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Pastor’s Message - Baptism of Jesus  
Isaiah 43:1-7 

Luke 3:15-17, 20-22 
 

 I’ve noticed over the years that I have little snippets of songs running through 
my head, but the numbers of complete songs I have memorized is pretty slim. It 
takes an effort to memorize songs. Maybe that’s true for you too? And the songs I 
do have memorized are pretty short. I bet that all of you can sing the “Happy 
Birthday” song from memory. Maybe “God bless America?”  The first verse of the 
“Star-Spangled Banner?” And for church folk, there may be quite a few songs that 
you can recall from memory, but, again, maybe only the first verses or snippets. In 
general, the shorter they are the easier we can memorize them. 

Here’s one. Sing along if you know it. “My bologna has a first name, it’s O-S-C-
A-R. My bologna has a second name, it’s M-A-Y-E-R. Oh, I love to eat it every day. 
And if you ask me why I’ll say … ’cause Oscar Mayer has a way with B-O-L-O-G-N-
A!” So, what’s the name of your bologna?  

After the official end of the Christmas season on January 6, what we call 
Epiphany, wherein we observe the arrival of the Magi, we are now in what we call 
the season of Epiphany. In the Sundays after Epiphany, we begin to learn more 
about who Jesus is and who we are as followers of Jesus. During the season of 
Epiphany, we celebrate the appearance and miraculous phenomenon of the 
Christ. We recognize the shining forth of God to humanity in human form. Today’s 
Bible reading from Luke’s gospel shows this in the public appearance and the 
baptism of Jesus, and it captures an element of his naming — the meaning, 
identity, and destiny for the Messiah. The Messiah has come, and His name is Jesus. 
Jesus comes to John the Baptist at the River Jordan to be baptized and a voice 
from heaven says, “You are my dearly loved Son. . .” 

Just as Jesus’ baptism was a sign of identification, so it is also for you and me. It 
is a sign for the acceptance of the love and salvation of Christ. The water baptism 
identifies us with the family of God, the Body of Christ, the Church. Baptism 
symbolizes the end of everything about your life that is less than human and the 
beginning in you of something strange and new and hopeful. It symbolizes a 
journey from one life to another.  

Do you remember 2013, specifically Nik Wallenda walking a tightrope over 
Niagara Falls? Back in June of 2013, the 33-year-old daredevil walked a cable 
dripping with spray from the falls as 100,000 people watched his stunt from the 
ground. The crossing was broadcast by ABC on live television, so millions more were 
able to listen to the prayers he said into a microphone as he made his way across. 

"When you pass through the waters, I will be with you," says God through the  
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prophet Isaiah, "and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you" (43:2). 

In fact, Wallenda didn't pass through the thundering waters of Niagara Falls, 
since he surely would have been knocked from his high wire and overwhelmed by 
the force of the falls. Instead, he passed over and above the waters, praying all the 
way. 

Emotionally, psychologically, and spiritually, however, he was in a very real 
sense "passing through the waters." His passage was a tightrope terror. 

Perhaps you know what that feels like. At times, each of us is going to face 
what seems like an insurmountable obstacle. Passing organic chemistry. Running a 
marathon. Getting dumped by a romantic partner. Surviving cancer. Raising 
teenagers. Being a teenager. Being fired. Changing careers. Experiencing the 
death of a spouse. 

Like Nik Wallenda, we stand on the American side of Niagara Falls and look 
over the gorge into Canada. The sound and fury of the raging water is 
overwhelming. We begin to shake and wonder how we are ever going to get 
across. 

Some people turn and run away. They drop the class, abandon their athletic 
training, avoid romantic relationships, ignore the cancer, retreat from their children, 
fall into a midlife career crisis or refuse to face their grief. When the waters are 
raging, this is understandable. 

But ultimately self-destructive. 
Those who retreat from the edge are ignoring the promise of God: "When you 

pass through the waters, I will be with you." Both parts of this verse are equally true. 
Isaiah says, "When you pass through the waters" ... not "If you pass through the 
waters." We are all going to face the terror of raging waters. It is absolutely 
guaranteed. 

But the second part of the verse is every bit as certain: "I will be with you," says 
the one Lord God Almighty, maker of heaven and earth. "I will be with you." 

With the presence and power of God, we can survive any tightrope terror. We 
can discover, for ourselves, the truth of Psalm 18:29: "By my God I can leap over a 
wall." 

Written to encourage the Israelites in a particularly dark time of their history, 
today’s reading from the prophet Isaiah defines baptism for us:  what baptism 
promises during our life on this earth. It doesn’t mention the Christian sacrament, of 
course — how could it? — but it does speak about the experience of passing 
through the waters, and where God may be trusted to be as we do so: 

“Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are 
mine. When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, 
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they shall not overwhelm you; when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, 
and the flame shall not consume you” (vv. 1-2). 

