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We have now entered the season of Epiphany, that season of the church year 

that immediately precedes the season of Lent. The Epiphany both begins and 

ends with stories from the Gospels in which is heard the Voice of God. On the 

first Sunday in Epiphany—today--we hear the story of the baptism of Jesus, 

with its climax in the Voice of God speaking to Jesus, "You are my beloved. In 

you I am well pleased." And then on the last Sunday in Epiphany, immediately 

before Ash Wednesday and the beginning of Lent, we hear the 

Transfiguration story in which Jesus and the inner core of his disciples ascend 

to a high mountain. And this time it is the disciples who hear the Voice of 

God saying, "This is my beloved son. Listen to him." The disciples represent 

us in that passage. "Listen to him." Listen to Jesus. What do we hear? 

 Well, immediately after that voice speaks to Jesus at his Baptism, our 

Lord begins his public ministry, and immediately after the Transfiguration 

story, after that Voice speaks to the disciples, Jesus begins his final journey 

from Galilee to Jerusalem. As Jesus journeys from Galilee to Jerusalem, from 

his baptism to his crucifixion, Jesus speaks about and demonstrates the way--

the path of following him. To listen to Jesus means to follow him on that path 

that leads to Jerusalem. 
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 Today, we read of the baptism of Jesus from Luke's gospel. Each gospel 

writer tells this event slightly differently, expressing a slightly different 

perspective that connects the incident with the whole of that gospel. The 

lectionary for today omits verses 18-20, but I put them back in, because 

they are crucial to Luke's theme, even if they may seem to divert attention 

from the baptismal story. Listen again to those three verses: “And with many 

other words John exhorted the people and preached the good news to them. 

But when John rebuked Herod the tetrarch because of Herodias, his brother's 

wife, and all the other evil things he had done, Herod added this to them all: 

He locked John up in prison.” Luke tells the story, the whole story, in order to 

set up the context in which Jesus was baptized and heard the words from 

heaven, "You are my son, the beloved. In you I am well pleased" (3:22). 

Those words matter deeply in and of themselves, of course. We can all 

benefit from understanding they are being said to each of us in our baptisms. 

They complement well God's declaration of love for God's people in the 

reading from Isaiah today. But that's not Luke's point here. Or at least that is 

only part of his intention. Luke is clear from the beginning of his gospel that 

he is trying to tell the story of Jesus with historical context always clearly in 

mind. That is exactly what he has done throughout the birth narrative and in 

greater detail than any other gospel writer. The wholeness of the story Luke 
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tells cannot be understood by ignoring what’s going on in the background. 

 The background here is the ministry and fate of John the Baptist. We 

encountered during Advent the story of the hopes around John's birth and 

his proclamation: “THE VOICE OF ONE CRYING IN THE WILDERNESS, 'MAKE 

READY THE WAY OF THE LORD, MAKE HIS PATHS STRAIGHT.” Today, we 

encounter something of the influence his truth-telling was having. No one in 

that time had seen anyone like this prophet who dared to challenge the way 

things worked at every level--religious, personal, economic, political and 

social--and tell all these people how concretely to change the way they lived 

in light of what God was about to do. His message was so powerful and 

convincing and inspiring (if also fearsome!) that the people, which here 

implies not just those who came out to see him, but people in the region 

generally, started considering the possibility that he might be the Messiah. 

 We need to take that seriously. A reading of Luke that focuses on 

Jesus without the historical context makes too big a contrast between the 

ministries of John the Baptizer and Jesus and misses what Luke is doing here. 

Luke does not portray John as "mean and wild" as opposed to Jesus as 

"loving and gentle." When John denies that he is the Messiah (verses 16-17), 

note the language John uses about the coming One. He is "more powerful," 

he is more worthy, and he baptizes not just with water but "with Holy Spirit 
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and fire." John is not contrasting his ministry to that of the coming One. It's 

a difference of degree, but not a difference of kind. John warns graphically 

and calls for real change here and now. The coming One will announce and 

expect the very same changes of life at every level but will also act 

dramatically to bring it about. Luke's gospel goes on to demonstrate exactly 

that. This is why I included verses 18-20. Jesus' baptism is part of the overall 

ministry of a man who was perceived as such a threat to the Herod of this era 

that he ends up jailed and then beheaded. Jesus' own baptism and the 

baptisms of all John's followers were seen as a clear and present threat to 

the powers that be. 

 Now look at the way the fact of Jesus' baptism is stated in Luke. It too 

is an act in context. "Now it happened that when all the people were baptized 

and Jesus also was baptized" (verse 21). Again, his baptism is clearly in the 

context of the ministry and message of John. And in that context the voice 

from heaven speaks. We cannot understand the love of God revealed in these 

words toward Jesus, nor toward us, apart from the context of challenge and 

threat—and good news, too--posed by the message and ministry of John the 

Baptist. To do so is to distort what Luke wants us to hear clearly. We have 

often turned the words to Jesus here and the sacrament of baptism itself 

into a ritual endorsing a comfortable kind of love and self-esteem. Comfort or 
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ego-boost for Jesus or for us is a small part of the intention of these words. 

Baptism was seen then and is at least symbolically still a revolutionary act, a 

treasonous act, indeed, against the claims of every other reign but God's.  

Our vows at baptism say that clearly:  

Do you renounce Satan and all the spiritual forces   

of wickedness that rebel against God?  

Do you renounce the evil powers of this world   

which corrupt and destroy the creatures of God?  

Do you promise to obey [Jesus] as your Lord? 

Baptism meant then and means now that we're embracing not ourselves or 

even each other but rather God first, and then each other, to follow the way 

of repentance and change that God's kingdom both seeks and makes 

possible. With Jesus as Lord we commit ourselves to peace through justice, 

not violence. 'MAKE READY THE WAY OF THE LORD, MAKE HIS PATHS 

STRAIGHT.” 


