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Baptism of Our Lord • January 13, 2018 
Isaiah 43:1-7  •  Psalm 29  •  Acts 8:14-17  •  Luke 3:15-17, 21-22 

 
The story of Jesus’s baptism has often made the church a little uncomfortable. At the very 

least, the story is a little bit tricky when you stop and think about it. One way the church has dealt 
with that is by not thinking about it. But that’s not a lot of fun. So let’s think about it. 

Imagine for a minute that you are living in the first century in the year 80 or 90. You want to 
tell the story of Jesus’s life for some particular reason. You don’t sit down and think to yourself, 
Today I’ll write a gospel. You sit down to write a bios, a genre of Greco-Roman literature that explains 
Jesus’s life. And when you write a bios, you don’t just describe their life as a series of events strung 
one after the other. You have to curate the events in a way that they reveal something about the 
person you’re writing about. So you take the core of the tradition and you frame it in a way that 
reveals what you think is important. And so for any aspiring bios writer, Jesus’s baptism gives you 
two major problems to sort out. 

The first problem is about Jesus’s relationship with John. If John says that he is not worthy 
to untie the thong of Jesus’s sandals, if Jesus is more powerful than John is, then why is John 
baptizing Jesus? Shouldn’t it be the other way around? Shouldn’t Jesus be baptizing John?  

Luke handles that question in a kind of funny way. Luke seems ambivalent about John 
baptizing Jesus, so he puts the story of John’s arrest right before Jesus’s baptism. The effect is that 
when you read the story of Jesus’s baptism in Luke’s gospel, it’s unclear whether John is baptizing 
Jesus or not. Instead of saying, “John baptized Jesus,” Luke simply says, Jesus “had been baptized.” 
The literary equivalent of pleading the Fifth. 

The second problem, which is more relevant for us today, is about Jesus’s relationship with 
God. What does the proclamation from the heavens in today’s gospel reading mean? Jesus is 
baptized and then a voice says, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” Does 
that mean that Jesus wasn’t the Son or the Beloved before he was baptized? That Jesus had to be 
baptized to become who he is? And shouldn’t Jesus already know that God is well pleased with him?  

Luke addresses that question directly in today’s gospel reading, but he does it in a very subtle 
way, just by dropping a hint. It’s so quick that it’s easy to miss it entirely. Luke says that Jesus was 
baptized in a crowd of people. Only Luke says that Jesus was baptized with other people. Think 
about why that matters for a second. It means that Jesus’s baptism was not a one-on-one thing 
between him and John. It means that Jesus’s baptism wasn’t just a box that Jesus was checking to 
fulfill a series of prophecies before he could get to the important stuff. It means that Jesus didn’t get 
baptized for his own sake. Luke says that Jesus got baptized in a crowd because he wants us to know 
that Jesus got baptized for the crowd.  

The voice from the heavens that says that Jesus is the Beloved isn’t there for Jesus. It’s there 
for the crowd. Is Jesus beloved by God before his baptism? Yes. Is Jesus well pleasing in God’s sight 
before his baptism? Absolutely. God does not need Jesus to get baptized to call him beloved. Jesus’s 
baptism is a sign for other people that he is a beloved child of God. Jesus knew that he was a 
beloved child of God before his baptism, but after his baptism, everyone knows it. Everything that 
comes after in Jesus’s life is going to be imbued with new meaning. Because it won’t just be Jesus 
acting. It will be God’s beloved acting. This is why Jesus’s baptism inaugurates his public ministry. 
So in his baptism, we could say, Jesus becomes publicly who he already is in the eyes of God. 

