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WE NEED WATER FOR LIFE.

WATER IS POWERFUL AND FRAGILE AT THE SAME TIME. SEVENTY PERCENT
OF THE EARTH IS COVERED BY WATER AND IT IS ONE OF THE MOST
IMPORTANT NATURAL RESOURCES WE HAVE.

IMAGES OF WATER ARE PART OF THE HEBREW AND CHRISTIAN TEXTS.
GENESIS 7 PROVIDES US A GLIMPSE OF WATER AS BOTH DELIVERANCE AND
DESTRUCTION. WATER IS THE MEANS OF DELIVERANCE OF THE ISRAELITES
FROM THEIR CAPTORS IN EXODUS. ISATAH 35 AND AMOS 5:24 DEPICT GOD’S
JUSTICE IN WATER IMAGERY. JOHN 4 PROVIDES THE STORY OF LIVING
WATER AND THE SAMARITAN WOMAN AT THE WELL. JESUS IS FOUND
TEACHING AND TRAVELING ALONG WATER, HE UTILIZES IT FOR HEALING,
AND HE USES THE IMAGE OF WATER AS A TEACHING TOOL. AND THE
IMAGES GO ON AND ON.

WATER IN THIS PASSAGE IS FOR THE PURPOSE OF BAPTISM (VERSES 13, 16).
JESUS ARRIVES AT THE JORDAN RIVER TO BE BAPTIZED BY JOHN, WHO FEELS
UNWORTHY TO PERFORM THE BAPTISM (VERSE 14). IN THE WATERS OF
BAPTISM WE ARE CONNECTED TO GOD, TO OUR COMMUNITY, AND TO ALL
OF SALVATION HISTORY. IN THE WATERS OF BAPTISM WE ARE INFUSED
WITH THE SPIRIT TO DO GOD’S WILL.

IN TODAY’S GOSPEL READING, MULTITUDES HAVE GATHERED DOWN AT
THE JORDAN RIVER TO LISTEN TO A MAN NAMED JOHN.

JOHN THE BAPTIST IS A PROPHET OF THE LORD - SENT TO DELIVER A ONE-
WORD MESSAGE OF REPENTANCE. HE IS DEFINITELY NOT WHISPERING.

TO REPENT MEANS TO TURN AROUND.
TO CHANGE COURSE.

TO FOLLOW GOD’S WAYS RATHER THAN
YOUR OWN SELFISH DESIRES.



SO, THE CROWDS LINE UP TO BE IMMERSED IN A NEW WAY OF LIFE
AT THE RIVER WHERE SINNERS BECOME SAINTS, AND WHERE PEOPLE WHO
THINK THEY DON'T MATTER FIND A NEW BEGINNING IN GOD.

IRONICALLY, AS YOU READ OTHER ACCOUNTS OF THIS EVENT, JOHN TURNS
SOME OF THEM AWAY - THE SELF-RIGHTEOUS ONES WHO ARE ONLY THERE
FOR THE SHOW, WHO THINK THEY’RE PERFECT JUST THE WAY THEY ARE.

AND WADING RIGHT INTO THIS CESSPOOL OF SIN AND HYPOCRISY COMES
JESUS. HE WHISPERS SOMETHING IN JOHN’S EAR. AND SUDDENLY THE
THUNDERING PROPHET IS REDUCED TO MUMBLING.

“YOU WANT ME TO BAPTIZE YOU? NO, YOU'VE GOT IT ALL WRONG, JESUS.
IT"S YOU WHO SHOULD BAPTIZE ME.”

AND YET, WITH TREMBLING HANDS, JOHN LOWERS THE COMING ONE OF
ISRAEL INTO THE SHALLOW, MUDDY WATERS OF THE RIVER. WHEN JESUS
EMERGES, WIPING HIS EYES WITH HIS SLEEVE - HE GIVES HIS COUSIN, JOHN
A HUGE SMILE AND A BIG BEAR HUG.

AND IN THAT MOMENT, ALL THE SINNERS STANDING THERE ON THE
RIVERBANK HAVE AN EPIPHANY. YOU KNOW WHAT AN EPIPHANY IS,
RIGHT?

NOT JUST A SEASON OF THE CHURCH YEAR THAT BEGAN THIS PAST WEEK,
BUT AN “AHA” MOMENT, WHEN YOU RECOGNIZE SOMETHING FOR THE
FIRST TIME. WHAT JOHN’S AUDIENCE RECOGNIZES IS

IN TRYING TO DESCRIBE AN EPIPHANY, PEOPLE OFTEN SAY,
IT"S AS THOUGH A LIGHT COMES ON AND
SOMETHING IS REVEALED THAT WAS PREVIOUSLY HIDDEN...

