
The Lessons Appointed for Use on
the

Second Sunday after Christmas
All Years 

Isaiah 43:1-7
Psalm 29
Luke 3:15-17, 21-22

Father in heaven, who at the baptism of Jesus in the 

River Jordan proclaimed him your beloved Son and 

anointed him with the Holy Spirit: Grant that all who 

are baptized into his Name may keep the covenant they 

have made, and boldly confess him as Lord and Savior; 

who with you and the Holy Spirit lives and reigns, one 

God, in glory everlasting. Amen.
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Isaiah 43:1-7

Thus says the Lord,
he who created you, O Jacob,

he who formed you, O Israel:
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, they shall not overwhelm 
you;

when you walk through fire you shall not be burned,
and the flame shall not consume you.

For I am the Lord your God,
the Holy One of Israel, your Savior.

I give Egypt as your ransom,
Ethiopia and Seba in exchange for you.

Because you are precious in my sight,
and honored, and I love you,

I give people in return for you,
nations in exchange for your life.

Do not fear, for I am with you;
I will bring your offspring from the east, 
and from the west I will gather you;
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I will say to the north, “Give them up,”
and to the south, “Do not withhold;

bring my sons from far away
and my daughters from the end of the earth--

everyone who is called by my name,
whom I created for my glory, 
whom I formed and made.”
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Psalm 29

Afferte Domino

1 Ascribe to the LORD, you gods, 

ascribe to the LORD glory and strength.

2 Ascribe to the LORD the glory due his Name; 

worship the LORD in the beauty of holiness.

3 The voice of the LORD is upon the waters;

the God of glory thunders; 

the LORD is upon the mighty waters.

4 The voice of the LORD is a powerful voice; 

the voice of the LORD is a voice of splendor.

5 The voice of the LORD breaks the cedar trees; 

the LORD breaks the cedars of Lebanon;

6 He makes Lebanon skip like a calf, 

and Mount Hermon like a young wild ox.

7 The voice of the LORD splits the flames of fire;

the voice of the LORD shakes the wilderness; 

the LORD shakes the wilderness of Kadesh.

8 The voice of the LORD makes the oak trees writhe 

and strips the forests bare.

9 And in the temple of the LORD 

all are crying, "Glory!"

10 The LORD sits enthroned above the flood; 

the LORD sits enthroned as King for evermore.

11 The LORD shall give strength to his people; 

the LORD shall give his people the blessing of peace.
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Luke 3:15-17, 21-22

As the people were filled with expectation, and all 

were questioning in their hearts concerning John, 

whether he might be the Messiah, John answered all of 

them by saying, “I baptize you with water; but one who 

is more powerful than I is coming; I am not worthy to 

untie the thong of his sandals. He will baptize you with 

the Holy Spirit and fire. His winnowing fork is in his 

hand, to clear his threshing floor and to gather the 

wheat into his granary; but the chaff he will burn with 

unquenchable fire.”

Now when all the people were baptized, and when 

Jesus also had been baptized and was praying, the heav-

en was opened, and the Holy Spirit descended upon him

in bodily form like a dove. And a voice came from 
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heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am 

well pleased.”
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SERMON

One of the more controversial pericopae (a pericope

is a short account) in the Bible is that of John's baptism 

of Jesus. Why, we ask, had Jesus need of baptism? This 

year, we read from Luke, but in Matthew's account, that

very question is raised:

 Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the 
Jordan, to be baptized by him. John would 
have prevented him, saying, ‘I need to be bap-
tized by you, and do you come to me?’ But Je-
sus answered him, ‘Let it be so now; for it is 
proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteous-
ness.’ Then he consented.

These questions focus our minds on baptism, and 

how we understand it. I sometimes think we don't give 

this vitally important sacrament the thought and prayer 

that it requires. Without understanding, baptism in 

churches which practice infant baptism becomes just a 

rite of passage for our children and grandchildren. 
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That's a terrible affront to the dignity of one of the 

church's sacraments, if I can use that sort of language. A

baptism is a once-in-a-lifetime event that has to have 

more meaning than just one more rite of passage on the 

way to adulthood. 

In the understanding of the church, baptism is a sign

and seal of the covenant promises to the believer. I want

you to hear the small words in that sentence. Baptism is

a SIGN and SEAL of the covenant promises TO the be-

liever. Not a promise by the believer to God, but a sign 

and seal of God's covenant promises TO the believer. 

