
The Lessons Appointed for Use

on

First Sunday after the

Epiphany

The Baptism of our Lord

Year B

RCL

Acts 19:1-7
Mark 1:4-11

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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Acts 19:1-7

While Apollos was in Corinth, Paul passed through 

the interior regions and came to Ephesus, where he 

found some disciples. He said to them, “Did you re-

ceive the Holy Spirit when you became believers?” 

They replied, “No, we have not even heard that there is 

a Holy Spirit.” Then he said, “Into what then were you 

baptized?” They answered, “Into John’s baptism.” Paul 

said, “John baptized with the baptism of repentance, 

telling the people to believe in the one who was to come

after him, that is, in Jesus.” On hearing this, they were 

baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. When Paul had 

laid his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came upon 

them, and they spoke in tongues and prophesied— alto-

gether there were about twelve of them.
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Mark 1:4-11

The beginning of the good news about Jesus the Mes-
siah, the Son of God,  as it is written in Isaiah the 
prophet:
“I will send my messenger ahead of you,

who will prepare your way”—
“a voice of one calling in the wilderness,
‘Prepare the way for the Lord,
make straight paths for him.’”

John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, pro-

claiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of 

sins. And people from the whole Judean countryside 

and all the people of Jerusalem were going out to him, 

and were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confess-

ing their sins. Now John was clothed with camel’s hair, 

with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts 

and wild honey. He proclaimed, “The one who is more 

powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to 
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stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals. I have 

baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with 

the Holy Spirit.”

In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee 

and was baptized by John in the Jordan. And just as he 

was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens 

torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him. 

And a voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the 

Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”
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SERMON 

This is Year B in the Revised Common Lectionary. In

year B, we focus on the Gospel as told by St. Mark. Try

and keep that in mind. One of the first things I was 

taught in “How To Be A Preacher” school was, “Don’t 

use one Gospel account to explain another”. Each of the

four accounts must be read individually. We want to 

hear this year what Mark is telling us.

In today’s passage, Mark tells us of the baptism of our

Lord by John. 

John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, pro-
claiming a baptism of repentance for the forgive-
ness of sins.

 This is the beginning of Mark’s account and it’s un-

nerving. It’s too abrupt. There are no angels, no heav-

enly choirs, no wise men. There’s really nothing that we

can romanticize in this account – nothing we could put 
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with the Nativity Set on top of the TV – but there is 

some seriously deep water in this beginning of Mark's 

Gospel.  Let’s see if we can find our way. 

The first thing that strikes me is WHAT sins? I 

thought Jesus was without sin …  John proclaimed a 

baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. What 

would Jesus have to repent of? This is the problem we 

must face when we try to capture God in a net of words.

God is eternal. Words change their meaning over time. 

Here's an example. To the ancient Greeks living in 

Athens, an “idiot” was someone characterized by self-

centeredness and concerned almost exclusively with 

private—as opposed to public—affairs. Mature, edu-

cated Athenians put the good of their community ahead 

of their own good. Idiocy was the natural state into 

which all persons were born and its opposite, citizen-

ship, was effected through formalized education. Idiots 
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were born and citizens were made, you might say.

So, as far as the ancient Greeks of Athens were con-

cerned, an idiot was one who put his own good above 

the good of others. You may make of that what you 

will, politically, in light of recent events. I bring it up 

only to note that that’s not what we mean by the word 

today. That’s what makes reading the King James ver-

sion sometimes hazardous. The compilers of that trans-

lation spoke the same language as Shakespeare, and we 

all remember what a treat that was to puzzle out in high 

school.

Apart from allowing me to observe that a good educa-

tion is what a country uses to turn a bunch of idiots into 

good citizens, the changing meaning of words makes it 

imperative that we make very, very sure that the mean-

ing we are attaching to the words of Scripture is the 

same meaning that the writer intended, keeping in mind
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that we are reading a translation from an entirely differ-

ent language. Two of those words we must be careful 

about are “sin” and “repentance”. To 21st Century ears, 

“sin” is a bad thing one does, and “repent” is synony-

mous with “regret” or “remorse”. When we read the ac-

count of the baptism of our Lord and read “repentance” 

as synonymous with “regret” we get all confused and 

ask, “What had Jesus done that He regretted?” We have 

to ask if that is the meaning that Mark intends.

Regret and repent are two very different things. Re-

gret is the emotion we feel in response to something we 

have done wrong. Repentance is a conscious decision to

change our way of life so as not to repeat the mistake. 

Regret is the emotion I felt when they wheeled me into 

the ER with a heart attack and my cigarettes fell out of 

my pocket onto the floor. Repentance is the decision I 

made to stop smoking right after the nurse picked up 
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the cigarettes and said, “I see you USED to be a 

smoker.” Regret permits sorrow over the past to invade 

our present. Repentance leads our present into a more 

positive future.

As Mark recounts the baptism of our Lord, he isn’t 

speaking of things in Jesus’ life which he regrets. He is 

speaking of the new direction Jesus’ life is taking. The 

English word, “repentance” is translating the Greek 

word, “metanoia”. Metanoia is a much stronger word 

than the English “repentance”. Metanoia carries the 

meaning of a complete change in direction, a will 

turned in a new direction. What John is preaching is 

more than penitence. It is not remorse; not admission of

mistakes; certainly not self-condemnation, saying, “I 

have been such a fool”. It is more even than being 

“sorry” for one’s sins. It is a moral and spiritual revolu-

tion. Mark’s account is of the moment when Jesus’ life 
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changed to fulfill His reason for coming. The baptism 

which Jesus experienced with John was the point at 

which his life took a change of direction from what it 

was, to what it would be.

