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In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
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Some friends of mine were in San Juan, PR, last weekend and
attended the Epiphany mass at the Cathedral there, and took lots of
pictures of the procession of the three Wise Men (people in
costume). My friends were blown away– they had never seen an
Epiphany celebration like it. In Hispanic cultures Epiphany is
commonly called Three Kings Day, and is a much bigger deal than
Christmas. I also saw lots of postings and articles last week about
the significance of the Epiphany, including some confusion over
whether it’s really the celebration of the arrival of the Wise Men,
or of the baptism of the Lord, or something else. So here’s the deal
on that: the answer is D, all of the above. 

The feast of the Epiphany is actually an octave, and eight-day
celebration of God manifesting, revealing, himself in various ways,
various epiphanies, to humanity. The main feature on the first day,
January 6 , is the arrival of the Wise Men, the first Gentiles (non-th

Jews) to encounter the Christ, the Son of the living God, shortly
after his birth as a human baby. That’s why the other name for
January 6  is the Manifestation of Christ to the Gentiles. Nextth

comes the Baptism of the Lord, the first time God plainly revealed
himself to the world as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, when, as we
read today, the Spirit visibly descended in the form of a dove on
Jesus, and God the Father spoke from heaven identifying Jesus as
his Son. 

The third of the three epiphanies is Jesus’ first miracle, which
happened at the wedding feast in Cana, where they ran out of wine.
At the command of Jesus, six large containers of water instantly
became wine, demonstrating that Jesus is the Lord of all creation,

who has the power to recreate anything he created in the first place.
And that fact speaks back to baptism and the new thing Jesus did
with it.

Lots of ancient liturgical texts, and lots of our familiar hymns,
mention those three events together, like the last hymn we’re going
to sing today, which speaks of Jesus’ divinity being “manifested by
the star to the sages from afar... Manifest at Jordan’s stream,
Prophet, Priest, and King supreme... manifest in power divine,
changing water into wine” (Songs of thankfulness and praise, Hymnal 1982,

#135). As I said, the Church has historically celebrated all three of
those things in the Epiphany octave. But since most of us don’t go
to church on weekdays, and because all Christians need to
understand the significance of those three events, the Church has
spread them out. So the main focus of January 6  is the epiphanyth

to the Wise Men, on the Sunday following it’s the epiphany that
occurred at the Baptism of the Lord, and next Sunday, it will be the
epiphany of his divine power at the wedding feast.

The outward stories of these three epiphanies are pretty
straightforward. The Wise Men followed the star until it stopped
directly over Bethlehem, where they found the baby they were
looking for, and presented their strange, prophetic gifts. What’s not
so apparent is that that star, or whatever kind of heavenly light it
was (to people back then every light in the sky was a star– they
didn’t know much about comets, meteors, et al), was the tool that
the Creator of the starry height used to guide the Wise Men to
Jesus. And the three gifts represent the three things that Jesus is:
gold because he’s the King of all creation; incense, representing the
prayers of the faithful, because he’s the one true God; and myrrh,
the spice used in anointing bodies for burial, because his death on
the cross is the perfect sacrifice for the sins of the whole world.
The significance of the miracle at the wedding is much simpler. As
I said, it’s Jesus’ first demonstration that he possesses all the power
of God, which means that he is God. More about that next week.
For now, we’ll focus on the baptism.



There’s a lot of stuff at play in that moment. First of all, it’s the
turning point between the Old and the New Testaments. John the
Baptist is the last of the OT prophets and the greatest, according to
Jesus, because John is the one God sent to prepare the way for
Jesus. That’s what John has been doing out there in the river. The
river Jordan is the western border of the Promised Land, the land
God promised would belong to Abraham and his descendants, the
Israelites, for ever. Long after Abraham and long before Jesus,
when God led the Israelites out of slavery in Egypt, through the
wilderness for forty years, they arrived at the river Jordan, where
Moses gave the people his final instructions before he died. Then
they crossed the river to take possession of the Promised Land. The
crossing was symbolic of their washing away all the dirt and
defilements of the pagan world they were leaving behind. They had
to go through that washing, that baptism, in order to enter into
God’s promise.

And since the time of Moses, one of the rituals God had prescribed
for his people prior to handling holy things, or taking up a new
ministry, or making a fresh start was a baptism of repentance.
Before you could do any of those things you had to repent of your
sins, turn away from them, and wash yourself as a symbol of your
repentance. That’s exactly what John the Baptist was doing out
there. He was calling God’s people to repentance in preparation for
some great new thing that God was about to do. And the fact that
he was doing it in the river Jordan, where God’s people had long
before washed away the defilements of their old life as they entered
into their new life of freedom, was a clear indication that John was
calling them to prepare for some new kind of life, though at the
time they had no idea what that would look like.