LIKE THE LIGHT OF THE STAR THAT LED THE WISEMEN TO THE CRADLE OF



THE CHRIST CHILD.

WHAT DAWNED ON THE FOLKS DOWN AT THE RIVER THAT DAY WAS THAT
NEW BEGINNINGS AREN'T ABOUT BEING WORTHY. THEY ARE ABOUT BEING
WILLING...

IF YOU'RE NOT WILLING TO BECOME A PART OF SOMETHING BIGGER THAN
YOURSELF, OR SUBMIT TO AN AUTHORITY BEYOND YOURSELF, THEN YOU
DON'T REALLY UNDERSTAND YOUR BAPTISM.

JESUS, OF COURSE, WAS WILLING. I SUPPOSE HE COULD HAVE DECLARED
HIMSELF A FRIEND TO SINNERS WITHOUT EVER TAKING THE RISK OF BEING
MISTAKEN FOR ONE OF THEM.

I'M SURE HE COULD HAVE CHOSEN TO STAND ON THE BANKS OF JORDAN
AND GIVE HIS BLESSING (FROM A DISTANCE) TO ALL WHO CAME UP OUT OF
THE WATER.

HE COULD HAVE EVEN HELPED JOHN BAPTIZE THEM WITHOUT GOING
UNDER HIMSELF.

BUT FOR OUR LORD, THAT SIMPLY WOULDN'T DO. HE WAS WILLING TO GO
FURTHER - EVEN AS FAR AS A CROSS - TO IDENTIFY WITH SINFUL PEOPLE
LIKE YOU AND ME.

TRUTH IS, MOST CHURCHES DON'T GATHER AT THE RIVER ANYMORE. WE'VE
TAKEN BAPTISM INSIDE AND TONED IT DOWN - BEGAN USING LESS WATER
TO AVOID MAKING A MESS.

BUT MAYBE THE MESS IS THE POINT! JESUS STEPS INTO THAT LEFTOVER
BATH WATER OF THE UNCLEAN, AS THE CLEAN ONE - TO SHOW US THAT
GOD LOVES US AS WE ARE, DIRT AND ALL.

AND IMMEDIATELY, A VOICE FROM HEAVEN IS HEARD SAYING, “THIS IS MY
SON, THE BELOVED, WITH WHOM I AM WELL PLEASED.”

THIS VOICE GAVE JESUS HIS IDENTITY, AND THIS SAME VOICE TELLS US WHO
WE ARE.



NOTE THAT IN THE GOSPEL, JESUS HAS NOT SAID OR DONE ANYTHING AT
ALL UP TO THIS POINT OF HIS BAPTISM. THE FATHER’S BLESSING COMES
BEFORE JESUS HAS HAD A CHANCE TO HEAL THE SICK, EMBRACE THE
OUTCAST, FEED THE MULTITUDES, OR PREACH GOOD NEWS TO THE POOR.

IF THE BLESSING HAD COME LATER, WE MIGHT CONCLUDE THAT GOD WAS
PLEASED WITH JESUS BECAUSE OF ALL THAT HE HAD DONE, THAT IN SOME
WAY HE HAD EARNED GOD’S FAVOR.

BUT NO. JESUS IS IMMERSED IN GOD’S FAVOR BEFORE HE HAS A CHANCE TO
DO OR SAY ANYTHING.

AND SO IT IS FOR YOU AND ME. TO ALL OF US WHO ARE ALREADY BAPTIZED,
GOD THE FATHER SAYS...

“YOU ARE MY CHILD, THE BELOVED. WITH YOU I AM WELL PLEASED.”

THE VOICE THAT CALLS YOU BELOVED CAN ALMOST BE DROWNED OUT,
THOUGH, BY OTHER VOICES THAT SPEAK A VERY DIFFERENT MESSAGE.
SOMETIMES THE MESSAGE IS...

“YOU'RE NOTHING SPECIAL.”
“YOU DON'T MATTER.”
“YOU DON'T REALLY COUNT.”

MOST ADVERTISING TRIES TO CONVINCE YOU OF THIS; THAT YOU ARE
DEFICIENT IN SOME WAY - THAT YOU NEED SOME ADDITIVE TO MAKE YOU
MORE...

ACCEPTABLE OR
ATTRACTIVE OR
SUCCESSFUL OR

COMPLETE.

WHAT YOU REALLY NEED, THEY SAY, IS SOME PRODUCT THAT WILL OPEN
THE DOOR TO A NEW AND IMPROVED LIFE!



WELL, NONSENSE. WE'VE ALL BOUGHT THE LIE AND BEEN DISAPPOINTED
WITH THE RESULTS AND LEARNED THE HARD WAY THAT NEW BEGINNINGS
ARE NOT FOR SALE.

