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What is the limit of Jesus’s reach?  What is his aim?  For traditional Jews 

the aim of the Messiah was the renewal of the people of Israel.  Later in 

Matthew’s gospel, when he meets the Canaanite woman and he is doubtful 

about contact with a Gentile she begs for the scraps for others too, and he 

seems to have reflected on the breadth of his mission at this point.  

Matthew is writing for a community whose background was strongly 

Jewish and as we see in Paul’s writings many wanted to stick closer to 

Judaism, but the writer wants them to reflect on their openness to Gentiles 

too. 

 So Matthew starts his gospel with two stories that are strongly about 

Jesus’ worldwide mission.  Obviously the feast of the Epiphany we have 

just had with the wise men from other nations in the east. 

 But though it is not so obvious, his baptism is about this as well. 

God the Father enters the story at the end of the baptism, ‘This is my Son, 

the Beloved, my favour rests on him.’  And this is directly linked to our 

first reading where Isaiah is introducing us to the role of the ‘servant’ who 

comes to save not just Israel but: 

 ‘Here is my servant whom I uphold, 

 my chosen one in whom my soul delights. 

 I have endowed him with my spirit 

 that he may bring true justice to the nations.’ 

This Chosen One, Beloved, in whom God’s soul delights or on whose 

favour rests, has come to bring true justice to all the nations. 

 As I have mentioned before, when some of us were in the Holy Land 

some years ago, we went to the Jordan and the melee of people from all 

over the world, pushing, shoving, in various garments, some white 

baptismal one, some slightly wacky, but all good humoured, was evidence 

of God’s nations coming together. 

 Some had plunged right in, we, possibly because we were British, 

just stood in the water and poured the water over us again while in prayer.  

It was a very moving moment, and there was a clear feeling among us all, 

our group and others, that the Spirit was present in that place.  It was a 

moment of renewal, as well as refreshing. 

 Now as for the Spirit in today’s story the Spirit is there descending 

on the newly baptised Jesus, and there is a close link here with the breath 

of God at Creation at the beginning of the Bible.  That was a moment of 

beginning: ‘In the beginning…’ as the Bible begins, and so it is here, Jesus 



 

 

is starting on his mission, and filled with that power of the Spirit that will 

guide him, help him in the next verses to face temptation, and at the end 

face death.  A Spirit of strength. 

 But it empowers us as well.  Why does Jesus have to be baptised?  

He does not need to as he is without sin.  But the very purpose of his 

mission is to stand with us and take us to salvation.  He chooses, in a 

gesture of humility and solidarity, to enter the water to be with us in all 

that our lives undergo.  He is Emmanuel, ‘God-with-us’, and he invites us 

to walk with him.  He shows us the way to be with the Spirit, and receive 

the gifts of the Spirit. 

What effect will all this have on us?  Baptism itself will not make us 

automatically heaven-worthy.  It is clear from John’s words that he brings 

a baptism of repentance, and that is the limit of it, good though it is.  It is a 

baptism that marks a conversion in the person who is then ready to receive 

the Spirit.  Jesus then brings with his baptism a readiness for action with 

him.  In the first reading it called it ‘justice,’ true justice for all the nations.  

This is Jesus’ mission; a journey to that peace that the angels sang about, 

which is, in its fullness, a state of being able, worthily, to be with God. 

 Our gospel today underlines that Jesus, God, is ready to give up 

everything to be with us and lead us into conversion and then an active life 

of being with him, and that his offer is open to all the nations, for on each 

of us his favour rests. 


