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It Begins! 
 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
 
It begins! After thirty years on earth, Jesus begins His public ministry with this momentous 

occasion, His baptism by John the Baptist. From that very start, there’s no doubt that He’s headed for the 
cross, for the salvation of the world. 

 
It’s a big moment, but what do you see and hear when Jesus is baptized? It’s evident from the 

other gospels that things seem pretty ordinary. There’s a large crowd gathered to hear John the Baptist 
preach, and even if it’s a little strange that all of Jerusalem and Judea would trek out to the desert to 
hear that they should repent of their sins, it doesn’t look out of the ordinary for the time. Jesus doesn’t 
look out of the ordinary either: remember, the only reason that the chief priests and Pharisees know the 
Christ is there is that John points Him out as the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world. If 
you’re in the crowd that day, that’s what you see: a bunch of people hearing a sermon, confessing their 
sins and being baptized. And there is Jesus, among them.  

 
But there is so much more going on. When Jesus is baptized, God the Father speaks from heaven 

and declares Him to be His beloved Son. Not only that, but the heavens are torn open and the Holy Spirit 
descends upon Him like a dove. Something big is going on, even if it’s beyond our ken – even if we can’t 
see it and may only know it by faith. On that day, out in the wilderness somewhere, the Holy Trinity 
makes Himself – themselves? – known. It must be a big day, a momentous event. 

 
The momentous event is this: the Son of God stands among sinners. He has not chosen to 

remain in heaven, ensconced on a throne and watching these poor, doomed wretches scurry about their 
lives and make a ton of mistakes until they die from some affliction. He hasn’t elected to remain hidden 
behind that tall, thick curtain in the temple that cordons off the Holy of Holies and blocks fallen man from 
holy God. He’s become flesh to dwell among them, to walk among them. How “among them”? There’s no 
degree of separation. He’s not standing at an elevated podium onstage, with a security detail between 
Him and the hoi polloi. He’s not even the one preaching. He doesn’t even have a seat up front in a VIP 
box so that people can point and murmur that a celebrity has arrived. From all that we know, He’s 
standing among them, listening to the sermon as if He is one of them.  

 
When John calls his hearers sinners in need of repentance, there’s no indication that the holy Son 

of God shakes His head or nudges the guy next to Him to say that this doesn’t apply. Instead, it seems, 
He accepts the words into His ears as if they are meant for Him. And more remarkably, when John starts 
baptizing these sinners for the forgiveness of sins, the holy Son of God gets in line to be baptized too, 
just as if He’s one of them.  

 
I hope that the enormity of this strikes you: this is not some smarmy politician who stops at a 

blue-collar bar to eat a burger with some constituents to show that he can relate to them before he 
climbs back into his luxury coach to get whisked away to his private jet. This is the eternal Son of the 
Most High, mingling among sinners as if He is one of them because … well, because He has come to be 
all of them.  

 
Jesus comes to take the place of sinners – He comes to take their place in judgment. He comes 

to swap outfits with them: for anyone who desires, He exchanges His robe of righteousness for their 
filthy rags. As they are baptized, their sins are washed off of them; and as He is baptized, their sins are 
washed onto Him. If He ever has to stand before the Judge – if He ever hangs on a cross before the 



Judge of all, it’s going to be ugly: He’ll be found guilty of everything wrong. He’ll be found with every sin 
that has ever sent its stench heavenward, and He’ll be found to bear every affliction and disease wrought 
by sin’s curse. He will be such a wretched mess of sin that His Father will forsake Him on the cross. He 
who came from heaven will suffer hell there for all. That’s what lies ahead when Jesus is baptized. 

 
Good parents are always on the lookout to see who their kids’ friends are, because they know 

the dangers if a child gets caught up in the wrong crowd; and along the way, we had to say to our boys, 
“You’re not going to play with him anymore.” At the Jordan River, Jesus is in the wrong crowd: ever since 
He was born of Mary, He’s been with a mass of humanity that rebels against God and wants to lead Him 
astray. This baptism thing, though, is a step further. By being baptized, He’s not just saying He’s the 
outsider willing to dwell among them, but that He’s willing to be one of them; and since the holy Son of 
God doesn’t have any sins of His own to carry around, He bears all of theirs instead. In fact, it’s His 
desire that He be the outsider again: not as the only righteous One in the crowd of sinners, but as the 
only One bearing sin because they are all forgiven.  

 
And what does His Father in heaven think of this development? Is it time to send in the angels 

and get Jesus back home before He suffers the consequences of bearing their sin? Is it time to get a 
wayward child home and say, “You’re not going to hang around with them anymore”? No. The Father 
speaks from heaven to say, “You are My beloved Son; with You I am well pleased.” Father and Son are in 
on this together: they are both willing to suffer the Son’s death for your salvation.  

