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Today, we celebrate the Baptism of Jesus. We mark it each year on the first Sunday in the 
season of Epiphany.  Jesus' baptism was so significant to the early church that it appears in each 
of the Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John). Of course, each Gospel writer tells the story 
with their own spin. This year, we hear the story from Luke's perspective. It's surprisingly 
sparse. 
 
In Chapter 3, verses 21-22, Luke writes: Now when all the people were baptized, and when 
Jesus also had been baptized and was praying, the heaven was opened, and the Holy Spirit 
descended upon him in bodily form like a dove. And a voice came from heaven, "You are my 
Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased." 
 
Jesus' baptism begs a question. Why? Just a few verses earlier in Luke (3:3b), we hear that John 
called people to a "baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins." One of the core beliefs of 
Christian doctrine is that Jesus was both fully God and fully human - in every way but one - that 
Jesus was without sin.  So why did Jesus get baptized in the first place? 
 
One option for unlocking the mystery can be found in our first reading from the prophet Isaiah. 
It's a message from God to the people of Israel, at a pivotal time in their lives.  Seventy years or 
so earlier, the Israelites watched Jerusalem get destroyed by the Babylonians. Then, they were 
force-marched from Jerusalem to Babylon and enslaved. But after about seventy years, a 
miracle happened. Persia overthrew Babylon, and Cyrus, the Persian king, freed the Israelites 
and allowed them to return home.  
 
Today's passage from Isaiah is addressed to the returnees as they are making their way home 
again. In it, God promises love. God promises care. And God promises to be with them, no 
matter what they are facing.  In words that may be familiar to you because they were 
paraphrased in the hymn "Be not Afraid," God promises to be with them through whatever 
hardships they might face, including raging rivers and burning flames. And in words that are 
repeated again and again in scripture, God tells God's people not to be afraid. God is with them. 
God has been with them. God will be with them.  
 
Why? God says to the Israelites, you are "precious in my sight, and honored, and I love you" 
(Isaiah 43:4). 
 
It's one possible answer to the why of Jesus' baptism: love. It's assurance. It's Jesus going with 
us into the water and the flame because we are precious in God's sight, and honored, and 
loved. 
 
I've heard from many of you lately about how hard these days are. Many of us are feeling 
anxious. Or tired. Or sad. Or afraid. Or maybe all the above and more. And with everything 
happening around us, that's not surprising. So, let's take another week to rest in the reality of 
God's love for us, as a gift from these lectionary texts. 
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There's a translation of scripture known as The Message. It's not intended to be a literal 
translation. It's more like poetry. But here some of today's words from Isaiah one more time in 
the poetic language of The Message. If you're comfortable, I invite you to close your eyes and 
to hear God speaking these words to you.  
 
"Don’t be afraid, I’ve redeemed you (meaning I've purchased your freedom from whatever it is 
that has enslaved you). I’ve called your name. You’re mine." 
 
"When you’re in over your head, I’ll be there with you. When you’re in rough waters, you will 
not go down. When you’re between a rock and a hard place, it won’t be a dead end...." 
 
"I paid a huge price for you.... That’s how much you mean to me! That’s how much I love you! 
I’d sell off the whole world to get you back, trade the creation just for you." 
 
"So don’t be afraid: I’m with you." 
 
Amen. 


