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Luke 3: 15-17, 21-22     

15As the people were filled with expectation, and all were questioning in 
their hearts concerning John, whether he might be the Messiah, 16John 
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 with fire. 17His 
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.” 
 
 21Now when all the people were baptized, and when Jesus had also been 
baptized and was praying, the heaven was opened, 22and the Holy Spirit 
descended upon him in bodily form like a dove. And a voice came from 
heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” 
 
 Often, whole theologies are created from how one individual, or a small 

group of people, read a particular scripture text. Sometimes, whole theories of 

GOD are created from how someone reads one verse of scripture! But today’s 

text is a conundrum for theologians and biblical scholars … not to mention 

for the rest of us!     

 It starts with John the Baptist doing his thing – baptizing people in the 

Jordan River. Some are wondering if John is the Messiah that they have been 

waiting for and expecting. He says he’s not and keeps on baptizing people. 

The baptism from John is meant to forgive people of their sins. All is good, no 

problems there.   

Then, we get to verse 21, “Now when all the people were baptized, and 

when Jesus had also been baptized and was praying ….” NOPE. Hold the 

phone. Stop right there. “When JESUS was baptized!?!” If John is baptizing 

people to forgive their sins … and Jesus is GOD in human form and without 



 

sin … why is JESUS getting baptized!? To paraphrase a misquoted movie 

line, “Theologians, we have a problem!”   

Even from the earliest days following this event, the Christian church 

has struggled with Jesus’ baptism. When we compare the accounts of the 

baptism in the four Gospels, it’s hard not to see how uncomfortable the 

authors of the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, really feel. Mark 

doesn’t say much, but he never does. Matthew expands Mark’s account by 

adding in a line about how John tries to talk Jesus out of being baptized. 

Luke’s account, which we read today, follows a large segment of text where 

Luke has been talking about Jesus’ holiness and then it doesn’t even 

explicitly say that John is the one to baptize Jesus. And the Gospel according 

to John just skips over the part where Jesus is baptized and goes right to the 

part where the Spirit descends like a dove!   

In short, biblical scholars agree that this embarrassment of the early 

church around Jesus’ baptism is really our most solid proof that it happened, 

because when someone tells you something that is embarrassing for them 

and not in their best interest for you to know, then you can be fairly sure that 

they are telling you the truth! Maybe it’s a little like modern day clergy 

person posting on Facebook the story of how she showed up late to worship 

one Sunday!  

So, why, if he doesn’t need it, if it’s embarrassing to the message to do 

it, does Jesus get baptized by John?! I believe the key is the first part of verse 

21 when our account reads, “Now when all the people were baptized, and 

when Jesus also had been baptized ….” Luke’s account tells us that Jesus 

was with all the people. From what we can tell, he stood in line patiently like 

the rest of them, waded into the water as they all did, was plunged under the 

water and was lifted out just like the rest of them. No special ritual designed 



 

just for him and nothing to signal to those gathered there that he was 

anything but one of them.   

This is something that is really important for the church to remember, 

because all too often we think of Jesus as set apart, high on a pedestal, too 

distant from who we are in the church. And yet Jesus gets in line with all the 

people who had been broken by the wear and tear of the world and he 

presents himself for baptism as an act of solidarity with a nation, and with a 

whole world, of broken people in need of forgiveness and new beginnings.   

It makes me think of how often, as a pastor, I’ve watched as people have 

separated themselves from the community of faith when life is difficult. Our 

human nature seems to have this pattern of wanting to separate ourselves, to 

close off and hide when we are feeling vulnerable. We don’t agree with 

something said or done in the church and instead of trying to talk about it, 

we step away and just stop attending. A difficult diagnosis enters into our 

home and our initial impulse is to move inward and close out the world as we 

focus on next steps. We lose a loved one and while we might know we need 

community, we avoid it because it won’t be the same as when our loved one 

was with us. Our job suddenly disappears, or our marriage finally ends and 

we feel too much shame to want to face other people. Whatever the 

presenting struggle, ALL TOO OFTEN, we humans think we need to be 

PRESENTABLE at church and so we isolate ourselves in order to avoid the 

vulnerability of staying connected.   

It’s a human response, for sure. And, I believe that this reality is part of 

a misguided teaching of the church over the years. Author and theologian, 

Barbara Brown Taylor hits the nail on the head when she writes, “You can 

see the problem. We spend a lot of time in the Christian church talking about 

God’s love for sinners, but we sure do go to a lot of trouble not to be mistaken 

for one of them. Guilt by association and all that.”   



 

All too often, we think we need to be “presentable” at church. And so, 

when we feel like we’re not perfect, or we don’t “have it together,” we tend to 

isolate ourselves. We’d much rather be present when we have it all together 

and we can be in the “helping” mode instead of in the “receiving help” mode.  

It is far safer, we think, to be the one offering help and support than to be the 

one receiving help and support.   

But, today’s text would suggest that that isn’t really faithful to the 

community. Jesus, who can literally always be in the “helper” and even 

“Savior” role, instead chooses to become vulnerable, and in an act of solidarity 

with all of humanity, he steps into the waters of the Jordan River and is 

baptized with the others. We know that he was in his early 30’s when this 

took place, but it was just a few short weeks ago that we were reading about 

his birth. This baby who was born to be Emmanuel, “God with us” has now 

stepped into the river of life, and vulnerability, and need with us.   

The model, dear church, is uncomfortable. It suggests that when we’re 

at our worst, just as when we’re at our best, this is the place we are called to 

be. It says that when life is not going our way, when we are grieving, when 

we are embarrassed and feeling ashamed, when we are angry with others 

and even with God, when we are feeling broken, this community, the one who 

knows us at our best, is also the community that wants to love and care for us 

when we are at our most vulnerable.   

This isn’t easy. It’s guaranteed to be uncomfortable because we like to 

feel more in control. We’re likely to feel self-conscious. We might think we’ll 

be seen as weak, or pitiful, or that we’ll be stared at, or talked about because 

that’s what our human disconnection from one another and from God will tell 

us. But that is not what community is about and it is not what community 

does.    



 

So the next time you feel the very human urge to stay away and to 

disconnect from others until you can “get it together,” think of today’s text 

where Jesus loves all of humanity so VERY much, that he was willing to 

become vulnerable as an act of solidarity with us. Think of today’s text, which 

is a reminder to us that to be human, means to be vulnerable, but it ALSO 

means we are created for community. May we ALWAYS seek to live into that 

reality.  Amen.   


