Baptism of Jesus - Fulfilling all righteousness
Isaiah 42:1-9
Matthew 3:13-end 
As we look back over our Advent and Christmas preparation, services, and messages of hope we continue to uphold the family in White Admiral Way, who have experienced such tragedy, in prayer. We are mindful that we have no concept of what they are going through at this awful time, and still less of how such a catastrophe can be seen to be part of God’s world. Our hearts break for the family and the community at this difficult time. May we do whatever we can as a church to support them.
For us, Christmas is over, and we have packed away the decorations for another year. Presents are being enjoyed, returned, or regifted, and everyone is taking a deep breath as we move on into the New Year and towards Lent.  
Now that Christmas is over parents have stopped bribing children to be good so that they do not get on Santa’s naughty list. For children the pressure is off for a while! 
What about us?  Is the pressure off us to be good? I want to reassure you that the pressure has never been on us, as God’s people, to be good, as our readings today clearly illustrate. 
In our Gospel reading Jesus comes to baptism. Baptism in the Christian church is a time when we bring children to God to be formally welcomed into the church family, where parents and godparents make promises on behalf of the child to be an example to the children, drawing them into the community of faith and helping them to walk with God. In doing so they reject evil, and repent of their sins, turning to Christ as their saviour. 
Baptism is also open to adults who have not been baptised, so that they can declare their faith and trust in God the Father, Jesus Christ the Son, and the Holy Spirit. They are welcomed into the church family, making the promises for themselves. It is a time when they repent of their sins and start afresh as a child of God. Geoff and I would welcome anyone to come and talk to us if they are interested in baptism or confirmation. 
When Jesus comes to John the Baptist to be baptised, understandably John the Baptist questions whether it is appropriate for him to baptise Jesus, whom John both recognises as the Son of God and is pointing people towards as the one who is to come. Jesus replies that it must be done properly to fulfil all righteousness. 
To fulfil all righteousness. We are going to explore what Jesus meant this morning, because in our Isaiah reading God says, “I have called you in righteousness”. What does it mean? What are Matthew and Isaiah referring to? 
Matthew’s gospel has righteousness as a thread throughout it, but the righteousness that Matthew is proclaiming does not mean righteousness as we think of righteousness today, observance of the law, being good, or legal correctness. In Matthew’s Gospel righteousness is a way of talking about the Christian life, a life which is lived in relationship with God, and which is focussed on obedience to God’s calling for our lives. 
The later servant songs in Isaiah make it clear that Israel is to do this through being an example to other nations. That purpose is now our purpose; we are called to be an example of how to live in relationship with God in the world today.  
Isaiah shares with us, his readers, the vision of the servant. During the Christmas season we see this as referring to Jesus, but at the time that Isaiah was written this reading was also about Israel, God’s chosen people. 
Isaiah reminds us that God is creator of the universe, the amazing God who has brought the earth to life and is now calling his people to be a light to the nations. New things I now declare – Israel is now called to be a nation which is an example to other nations of what a covenant relationship with God looks like, because they have been called in righteousness. Israel is called to do mission, to reach out to the communities and countries around them. 
The servant, whether it is Jesus or Israel, is called in righteousness. We are God’s chosen people today. We too are called to fulfil all righteousness. The servant, Israel, Jesus, and we are called by God to share with the nations the relationship that we have with God and thus share God with the world. How? What is God asking us to do?  
The purpose of this is made clear using the language of justice.  
We are called by Isaiah to establish justice to the nations, to faithfully bring forth justice. It sounds simple, but as we all know establishing justice is a big task. Justice can start with individuals, includes local communities, is national and international. No small task then to faithfully live in relationship with God and be an example to the world of what justice looks like. What does justice look like? 
Isaiah asks us to open the eyes that are blind, not just literally, although there are charities working in the third world who are literally doing that, but metaphorically as we work to help others see what needs to be done to bring about justice. This might be through prayer, through loving our neighbour, through being part of organisations and influencing the way that they go forward, and through adding our names to petitions which fight against injustice. 
