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Epiphany One A  
Isaiah 42:1-9 Acts 10:34-43 Psalm 29 Matthew 3:13-17 
 

What a marvelous banquet is laid before us in the lessons for this 

First Sunday of the Epiphany! The Gospel is the main course 

among these delectables, the Psalm playing a small role, with the 

Hebrew Bible and Epistle lessons perfectly matched side dishes, 

essential to bring out the full flavors and nutrients of the central 

protein! 

 

But first, proceeding according to our liturgy, we start with verses 

of the servant song of Isaiah – a song of homecoming – God’s 

announcement of how God’s restoration of the covenant people, 

and through them, all nations, will be accomplished. 

God will use God’s servant, who will “bring forth justice to the 

nations.” 

As a covenant people their true identity is to be “a light to the 

nations, to open the eyes of the blind, to bring out the prisoners 

from the dungeons, from the prison those who sit in darkness.” 

The former conditions will be in the past and new conditions will 

spring forth.  
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The Hebrew Scriptures witness to two distinct and unique 

purposes for God’s voice – to create and then to recreate. 

God speaks and creation emerges; God speaks and order is 

restored. 

And further, any chosen by God to speak on God’s behalf is 

authentic if one criterion is met – that they “bring forth justice.” 

 

The image of God’s voice continues in Psalm 29, with power and 

splendor breaking the cedars of Lebanon and making them skip 

like a calf, shaking the wilderness and laying bare the forests.   

 

In the Epistle lesson from the Acts of the Apostles Peter presents a 

summary of the early church’s witness, as he baptizes Cornelius. 

Peter says that the church finds its voice in its witness to God’s 

anointed One, Jesus of Nazareth.  

Peter and the others, chosen witnesses, are given voice to 

personally vouch the crucifixion and resurrection of this Anointed 

One who has power and authority to forgive sins. 
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And that brings us to the main course in this delectable banquet of 

lessons, the baptism of Jesus by John the Baptizer in the river 

Jordan. 

 

But of course, the story of Jesus does not start there, as our journey 

through Christmastide and Epiphany Day more than demonstrates. 

 

This is the year when we are reading the gospel of Matthew, and he 

begins with a long genealogy of Jesus, which I am not necessarily 

suggesting for your prayerful reading. 

 

He burnishes Jesus’ credentials by name-dropping Abraham and 

King David, the two most important figures in all of Jewish history, 

and goes on to list forty-two men in three sets of fourteen 

generations each. 

Then he shocks us by including five sexually suspicious women in 

Jesus’ family tree, ending of course, with Mary the mother of Jesus, 

who was unmarried and pregnant. 
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Immediately, Matthew tells of the birth of Jesus, whom he refers to 

as the Messiah, and describes Jesus as Emmanuel, meaning, “God is 

with us.” 

Thereafter we have: Visit of the magi 

The threat of King Herod 

The escape into Egypt 

The massacre of the Innocents 

The return to Nazareth in Galilee, 

and the long silence of the childhood of Jesus, presumably in 

Nazareth. 

Then he comes to the baptism of Jesus, which for the eastern 

Orthodox Christians is celebrated on the Day of Epiphany. 

 

According to Mathew, the crowd sees and hears John the Baptizer 

thundering words of warning and doom. 

He declares the one who is coming will have a winnowing fork and 

will clear his threshing floor. 

Suddenly, Jesus appears, in the midst of the crowds, standing there 

alongside of the Baptizer, and of all things, coming to be baptized 

by John. 
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John is dumbfounded, and says privately to Jesus – “I need to be 

baptized by you, and do you come to me?” 

And Jesus says, with some apparent firmness, clearly also privately, 

“Let it be so now.” 

 

No doubt this hurried exchange of muttered comments is not 

heard by those who are pushing ahead to the river, or hanging 

back, still not sure, wondering with those around them about the 

dire warnings of John and the vibration of the unfolding scene. 

 

So after John consented, Jesus was baptized in the river, one in the 

midst of many. 

And when he came up out of the water, according to Matthew, the 

heavens opened to him. 

 

They opened to him; to no one else.  Not even to John. 

 

According to Matthew, Jesus “saw the Spirit of God descending like 

a dove and alighting on him. And a voice from heaven said, ‘This is 

my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.’ ” 

 



 6 

And that’s it, all of it. In Luke’s gospel, the whole huge crowed was 

wowed and amazed by the sight of the dove and the voice and the 

words of blessing, “My Beloved Son.” 