Reformed church tradition teaches that these covenant 

promises find their substance and realization in Jesus 

Christ, who is Himself the content of the covenant. Je-

sus Christ Himself baptizes the Christian into union 

with Himself and into the covenant community. In 

short, baptism is the once-for-all initiation of the Chris-
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tian into union with Christ and into the church as the 

Body of Christ and covenant community. That is a big 

deal! In the waters of your baptism, you were initiated 

into union with Christ. You were welcomed into the 

church. You were included in the covenant community. 

We now can answer our vexing question of why Je-

sus required baptism. The answer is that He did not. His

action prefigures our baptism. Jesus is showing us the 

way. Now the question is: have we the wit to follow?

I was beating my brains out at the Chapel of St. Ar-

buck's trying to find some way to illustrate what a big 

deal this really is. When I speak to people about bap-

tism, which, I admit, isn't often, I'm usually given some 

such understanding on the order of “You can't go to 

heaven unless you've been baptized”, or “Baptism 

washes your sins away”, or “That's how you join a 

church.” The understanding of the Presbyterian Church 
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is that the Holy Spirit claims us in the waters of bap-

tism. It is the Holy Spirit, acting in grace, which claims 

us as its own. Baptism, therefore, is all about grace. In 

an age when serious Christian commitment is less and 

less in step with our society's changing values, it is not 

easy to understand the precise nature and implications 

of God's baptismal claim on us. Centuries ago John 

Calvin identified God's baptismal claim on Christians 

with his stirring words "We are not our own, but the 

Lord's." The crucial factor in the Christian life, he said, 

is that “we are consecrated and dedicated to God.” This 

means that we may think, speak, meditate, or do any-

thing only with a view to the divine glory. Simply put, 

in life and in death we belong to God.1 Baptism is a re-

ally, really big deal. A bigger deal than anything else 

that you might do in your life.

1 I am indebted to PHILIP W. BUTIN for these thoughts on baptism from “What Presbyterians Believe”.
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When I was fourteen, I was invited to join the Order

of DeMolay, a youth organization whose goal is to 

teach young men to be better persons and leaders. My 

dad told me it was a great honor, and I gratefully ac-

cepted. I recall the initiation ceremony to have been im-

pressive and very formal. One of the tenants was that I 

was never to reveal a password, or the rituals (although 

I find you can now download the ritual from the Inter-

net). To my credit, I have not done either, but neither do

I have any memory of anything done in the Chapter 

room that affects my behavior today. Baptism is more 

than that. The waters of our baptism must, MUST haunt

us all the days of our lives.

  Norman Maclean wrote in his book, A River Runs 

Through It

"Eventually, all things merge into one, and a 
river runs through it. The river was cut by 
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the world's great flood and runs over rocks 
from the basement of time. On some of the 
rocks are timeless raindrops... I am haunted 
by waters."2

We must be similarly haunted by the waters of our 

baptism. When we are terrified by the turns our lives 

take, and threatened by whatever demon of the day we 

are frightened by, we need to remind ourselves that we 

were baptized into the body of Christ. When illness or 

betrayal sap the strength from us, we are to recall the 

covenant into which we were baptized.

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, they shall not over-
whelm you;

when you walk through fire you shall not be 
burned,

and the flame shall not consume you.

2 A River Runs Through It, Norman Maclean, Copyright 1976
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For I am the Lord your God,
the Holy One of Israel, your Savior.

I urge you, church, to be haunted by the waters of 

your baptism every minute of every day. I urge you to 

weigh each of your actions against Isaiah's words for 

you are His, not your own. We are God's people. We be-

long to God. As Christians, we are not at the mercy of 

the torrent of societal values and cultural trends 

swirling and changing around us. Instead, we are at the 

mercy of the gracious triune God, who claims us in the 

clear, cleansing waters of baptism.

AMEN
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BENEDICTION

Paul wrote to the church at Rome:

For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, 
nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor 
things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor 
depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be 
able to separate us from the love of God in 
Christ Jesus our Lord.

The waters of your baptism seal you in this 

covenant relationship with the Creator of all. Be haunt-

ed by that awareness, church. Be haunted.

Until we meet again, may the Lord bless you, and 

keep you. 

May the Lord lift His countenance upon you, and be

gracious to you. 

May the Lord make His face to shine upon you, and

give you peace.
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BENEDICTION
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2015 J. Stewart Schneider
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