Then along comes Jesus, ready to begin his earthly ministry by
being baptized. No one would have taken any notice, or thought
anything out of place in this picture except John, because he was
the only one out there who knew who Jesus is. There was a little bit
of an exchange at this point that Luke doesn’t mention in today’s
gospel, but Matthew does in his version. John said, “I need to be

baptized by you, and yet you come to me?” Jesus said, “We’ll do
it this way for now in order to fulfill all righteousness,” i.e. to
fulfill the law which requires baptism before engaging in holy
things. So John baptized him (Mt 3:13-15). Remember the gospel we
read three weeks ago, on the Sunday before Christmas? Mary went
to visit her cousin Elizabeth, John’s mother, when they were both
pregnant. And when Mary arrived, baby John leapt for joy inside
his mother’s womb because he knew, by the power of the Holy
Spirit, that his God had come to visit him (Lk 1:39-45). And likewise,
he knew that day at the Jordan that his God had come to him again.
And since baptism was an act of repentance, and knowing that
Jesus had nothing to repent of because he’s God, therefore
perfectly sinless, John raised the question, Why would he who is
without sin want, or even need, to be baptized? There’s a hymn that
explains it:

The sinless one to Jordan came,
and in the river shared our stain;
God’s righteousness he thus fulfilled, 
and chose the path his Father willed. Hymnal 1982, #120

Jesus was baptized because, first, it’s what the law required, and
second– and this is the new thing– he went into the water in order
to “share our stain,” as the hymn says, in order to identify with the
sinful humanity that he came to redeem. Yet he didn’t become at
that point a sinful human, a sinner, like us. The letter to the
Hebrews says that he became like us in every way, and was
tempted to sin just as we all are, yet did not sin (Heb 2:17; 4:15). 

So when the sinless Son of God stepped into the river, far from
doing away with its emphasis on repentance, he perfected baptism
in a couple of ways. First of all, he filled it with his own divine life,
so that it was no longer just a symbol, but an actual washing away
of sin. So whoever, after that day, truly and earnestly repents of
their sin and desires to live the new life in Christ (cf BCP 330), really
and truly does have their sins washed away in the living water, the
water that’s filled with divine life. And the other thing he did by



stepping into the water that day was that he, as the hymn says,
“shared our stain,” he absorbed our sin into himself. And later on
he went to the cross to suffer and die for our sin. That’s what he
meant as he hung dying on the cross when he said with his very last
mortal breath, “It is finished” (Jn 19:30). The work he began at his
baptism, of atoning for the sin of the world, sharing our stain,
absorbing into himself all the sin that we’re willing to surrender at
the cross, was finished when he died for it. And as we
commemorate every year on Holy Saturday morning, he descended
to the dead, to all those faithful before him who had received the
baptism of repentance, to deliver to them the Good News of what
he had done for them as much as for all of us who came after. And
then, rising from the dead on the third day, he destroyed the power
of sin and death once and for all. 

That’s what’s so important about this day. And that’s why it’s so
important that every person who hears the Good News about Jesus
and wants to be filled with his life, and every child of every such
person, needs to be baptized. In the early days of the Church, Luke
says in Acts, whole households were baptized, which means every
person under that roof, including the babies, who were baptized on
the strength of their parents’ faith. There are Christians who argue
that that’s not how it was, but the witness of the Church bears it
out. Baptism is our entry into God’s eternal promise.

Because Jesus stepped into the water himself, three things happen
to us that make it a life-changing event. The thanksgiving prayer
over the water in the Prayer Book says, “In it we are buried with
Christ in his death. By it we share in his resurrection. Through it
we are reborn by the Holy Spirit” (BCP 306). All these things Jesus
added to baptism by being baptized himself. And the necessity of
repentance still underlies all that. That’s why those six questions
that are put to every person seeking baptism have been part of the
rite in one form or another for most of the Church’s history: “Do
you renounce Satan and all the spiritual forces of wickedness... Do
you renounce the evil powers of this world... Do you renounce all
sinful desires that draw you from the love of God? I renounce

them.” “Do you turn to Jesus Christ and accept him as your
Savior?... Do you put your whole trust in his grace and love?... Do
you promise to follow and obey him as Lord? I do” (BCP 302-3).
That’s what’s required of everyone who wants to follow Jesus.

It’s easier said than done, of course. It’s easy to say the right
answer to all those questions, but it’s much harder to actually live
them out. And try as we clergy might sometimes to impress on a
young couple that they’re making solemn promises to God for their
baby that are way more important than the Pledge of Allegiance or
the obligations they agree to on their mortgage contract, they don’t
always get it. And we adults who reaffirm our renunciation of all
those evils every time we renew our baptismal vows, which we’re
going to do in a couple of minutes, don’t often take it as seriously
as we ought to. But it is deadly serious! And I mean that literally,
because Christ died for you– every one of you... of us.

So I challenge you all to really think about that question about
renouncing all forms of evil, and the ones about going to church
regularly, resisting temptation and repenting when you fail, living
the Good News of God in Christ and sharing it, loving your
neighbors as yourself, and respecting their dignity. Give them a lot
of serious thought; pray over them; and ask God to help you live
what you promise, because he died to give us life. And now that
I’ve said enough about it, let’s get one with it. In the Name of ...

a.m.d.g.
Ian C. Wetmore+