 

 

According to Luke this was an epic epiphany, one for the record 

books. 

But according to Matthew, it was sort of like a ‘Selfie.’ A snapshot 

moment that Jesus must have taken into a deep place within. 

Something that he pulled out to help him through the forty days of 

struggle and temptation in the wilderness, and maybe in his 

struggle in the Garden of Gethsemane, and maybe even during 

those long hours on the cross. 

“My Beloved Son.” It was something to remember - A voice that 

sustained. 

 

‘Selfie’ has just been chosen as the word of the year for 2013. Online 

dictionaries define it as a snapshot you take of yourself in a 

moment when no one else is there to take it for you. Then later you 

can show it to others. 

In a ‘Selfie’ you show your self. 
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I wonder. Are not epiphanies supposed to be glory showings? 

Matthew has quite a few of those, beginning with the three Magi, 

and when they appeared you can imagine the whole town was out 

to gawk at them, these foreign guys, the gifts, the glory, the God-

born child. 

However, Matthew does not tell the story this way, even though 

Luke certainly does. 

In all four gospels, Jesus’ baptism is a glory moment, and we 

celebrate it each year in this season of epiphanies. 

It is the gospel writers answer to the question of how did Jesus get 

to be the Messiah. 

 

But to Matthew, it is a ‘Selfie.’ 

If you would rather have the winnowing fork, and the frenzied 

clearing of the threshing fork by the Anointed One, you might not 

like the idea that, at least in Matthew, Jesus’ baptism is a ‘Selfie.’ 

 

But in none of the gospels are the words of blessing any different. 
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In none does the voice of God say anything about winnowing or 

threshing, nor are any weapons wielded as part of the baptismal 

experience. 

“My Beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased,” that is the 

imprint, the voice, the image, made as if by water and light and 

love. 

Could it be that the hidden essence of every baptism is the ‘Selfie’ 

that gets imprinted on that interior page that could be called this is 

who I am?  

The page within that we update throughout our lives and 

sometime risk showing to others, and to the world? 

 

At several critical moments, this kind of ‘Selfie’ made it possible for 

Harry Potter to survive the despair of his situation. 

In the film, Philomena, a true biography currently in theaters, a 

woman travels even across an ocean to say to a child she bore fifty 

years earlier, that he is her beloved child. 

And she survives her own psychic horror and shame and 

mistreatment by the deep sense of herself as Beloved by God. 
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Pope Francis imprints that name with his lips onto every broken 

body he kisses in St. Peter’s Square. 

The imprint – Beloved! 

 

So, why have we made this moderate long journey through the 

lessons for today? 

Because as individuals and a community there is more than a 

chance that we can be both informed, and more importantly, 

formed by them. 

 

In Isaiah the voice of God declares the servant people Israel to be a 

special people, indeed, a Beloved People, with the mission of 

bringing forth justice upon the earth – to echo God’s re-creating 

voice of blessing for all people. 

 

In the lesson from the Acts of the Apostles Peter preaches that, 

flowing from Jordan’s baptismal waters, dripping off the shoulders 

of Jesus of Nazareth, the dying and rising One, is the message, the 

witness, that the name Beloved is for everyone. 

The call to believe and be baptized is to be offered to all, to 

everyone, without distinction. 
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And here is the central protein with formative power – that in 

baptism we are given an identity, and internal ‘selfie’, as it were. 

We are named “Beloved by God.” 

 

Isaiah reminds us that it is a servant voice in the world that flows 

from that identity, just as surely as the waters of the Jordan fell 

from the hands of the Baptizer onto the head of Jesus and then out 

into the world. 

Baptism is a sacrament of the community, and yet, perhaps, the 

mystery and holiness of it are in the ‘Selfie,’ 

In the image and imprint that enters the heart and mind of each of 

us and deeply into the community.  

When there is a baptismal moment in our lives, an epiphany, 

maybe shown in a moment, but showing us who we actually are, 

Beloved of God.  

And showing us what we are to do in our worlds, an in this 

neighborhood, what voice and witness is ours to bring. 
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What makes the baptismal name, Beloved, powerful for us, is when 

we share it and find what struggles it gets us through, how it 

becomes ever more embedded in us as we show it to the world by a  

-voice for justice 

-voice of witness 

-voice of invitation. 

 