We are also called to bring out the prisoners. There are many people who are prisoners for their faith, or imprisoned in countries like Iran unjustly, but there are also people who not physical prisoners. They are imprisoned in their own lives for many different reasons including the poor choices that they have made, the circumstances that they find themselves in, or the poor physical and mental health that might be imprisoning them. 
True justice is God’s justice, a compassionate justice, and we are called to establish God’s justice here in Hamstreet, in the Saxon Shoreline Benefice, and across the world.  When God gave Israel the ten commandments, he gave them a framework for His compassionate justice to be the foundation for both individuals and society. 
As we are called in righteousness there are manifold ways in which we can work to bring about justice.  We each have different interests and skills which will guide us into areas where we can both fight for justice and help to establish justice. I am sure that many of you are already involved in this in different ways, but perhaps you have not recognised how what you do means that you are already working towards justice. When I worked on the Holiday Activity and Food Programme I was fighting for justice as families on benefits tested free school meals, who were struggling to feed their children, were provided with quality childcare, food and education to support them to get the help that they needed. That is what justice looks like. Giving to food banks, or volunteering to help at them is another way in which we can help to bring about justice. 
We are chosen people, but are we chosen because we are special, because we have certain virtues or qualities? Not at all. Our reading makes it clear that we are chosen by God because God delights in us. Wow! Each and every one of is chosen by God because he delights in us, not because of anything that we have done. Just as we see at Jesus baptism when God says, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased” before Jesus has even started His ministry, so God is saying the same to us. Knowing that God loves us can empower us and uplift us to be the people that God wants us to be, and help us to be the righteous people that he delights in. 
Our reading reminds us that God has taken us by the hand. God has already given us his Holy Spirit to equip us for to be the righteous people in this place. The Bible is full of ordinary people who do extraordinary things, David, Gideon and Ezekial are but a few examples. God has chosen us, called us, given us His Holy Spirit. It is God who gives us the courage and wisdom to bring about justice. 
God does not intend justice to be brought about through force, through conflict and war, but through people like you and me. As Christians we should be confident in God’s love for us, but some Christians do fear that they are on God’s naughty list, that they need to work to get on the good list. They come to church on Sunday but worry that they cannot be the person that God wants them to be for the rest of the week. Casting Crowns capture this in one of their songs as they say, “here at the altar I lay my life, your Kingdom come, but my will was done. Jesus, how can I be sure that I will not lose my follow through between the altar and the door?” In other words, we come to church full of good intentions, but do we forget them for the rest of the week? Jesus died so that we could be the people that God wants us to be. He rose again to break the power of sin, and the fears that each one of us live with. 
We may fail in being examples to others in what righteous living looks like, just as Israel failed. Jesus did not fail, but we fail, both individually and as the Church of God. What we must always remember is that God has already factored that into His plans. He sent Jesus to give us an example of what righteousness looks like, but Jesus also paid the ultimate price through his death on the cross so that when we fail, both individually and corporately, we are forgiven. When we repent, just as John the Baptist proclaimed, we are forgiven, so that we can continue to be God’s righteous people in this place. 
Some of us allow ourselves to be imprisoned by our fear of letting God down or try too hard to be what God wants us to be, instead of just working on our relationship with God and allowing God to work through us. It is about letting God have more of our lives. God has chosen us just as we are, we don’t need to be different, we just need to let God use us completely. 
God is the source of all power, wisdom, and justice and so we need to be faithful people and find our role for 2026.  As we go into 2026 how are we going to let God have more of our lives, and what role are we each going to play in establishing justice? 
As we seek to show the world what God’s justice looks like, we can bear witness to our God with patience, gentleness, through compassion and righteousness.  As Paul Hanson says, “To live consistently in the service of the justice of God is to pattern one’s life on the nature of God”. 
Jeff Lucas says this: “God has purposes for each and every one of our lives. That purpose may be found in major vocational and career decisions, but also in the daily decisions we make to serve, bless, give, reach out, and use the gifts and talents we have been given”.
Let us pray:  Prayer: As your chosen child I seek to be your righteousness and justice this year; may I live according to Your unique purposes for my life today and show the world what a life lived with God looks like.  Amen. 
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