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Kevin Watson Chapter & verse

Did Paul McCartney, penning ‘Let 
it be’, know that those words are 
the fi rst recorded words of Jesus? 
Some Bibles have Jesus’ words 

in red print, and my Advent Bible study 
began at the start of the New Testament’s 
red print, intrigued to fi nd the fi rst words 
of Jesus as recorded by Matthew, the 
Gospel we are following this year. Reading 
Matthew, we have to wait until we have 
heard the family stories about Jesus’ 
ancestors, his birth, travelling as refugees 
and returning to Nazareth, and of cousin 
John’s ministry. Jesus is all grown up before 
we get to hear him speak, and the words of 
this reading are what we hear.

Jesus is speaking to his cousin, John the 
Baptist, to convince him that it isn’t he who 
should be baptising John and to persuade 
John to baptise him. This one sentence 
brings us to the heart of what Jesus is all 
about, and even from just one word in 
that sentence – aphiemi, the Greek here 
translated as ‘Let it be’.

These words remind me of the psalmist’s 
call to be still and know God is present 
(Psalm 46:10); for here is Jesus saying: ‘Don’t 
worry, let it be so and accept the way it was 
always meant to be – complete unbroken 
relationship with God and humanity. This is 
how righteousness is fulfi lled.’
Aphiemi can also be translated ‘let 

go’ – and as I read the stories of Jesus and 
gaze upon him, again and again I hear 
these words in my spirit. For here is the 
letting-go God. From the beginning of time, 
we see God freely letting go of his precious 
creation, letting the laws of nature shape 
and direct it. When fashioning beloved 
humanity, God lets go of control, building 

the gift of free will into our very DNA. 
So, it shouldn’t surprise us that God’s way 
to re-establish the right relationship of 
creation and humanity with the Godhead, is 
to let go of his son Jesus. Jesus is given into 
the vulnerability of being human.

The Bible is rich in stories of people 
who are called by God to let go. I often 
approach a passage by asking what it is 
the characters are being asked to let go 
of. In the Christmas story itself, think of 
how much each one is letting go ‘to fulfi ll 

all righteousness’. Very soon, I fi nd the 
Spirit directs me to my own life, what we 
need to let go of that we too can be in right 
relationship again. Ultimately it is to die
to self, that we might fi nd life as it is
meant to be.
Aphiemi can mean ‘forgive’. There seems 

a strong link between a world in need 
of God’s love, called to let go of all that 
is destructive and divisive, and our need 
for God’s forgiveness and forgiveness of 
each other. How many people’s lives are 
destroyed because they cannot let go of 
the bitterness of wrongs done to them? 
They need to fi nd forgiveness for others 
in order to fi nd healing for themselves. 
All of us need to let go of our pride and 
self-centredness, to know our need to be 
forgiven, to fi nd the forgiving God in Jesus 
Christ. If the fi rst words of Jesus give a 
sense of his coming to forgive, they are 
words that will be repeated loudly from the 
cross: ‘Father, forgive them.’  See how much 
he loves us!

In the Common English Bible, Matthew 
3:15 reads like this: ‘Jesus answered: “Allow 
me to be baptised now. This is necessary 
to fulfi l all righteousness.”’ Here aphiemi 
is translated as ‘allow’. Not only does God 
let go, but also permits us to take control 
ourselves. Forgiven and restored into right 
relationship with God, we are invited to join 
God in transforming the world into a new 
kingdom of justice and peace.

The Message translation has a different 
emphasis: ‘But Jesus insisted. “Do it. 
God’s work, putting things right all these 
centuries, is coming together right now 
in this baptism.” So John did it.’ It is as 
though Jesus looks us straight in the eye 
and commands us to get on with it – there’s 
God’s work to be done! The team is in 
place – in Jesus, God and humanity. Jesus’ 
letting agency has just opened – we are the 
dwelling places for the Holy Spirit!

Kevin Watson is Moderator of the United 
Reformed Church General Assembly 

‘This brings us to the 
heart of what Jesus was 
all about’

‘God’s way of re-establishing relationship
is to let go of his son’ 
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‘But Jesus answered him: ‘‘Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfil all 
righteousness.’' Then he consented. ’

Matthew 3:15
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Small group discussion questions 
December 2016/January 2017 

Chapter & verse – Kevin Watson (page 18) 
Read Matthew 3:13-17 followed by Kevin Watson’s article.  

1. If you had to sum up the heart of what Jesus is about in one word or phrase, what would 
you say?

2. ‘Some Bibles have Jesus’ words in red print,’ notes Kevin in the first paragraph. Why do you 
think this is, and do you like the idea?

3. Kevin says in paragraph two that Jesus’ first spoken sentence brings us to the heart of what 
he is about. How do you understand that sentence?

4. What connection is there between this first saying of Jesus and Psalm 46:10, which Kevin 
mentions in paragraph three?

5. In what ways does the Bible present to us a ‘letting-go God’, as Kevin puts it in paragraph 
four? What difference does this make to our understanding of God?

6. Can you think of some examples of Bible stories about ‘people who are called by God to 
let go’ (paragraph five). Have you felt that call in your own life? If so, when?

7. Kevin says in paragraph six that the word we’ve been looking at can mean ‘forgive’. What 
connections are there between letting be, letting go and forgiving?

8. In paragraph seven, Kevin talks about another meaning of the word: ‘allow’. What does this 
add to our understanding of what Jesus is all about?

9. The final interpretation of the word that Kevin unpacks in the final paragraph is a call to us. 
How do you respond to that call? 
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For further reflection: ‘Then Mary said, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me 
according to your word.”’ Luke 1:38

Prayer: Loving God, who lets go of us like a parent lets go of a child in whom they have 
confidence, and who eagerly lets go of all the ways in which we have betrayed that 
confidence, let us become more like you, we pray, and let us be your people, getting your 
work done. Amen. 
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