A little later, the prophet supplies the reason why the Lord would say such a 
thing: “You are precious in my sight, and honored, and I love you” (v. 4).  

For Jews of Isaiah’s time, the prophet’s words surely called to mind the nation-
building experience of their ancestors, when Moses led the Hebrews through the 
waters of the sea to freedom. The recollection of that experience is all the more 
real here because the people to whom Isaiah is writing are exiles in Babylon. They 
haven’t voyaged across the waves to the “farthest limits of the sea” — the sum of 
the psalmist’s fears — but they have traversed oceans of sand, to reside in a 
miserable ghetto at the beck and call of their foreign overlords. There, in their worst 
moments, they feel just as abandoned. 

If the Lord did lead their ancestors through the waters of the Red Sea on their 
way to claim the promised land, then surely a return to that land is but a distant 
dream to them now. 

But Isaiah won’t abandon that promise. The day will come, he reassures them, 
when the Lord will lead them back through the fearsome waters once again. But 
this time, they go in the opposite direction as they return home! 

Notice how close the Lord promises to be to them: “When you pass through 
the waters, I will be with you …” The Lord may not promise, in baptism, to shield us 
from the ordinary sufferings of this life, but God does promise to be with us, close at 
hand, as we endure them. The Lord never promises we won’t get our feet wet, but 
God does attest that the waters will never rise up in a tsunami and smash us into 
eternal oblivion. 

There are the things that threaten to overwhelm us. This is the stress, perhaps 
from multiple sources, that slowly rises like a flood, until there is scarcely any 
breathing room left. This is when the marriage, the children, the career all conspire 
to overwhelm us with burdens, decisions, and anxiety. 

God’s word to us is that if there’s a flood; if the rivers rise and rage; if the 
waters of calamity flood our lives, making us feel as if we’ll just about drown if things 
get worse, then rejoice, for you know that God is with us. We will not be 
overwhelmed. We’re redeemed. 

And that’s not all. 
We are “precious” (v. 4). 
We are “honored” (v. 4). 
We are “loved” (v. 4). 

We’ll pass through the fire unburned. We’ll walk through the flood unharmed 
because God is with us, making it impossible for the fires and floods of life to lay a 
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hand on our souls. God promises to accompany us through this life, and even 
onward to the life beyond. For me, that thought a powerful source of comfort and 
strength. 

There are two meanings to this word “accompany.” The first is the sense of one 
person walking alongside another. That thrilling story from the end of Luke’s gospel 
comes to mind: how, on the road to Emmaus, a mysterious man overtakes two of 
Jesus’ disciples who are sadly trudging their way along. At first, they don’t know it’s 
their Lord who’s walking with them. But then, as they gather for the evening meal 
and he breaks the bread, their eyes are opened and they recognize him, an 
Epiphany of sorts, just before he vanishes from their sight (Luke 24:13-35). Isaiah’s 
promise is that God accompanies us, walking beside us, in just that way. 

The second sense of the word “accompany” — with respect to the way God 
accompanies us — is found within that larger word. We, the baptized, are members 
of a larger company: the church, the body of Christian believers. Baptism is the 
sacrament of entry into that company. 

Our readings today tell us about more than John, more than about Jesus, 
more than about us as individual Christians, more than about the Church, but also 
speaks volumes about the God who is present to help us write our life’s story. 

God created us (v. 1). Brought us into being. Gave us life. 
God formed us (v. 1). Gave us definition. Made us unique. Personality. 
God made us for his glory (v. 7). Gave us a reason for being. 
God redeemed us (v. 1). Gave us back our lives ruined by sin. Made us 

useable, useful. Made us persons of worth. 
God is the one who has called us (v. 1). Given us a mission, a summons to 

righteous living. 
God is the one who claims us as his own. “You are mine,” God says (v. 1). 
God is the Holy One (v. 3). 
God is our Savior (v. 3). 

This, then, is the One who — now identified — promises to be with us through 
flame and flood. 

We’re made by God. We are loved by God. We’re in the presence of God, 
right here, right now and always. 

They tell us that through it all, throughout all our lives, since even before we 
are born, God calls us, knows us, and continues to call and purify to the end. May 
we never give up, may we never quit listening for God’s call and God’s voice, “You 
are my beloved son. You are my beloved daughter. I will love you forever.”  Today, 
as we observe the baptism of Jesus, is a good opportunity for us to reaffirm the 
promises we make at baptism and the promises of God to us.  

 


