a New Year where you guide 

and guard us. In Jesus’ name. AMEN.” 