 
The Holy Spirit, too. He descends on Jesus like a dove. Why a dove? Think back to the Flood, to 

Noah and the ark. After the floodwaters had washed away sinners, but Noah and his family were spared, 
after forty days of bobbing on the waves Noah released a raven – but the raven did not return. Then 
Noah released a dove; and it was the dove that brought back an olive branch. It was an announcement 
that the flood was receding, that the earth was drying out. It was a declaration that God had not 
forgotten or forsaken Noah, but that He was still with him. 

 
At the Jordan, where the waters of baptism have cleansed sinners and washed away sin – but 

washed it all onto Jesus, the Holy Spirit descends like a dove to testify that Jesus is not forsaken. Even 
though He has nowhere to go but the cross and death for the sins of the world, He is not God-forsaken. 
The dove-form is the Spirit’s way of saying that Jesus remains the God-pleasing beloved Son, and that 
this bearing the sins of the world is the plan of salvation.  

 
The heavens are torn open – and they never close! That’s a dramatic moment, and it’s not so 

that the Holy Spirit can get out to descend. Rather, the heavens are torn open so that you can enter. If 
Jesus bears all your sins to the cross and dies with them there, there is nothing left to separate you from 
the love of God in Christ Jesus. To make the point again, one more thing gets torn apart in the gospel of 
Mark: when Jesus dies, the tall temple curtain is torn apart, from top to bottom because it’s God who’s 
doing the tearing. Because Jesus takes away all sin, there is nothing left to separate God and man. All 
that divided sinners from Holy God is taken away.  

 
All that happens when Jesus is baptized. There’s a lot of crazy, cosmic miraculous stuff going on. 

The Father speaks, the Spirit descends and the heavens are torn apart because Jesus takes His place 
among sinners; but eyes can’t see things like that going on. You only know of such things because the 
Lord tells you about it in His Word, and faith believes it happened.  

 
Wouldn’t it be great if all that stuff was going on today? Wouldn’t it be great if such cosmic, 

powerful stuff happened, say, when you were baptized?  
 
But … are you so sure that it didn’t? 
 



For instance, on April 30, 1967, at Resurrection Lutheran Church in Des Moines, Washington, a 
25-day-old boy named Timothy John was baptized. That would be me, washed with water in the name of 
the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. At that baptism, the very same triune God was present. 
God the Father said that, for the sake of Jesus, His only-begotten Son, I was now also His beloved son 
and an heir of the kingdom of heaven. God the Son took hold of me, joined me to Himself, and said, “My 
death is your death, so you don’t have to die for your sin; and My life is your life, so you’re going to live 
forever. My resurrection is your resurrection, so I open heaven for you; and your body’s end is now just a 
sleep and your transition to heaven.” Furthermore, the Holy Spirit visited me that day and said, “I am the 
seal, the guarantee, that the kingdom of heaven is yours. I will now dwell in you, strengthen your faith 
by the Word and keep you sanctified and joined to Christ until you stand before Him in glory.” Along with 
the blessing of the Holy Trinity, the angels in heaven rejoiced.  

 
That’s what happened when I was baptized. Did anybody see any of that? No, in my case, 

anyway, it just looked like a kid getting his head watered. So how do you know that I’m not making it 
up? Because God says it happened in His Word. You heard part of this last week in Ephesians 1, that God 
has adopted us as sons and heirs in Christ, and how the Holy Spirit is the seal of that inheritance. You 
heard about it today in Romans 6, that in baptism Christ joins you to His death and His resurrection, and 
so you already walk in newness of life as you await a resurrection like His.  

 
In other words, this didn’t just happen when I was baptized. It happened when you were 

baptized too. The triune God visited you and didn’t leave. You’re marked by the Father, redeemed by the 
Son and sealed by the Holy Spirit. Everything that Jesus did for your redemption, He gave to you 
personally by water and the Word. He took your sin and gave you His righteousness. He shared His life 
and His death. He made you an heir of the kingdom of heaven. Your life here – your numbered days in 
this dying world, are only the beginning.  

 
No wonder you nod your head with St. Paul in Romans 6, when he starts the chapter with this 

no-brainer question: “What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin that grace may abound?” Of 
course not. If the triune God dwells with you, having saved you from sin and death, what sort of a fool 
would you have to be to poke Father, Son and Spirit in the eye, snub Their many blessings and go back 
to dying in sin again? How could you possibly think that keeping this or that sin around is a good plan? 
Right? 

 
Right…?  
 
Rejoice, my friends. Jesus is baptized for your salvation; and when you were baptized, far 

beyond your ken the Holy Trinity was busy bestowing gifts and making you a new creation.  
 
Almost makes you wonder what’s happening at this service today, as if you might sing with 

angels and archangels while the Lord visits you with His body and blood! 
 
A blessed Epiphany to you all. 
 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen 
 

 


