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In the Name of God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
As he prepares the scene for his telling of Jesus' baptism, Luke the Evangelist tells us that "the people were filled with 
expectation." It's an intriguing notion when you think about it -- not a little expectant, nor a moderate amount of 
expectation, but this crowd was filled with expectation. Like a buzz of energy was flowing through them, perhaps a 
growing murmur of chatter, of people trying to find out what everyone was getting all excited about. As they gathered 
on the banks of the River Jordan, they just knew something was going to happen. 
 
The setting certainly would have had something to do with it. We're surrounded by people all the time -- put 1,000 
people on a highway in gridlock or at the mall doing their shopping and it probably produces frustration and anger 
much quicker than it would expectation. But put those same people together in the crowded place ten minutes before a 
concert starts or a celebrity is going to come by and the expectation would quickly grow. The setting and scene matter. 
And in this case, the scene might be an obvious one -- but the celebrity not so much. We're so early on in Luke's Gospel 
that Jesus isn't the rock star at the concert yet -- that part's coming -- but at this point in the proceedings, all of these 
people are probably here to see John the Baptist. To hear what he has to say. To ponder these strange words about water 
and fire and winnowing forks and threshing floors. And then to make a decision -- to get baptized or not. 
 
That's where the setting comes in, because every one in that crowd had to decide whether or not baptism was worth it. 
And this is also where at least some of the expectation, some of the nervous energy comes in. I might liken it to when you 
sit down in a roller coaster car and the protective harness locks in place -- at some point, there's no turning back. These 
people in the crowd did have a real decision to make -- especially about the water aspect of all of this. It wasn't that the 
waters of the Jordan were particularly fierce, but that the people of Israel have a history with water, one that, like any 
fear, might not have helped them think very rationally about stepping into the river and getting on with it. 
 
Because the people of Israel had long heard stories about the dangers of water. Even before the first light of creation, it's 
water that covers the formless void and the face of the deep -- they came to know that pre-creation time as chaos. Then a 
little later in the story, the destructive power of water is made known, with the flood wiping out almost all of creation. 
But then, even as the story miraculously continues, it's water again threatening the people of God as Pharaoh's armies 
chase them down to trap them against the banks of the Red Sea. 
 
But of course, in each instance, God intervenes in the midst of water so that we might come to know something new 
from the experience. As we've heard this morning from Isaiah, "When you pass through the waters, I will be with you." 
And so the Spirit of God brings order instead of chaos in the first moments of creation; in the flood, Noah is saved and 
God promises mercy for all of creation; and then, though the Israelites were practically staring death in the face, God 
saved them through water, through the least likely of scenarios, when the waters of the sea are made to be like walls so 
that the Israelites could walk through them on dry land.  
 
"When you pass through the waters, I will be with you." These stories, as with the expectation of those at the Jordan, 
may not totally resonate with the same dire desperation of those who experienced them firsthand. The proximity of 
danger and death in the history of God's people is a reality that the few handfuls of water in most modern baptisms 
don't really prepare us for. But for those who came out to the river, who were seriously considering making this 
commitment to radically trust God as a life and death decision, the Jordan might as well have looked like the mighty 
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flood. 
 
This, then, is why the baptism of Jesus is so important. Of course, he came from the same tradition -- he would have 
known the perils of the chaos, the flood, the exodus, that there was danger and power lurking in the depths of the 
waters. But he would have known his Isaiah, would have known the presence of God fully, and Jesus more than anyone 
else gathered at the River Jordan knew what he was getting into. Because the others truly may not have had a good idea 
of the life changing aspect of baptism -- maybe we don't, either, at least not fully. But for those in the crowd, they might 
have been having second thoughts. John the Baptist is a little intense, after all, and the thought of ending up like one of 
chaff in the unquenchable fire probably didn't sound too appealing.  
 
But those are not the lasting images of this story -- Jesus is. Jesus among the people being baptized. Jesus responding not 
in fear but in prayer. Jesus with the Holy Spirit descending upon him and the voice of the Father coming down from 
heaven, "You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased." In these moments, we see all of the expectations and 
anxiety answered perfectly in Jesus, that though he didn't need it, though he was without sin and as close to his Father in 
heaven as anyone could ever hope to be, he is baptized. And the crowd sees and hears why, so that God might show favor 
upon him and to show the true nature of water through baptism. It is not an agent of chaos and death but a medium 
through which God's grace is known and new life is given. 
 
Because in a way, we take our place in that crowd in hearing Luke's words today; we take our place in that crowd every 
time someone is baptized -- we bring our anxieties and expectations, our fears and our doubts and are met with the 
boundless grace of God found in the waters of the font. In doing so, we take on great expectations of the life of the 
baptized, and we, like the excited and anxious crowd, must make a decision -- must again and again choose to renew the 
vows that we've taken as baptized people, to decide whether or not we believe that Isaiah's words and the words that 
God the Father speaks to Jesus are ours, too -- that God is with us as we pass through the waters, and that by the nature 
of our baptisms, we, too, are beloved by God.  
 
And as baptized people, we have come to know that in our lives, like the creation story, the spirit of God comes to us 
that we might see not just the world but the world as God's creation, as good, and know that we are a part of that good 
creation. We have come to know that, like Noah and the flood, we, too, inherit God's promise of peace and mercy. And 
like the exodus, we, too, will stare death in the face in this life -- those who make the choice to be baptized know this all 
too well already -- for as Paul writes in Romans, we who have been baptized into Christ Jesus are baptized into his death 
that we might also share in his resurrection. God has indeed intervened through the power of water to make us his own. 
And Christ Jesus has braved the waters of baptism that he might show them to be waters of life, not death. When you 
passed through the waters as Jesus did, know that you have passed from chaos to order, from wrath to mercy, and from 
death to life in the name of Jesus Christ, who, like you, was baptized and shown as beloved by God. 
 
Amen. 

 