And so it is with us. We do not need to be baptized for God to call us beloved. It is a gift to 
help us trust that we are beloved. And, more than that, it is a gift that is intended for the benefit of 
other people. Because when you live out your baptism, when you claim the promises of your 
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baptism that come from God and from other people, God’s love and compassion are more readily 
seen in the lives of others. Just like Jesus, your baptism is what begins your public ministry. This is 
one of the reasons why baptisms in the Lutheran tradition are always public events. Sometimes 
people are upset that we don’t do baptisms just with family and close friends. Well, tough. Life 
doesn’t have a “just family and close friends” setting. And discipleship certainly doesn’t. You don’t 
get to choose who shows up at your baptism because you don’t get to choose who shows up in your 
life. They are public events because your baptism is public sign. It is not just about your relationship 
with God, it is about God’s relationship with all people. It is about all of us together, just like Jesus, 
becoming publicly who we already are in the eyes of God. 

Every time we do a baptism, there are promises made. Most obvious, there are promises 
from God to the newly baptized. Promises of resurrection and new life. Promises that you are, like 
Jesus, a beloved child of God. But there is another set of promises, too. Promises not from God but 
from other people. From parents, from sponsors, and, maybe most important, from people in the 
assembly that you don’t know. Those promises are about helping one another become who God 
says we already are. They are about helping make one another’s baptisms public.   

This is kind of abstract, so let me give you an example of what it means to make our 
baptisms public. One morning last month, I was over at Beth Rishon with Rabbi Wajnberg working 
through some of the Exodus story and realizing how much Hebrew I have forgotten. And as I was 
leaving, he asked me what I had going on that afternoon, and I said I had a visit to make and some 
emails to send and confirmation to plan, but nothing too crazy. Just kind of regular, ordinary stuff. 
And so, I asked him, “What about you?” And he said, “Well, I have a meeting with the principal of a 
local high school. Someone found a swastika in the bathroom, and the school didn’t want to make a 
big thing about it because they thought it would make the school look bad, but then people found 
out, and now the administration wants to talk to a rabbi, so now I have to go talk to them.”  

There’s a certain phrase that we use when things happen that we’d rather not talk about, the 
type of thing we say when we find swastikas in the high school bathroom: “This is not who we are.” 
Keep your ears open and you’ll hear it constantly. It’s the thing we say whenever we find something 
about ourselves or our communities that doesn’t align with what we thought. We build communities 
that we believe are loving and caring and supportive and good. And then we find anti-Semitic graffiti 
in the high school bathroom. And so we say This is not who we are.  

Well… Apparently that is who we are. This is not who we are usually means This is not who I 
thought we were. There’s a gap. A gap between how we perceive our communities and relationships 
and institutions to be and how they are actually experienced by other people. By the time we resort 
to the moral preening of This is not who we are, that gap between how the world is and how we think 
the world is has gotten pretty big.  

Jesus’s baptism and our baptisms are God’s way of closing that gap. Instead of puffing 
ourselves up with faux indignation, our baptisms allow us and, more important, allow other people 
to see the world clearly. They allow us to say, No, this actually is who we are. And we need to own up to that 
fact. Our baptisms tell us that just because we don’t see a problem, that doesn’t mean the problem 
doesn’t exist. They let us see that when the problem goes away on its own, it’s usually at someone 
else’s expense. And they let us see that before we can be a people of hope or a people of change or a 
people of reconciliation, we have to be a people of honesty. Who are capable of seeing hard truths 
and saying, This is who we are. 

But our baptisms allow us to say something else, too. Not just This is who we are but This is not 
the way it has to be. They allow us to inhabit a new kind of moral imagination that talks seriously about 
things as they are so that we can undertake a new future together. After Jesus’s baptism, everything 
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he does takes on new meaning. And so it is with us. Because when God gives us that same Holy 
Spirit, everything we do becomes a sign of God’s redemptive work among us. We are not simply 
living, but our very lives are signs that point to the mercy and compassion of God.    

What our world needs and, as it just so happens, what God makes us into, are people who 
live out their baptisms. People who are in the crowd. Who say This is who we are. But it isn’t the way it 
has to be. People who make the world what it already is in Christ. Reconciled, restored, and renewed. 

Who believe that the truest thing about us and our world is not the most readily apparent. 
Who live and breathe as sons and daughters, beloved children with whom God is well pleased. And, 
thanks be to God, that is exactly who we are. 

 
Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


