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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 begins and 

ends with stories from the Gospels in which we hear 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 apparently to Jesus, "This is my 

Son, the Beloved, with whom 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 then it is the disciples who hear the 

Voice of God saying, "This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; 

listen to him!" The disciples represent us in that passage. "Listen to him." 

Listen to Jesus. What do we hear? 

 Today, we read of the baptism of Jesus from Matthew'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. 

Matthew, as in Luke’s account, places Jesus’ baptism in the context of John 

the Baptist’s ministry; today’s passage follows immediately the story of 

John’s preaching, when John addresses people in the crowd and points out 

their wrongdoing and tells them how to repent, to change their ways. 

However, Matthew does not emphasize as strongly as Luke when telling the 

story of Jesus’ baptism, the fate of John—his imprisonment and death—but 

it is nevertheless there in the background. After all, in both gospels, Jesus 

begins his public ministry when he hears that John has been imprisoned. 

Matthew’s nativity story concerns itself, not with lowly shepherds, but with 
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kings and powerful men; there is intrigue, moves and countermoves, violence 

and death in Matthew’s story of the epiphany. Hence, the way Jesus' baptism 

is described in Matthew is an act in context: "People went out to [John] from 

Jerusalem and all Judea and the whole region of the Jordan. Confessing their 

sins, they were baptized by him in the Jordan River.” Although less 

emphasized than in Luke’s version, Jesus’ baptism in Matthew is clearly 

presented in the context of the ministry and message of John. And into that 

political 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 

Matthew wants his readers to hear clearly.  

The difference in Matthew’s version of the baptism of Jesus from the 

other gospels is the addition of John’s reluctance to baptize Jesus. The other 

writers include his statements about his own unworthiness even to loosen the 

laces of the sandals of the one who is to come, but Matthew has John 

attempt to prevent Jesus and to question him: "I need to be baptized by you, 

and do you come to me?" And only Matthew includes Jesus’ answer to John: 

"Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness" 

It’s a puzzling bit of dialogue. Let what be? John's objection was that Jesus 

ought to be baptizing him rather than the other way around (verse 14). Jesus 

was the One, after all, and John but a messenger, a forerunner. Jesus insists 

not only that John should baptize him, but that he should let go of his 

objection, his vision of how things "should be," and that such letting go was 

how both of them could "fulfill all righteousness." In God's kingdom, the least 

are blessed and are then enabled to bless others. In the Isaiah reading, God’s 

servant is an answer to the waiting of the world. Three times it asserts that 
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the servant will do "justice" among the nations (42:1, 3, 4). That justice will 

be concerned with the healing of the blind and prisoners, those not given a 

fair deal by the world. Jesus’ baptism marks him as the one who will perform 

God’s good pleasure. In the preaching of Peter in Acts, Jesus is acknowledged 

as "Lord of all" (Acts 10:36) who has power to heal and to overcome the 

power of evil (verse 38), and grant forgiveness (verse 43). God’s power for 

life, invested in Jesus, is stronger than the power of death. Jesus is the 

vehicle of God’s rule that yields all that is needed for the well-being of the 

world. 

After the baptism of Jesus there are three distinct signs. The heavens are 

opened, a sign of significant revelation about to come. The Holy Spirit 

descends on Jesus as a dove, harbinger of new creation as in the story of the 

Flood. And a voice from heaven says, "This is my son, my beloved, in whom I 

am well pleased" (verse 17). These three signs show that God was 

inaugurating something dramatically new here, and inaugurating it precisely in 

and through Jesus. The baptism of Jesus is itself another epiphany, an 

inbreaking of God’s spirit into our midst. 

Baptized into Jesus Christ by water and the Holy Spirit, we, too, 

experience the inauguration of something dramatically new in our lives, 

nothing less than being incorporated into God's mighty acts of salvation, 

initiated into Christ's church, and given new birth. Every time we celebrate 

the baptismal covenant or reaffirm our baptismal vows, in ritual we join what 

God did, said, and made known in the baptism of Jesus. Heavens opened, 

Spirit poured out, God's voice spoke --"My beloved child with whom I am well 

pleased." 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 

baptism. They complement well God's declaration of love for God's people in 
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the reading from Isaiah today.  

 But 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 encouragement for Jesus or for us is a small part of the 

intention of these words. Baptism then in the time of John and Jesus was 

seen as and is at least symbolically still a revolutionary act, a treasonous act, 

indeed, a statement against the claims of every other reign but God's. Our 

vows which we renew at baptism say that very 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? 
 
Jesus as Lord, not Caesar. Jesus as Lord, not Harper, nor Obama. 

Remember the first commandment: “Thou shalt have no other gods before 

me.” And Jesus’ statement: “You cannot worship God and Mammon too.” 

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

even each other but rather God first and then each other in order to follow 

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

possible.  

 These readings today all together ponder God’s resolve for the world 

and locate it in the life of Jesus. The gospel offer of peace for the world 

contradicts the drift toward death of our world. It is this glorious contrast 

that is the ground of our being and the call for action among those who sign 

on with this one in whom God is well pleased. With Jesus as Lord, and no 

other, we commit ourselves to peace through justice, not violence. Blessed 

by God in our baptism, we are challenged in turn to carry God’s blessing to 

others. 