LISTEN MY FRIENDS AND TAKE THIS TO HEART:

THERE IS ABSOLUTELY NOTHING YOU CAN DO TO MAKE GOD LOVE YOU
MORE AND THERE IS ABSOLUTELY NOTHING YOU CAN DO THAT WILL MAKE
HIM LOVE YOU LESS THAN HE DOES AT THIS VERY MOMENT.

YOU ARE HIS CHILD, WITH WHOM HE IS WELL PLEASED.

BUT IT'S HARD TO HEAR THAT VOICE SOMETIMES, ISN'T IT? WHICH IS WHY
WE TRY SO HARD...

TO DISTINGUISH OURSELVES,
TO BE DIFFERENT,
TO BE A CUT ABOVE.

IT’"S THE ONLY WAY WE KNOW TO KEEP FROM BEING...

LOST IN THE CROWD,
OR FEELING FORGOTTEN,
OR GOING UNNOTICED.

WHEN WE FORGET THE VOICE OF GOD, WHO CALLS AND CLAIMS US AT
BAPTISM, WE BEGIN TO CHASE THINGS THAT WE THINK WILL BRING US
RECOGNITION:

THE TROPHY, THE DEGREE,
THE GRADE-POINT-AVERAGE,
THE JOB, THE PROMOTION,

THE STATUS THAT COMES
WITH ACCOMPLISHMENT.

AND SOON THESE THINGS BECOME OUR GODS, BECAUSE WE TRUST THEM
MORE THAN WE TRUST THE CREATOR, WHO WHISPERS HIS PLEASURE TO US
THROUGH WATER AND THE WORD.



BAPTISM INVITES YOU TO STOP TRYING SO HARD TO WIN SOMETHING
THAT’S ALREADY YOURS.

TO REMEMBER YOUR BAPTISM IS TO HAVE AN EPIPHANY WHERE IT DAWNS
ON YOU (EITHER FOR THE FIRST TIME OR THE UMPTEENTH TIME) THAT GOD
VALUES YOU FOR WHO YOU ARE, NOT FOR WHAT YOU DO.

AND WHAT BETTER MOTIVATION IS THERE FOR CHANGE?
KNOWING THAT I AM LOVED, I WANT TO LOVE GOD BACK. BUT HOW?

BY LIVING THE NEW AND BETTER LIFE THAT IS MINE
THROUGH CLEANSING AND REBIRTH.

KNOWING THAT I AM LOVED, ] WANT TO LOVE JESUS BACK. BUT HOW?

BY OBEYING HIS COMMANDS.
BY LOVING MY NEIGHBOR AS MYSELF.
BY FORGIVING AS I HAVE BEEN FORGIVEN.

THAT’S A TALL ORDER, TO BE SURE. AND I'M HERE TO TELL YOU THAT YOU
CAN'T DO IT ON YOUR OWN. YOU NEED HELP...

WHICH IS WHY THE VERY DOVE THAT DESCENDED ON JESUS THAT DAY IS A
SYMBOL OF THE HOLY SPIRIT, WHO IS POURED OUT ON YOU AT THE FONT.
AS A BAPTIZED CHILD OF GOD,

THE SPIRIT OF GOD

DWELLS WITHIN YOU,

TO EMPOWER YOU

FOR A NEW WAY OF LIFE

AS A DISCIPLE OF CHRIST JESUS.

MANY PEOPLE HAVE WHISPERED IN YOUR EAR WHEN YOU WERE VERY
YOUNG. YOU MAY STILL HEAR SOME OF THEIR VOICES ALL THESE YEARS
LATER - TELLING YOU WHO YOU ARE IN A WAY THAT STILL SHAPES THE
PERSON YOU ARE BECOMING.



SOME OF THOSE VOICES ARE ENCOURAGING, WHILE OTHERS YOU’VE SPENT
MOST OF YOUR LIFE TRYING TO SILENCE.

BUT BEFORE ALL THOSE VOICES - AND ABOVE ALL THOSE VOICES - IS THE
VOICE OF ONE WHO SAYS, “THIS IS MY CHILD, THE BELOVED. WITH YOU I AM
WELL PLEASED.”

HOW WOULD OUR FAMILIES AND CHURCHES BE DIFFERENT,
HOW WOULD OUR COMMUNITIES AND NATIONS BE DIFFERENT -
HOW WOULD OUR WORLD BE DIFFERENT

IF EVERYONE

EVERYWHERE

BELIEVED THIS AFFIRMATION AND

TREATED ONE ANOTHER ACCORDINGLY?

I IMAGINE IT WOULD BE A NEW BEGINNING.
LET THOSE WHO HAVE EARS TO LISTEN, HEAR.

AND LET THOSE WHO ARE WALKING WET IN JESUS, THE WATER OF LIFE,
LEAD THE WAY.

AMEN.