The other word we must be careful with is “sin”. To 

21st Century ears, “sin” means bad things one does. 

Stealing is a sin. Lying is a sin. Murder is a sin. Viewed 

in that way, it doesn’t take much imagination to fancy 

that just by not lying, stealing or murdering people, we 

aren’t engaged with God’s creation in a sinful way. I 

think we’d do much better if we thought of “sin” as the 

ways we interact with God’s creation that separate us 

from God’s purpose. Seen in this way, the baptism of 

Jesus can be viewed as Jesus passing from the ordinary 

earthly life of a rural laborer, to a life filled and directed

by God’s purpose. 

That may sound a bit strange to your ears. We’re 
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more comfortable with the stories from Matthew and 

Luke in which Jesus is proclaimed from birth. Remem-

ber, this year we are seeking to understand Mark’s 

unique message. Don’t use one Gospel account to ex-

plain another. Jesus was about 30 years of age when He 

encountered John. He had led the life of a rural laborer. 

Mark tells us of the moment when Jesus’ entire life 

changed and he entered into a new chapter, one for 

which He was born. He “metanoiaed”, if you will. He 

turned from that which was to the life for which he was 

born, just as we are called to do, and when He did,

… he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit de-
scending like a dove on him. And a voice came 
from heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with 
you I am well pleased.”

This is the sort of repentance God seeks from us. 

Smacking yourself in the forehead in remorse and re-
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gret does no good for anyone unless you are motivated 

by the discomfort you feel to turn from your self-seek-

ing life to the life of a servant shown us by the example 

of Jesus. Just as the ancient citizens of Athens believed 

that everyone is born an idiot but can mature to be pub-

lic-minded citizens, we are born with a childish “Me! 

Me! Me!” perspective, then we are called by the Holy 

Spirit to repent of our self-centered lives to take our 

place as citizens of the Kingdom.

Repenting of a life centered on the well-being of self 

and family just seems awkward in the mouth to say. 

Changing the trajectory of your life to that of a servant, 

putting aside private concerns in favor of the good of 

others seems scary. This is what Jesus did. This is the 

course that lead Him directly to the cross. 

I don’t want to stir up pride in this congregation, but I

clearly see the working of the Holy Spirit here. When a 
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need is expressed, there is an instant response. This is 

so contrary to the self-centered life of a Greek idiot, that

I am convinced that it could not occur if the Holy Spirit 

were not active right here, in Bellefonte, Kentucky. This

is not something to boast of. This is something to give 

humble thanks for. For you, this congregation, this 

church, this place of spirit-working, I humbly give 

thanks.

AMEN
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Apostle’s Creed

I believe in God the Father, Almighty, Maker of heaven 
and earth;
And in Jesus Christ, his only begotten Son, our 
Lord,

Who was conceived by the Holy Ghost, 
born of the Virgin Mary,
Suffered under Pontius Pilate,
was crucified, dead, and buried.

He descended into hell;
The third day he rose again from the dead;
He ascended into heaven, and sits at the right hand
of God the Father Almighty;
From thence he shall come to judge the quick and 
the dead.

I believe in the Holy Ghost;
I believe in the holy catholic church, the commu-
nion of saints;
The forgiveness of sin;
The resurrection of the body:

And the life everlasting. Amen.
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BENEDICTION

At the insurrection at the Capital this week, I saw at 

least one large blue flag which read, “Jesus 2020”. Yes, 

it offended me, but then I thought, “Who among us has 

not done a wrong thing and attempted to justify it by 

imagining that Jesus would approve?” That was cer-

tainly one of the prominent excuses for slave ownership

during the Civil War – it’s Biblical. A true repentance in

the sense of an about face, a metanoia, would protect us

from so great a sin.

The Lord bless you and keep you; 
the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be gra-
cious to you; 
the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you
peace. 

Optional parts of the readings are set off in square 
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brackets.
The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and 
Gospel lessons are from the New Revised Standard Ver-
sion 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 2020 J. Stewart Schneider
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Words are what we use to think about things, and we 

get too darned comfortable with them. I should know. I 

have spent forty years earning my daily bread with 

words. I have lined them up in sentences and sold them 

to book and magazine publishers and even to National 

Public Radio. I have spoken them into microphones and

wondered time and again if there were people on the 

other end listening to my words. I have spoken count-

less thousands of words in courts all over the Common-

wealth of Kentucky. The sheer weight of the words that 

have passed my lips over four decades weigh me down. 

It goes on to this day. As I and the other old men leave 

the Chapel of St. Starbuck’s, in my imagination I see 

the Sexton following us with his broom brushing all the

words we have spoken into great piles to be hauled off 
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to the trash. 

Words. Piles of words. Important words. Trivial 

words. Sometimes hurtful words. Words of judgment. 

Words of forgiveness. I have a belly full of words. One 

of my friends was celebrating an anniversary. As she 

was telling her husband how much she loved him she 

told him, “Words are not enough”. She’s right. They are

not. How would you express adequately the mystery of 

love between a husband and a wife over so long a pe-

riod of time? What words could she use to express this 

great mystery which binds a man and a woman together

over a lifetime? Where is the scale upon which you can 

weigh love? It is a mystery.  

We have to be careful to be precise here, for the 

words we will speak today can lead us astray as well. 

We have to know what words and mysteries are. As we 
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will speak today, “mystery” doesn’t mean a puzzle that 

can be examined and explained in words. That’s a 

strange thing for me to say, since that is exactly what 

we DO mean when we use the terms “Word” and “Mys-

tery” today. To us in the 21st Century, words are utter-

ances. Mysteries are puzzles to be solved. It was not al-

ways so. The one who seeks wisdom would do well to 

remember that.
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