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 The appointed Old Testament reading for The Baptism of our Lord leaves out an important 

verse. You see, the reading stops at verse three (and jumps over to verse 7) that says, “As soon as you 

see the ark of the covenant of the Lord your God being carried by the Levitical priests, then you shall 

set out from your place and follow it.” The ark, like it had for the previous 40 years, led the people 

where God wanted them to go. 

 However, verse four is also important to hear. It starts out this way: “Yet there shall be a 

distance between you and it, about 2,000 cubits in length. Do not come near it, in order that you may 

know the way you shall go…” God told them to “stay away” from the Ark of the Covenant, not 

because He was afraid the people of would touch it and die. But because, at a distance, all the people 

of Israel could see it. If they were to get too close, many would not be able see where God leads His 

people 

 This is not unlike the Gospel text.  John baptizes Jesus. Remember how John the Baptizer 

proclaimed in the Gospel of John, “Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.” 

Behold, as mentioned this past Wednesday on Epiphany, means, “Look.”  Look and see God Himself 

comes among us. And then when Jesus was baptized, the word appears again, “and behold, the 

heavens were opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God… And behold, a voice from heaven said…” 

Everyone look at the Ark of the Covenant and don’t get too close to obstruct its view. Everyone look 

at Jesus… He comes… Behold… the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world. 

 The Ark… goes into the midst of the Jordan River, opening the way for the people to enter 

the Holy Land promised by God. Jesus… goes into the midst of the Jordan River to show how Baptism 

brings the forgiveness of sins from Jesus to us and gives entrance into the Holy Land we call heaven. 

Yes see, it’s the same story – It’s all one big story. 

 Let’s take a closer look. Consider that Ark of the Covenant – this gold covered, acacia wood 

chest that had within it the Ten Commandments, the rod of Aaron and a golden pot with manna. It 

was constructed by God’s direction given to Moses at Mt. Sinai. And from that time the Ark led the 

people of God through the desert. The desert was a barren land – no food and no water. This was not 

an easy time for the children of Israel. They grumbled against God. They complained that at least as 

slaves in Egypt they sat around big pots of meat. Unlikely, but when we bellyache, we sensationalize 

everything. 

 The point is, God was present with the people, and showed Himself so, in the Ark of the 

Covenant. God led the people… the grumpy, hot, tired, not having such a good time, people. The 

presence of God does not mean the absence of grief. The presence of God does not mean that this 

sinful world has no effect on us. What it does mean, for the Israelites and for us – in this desert of life 

– God will guard us and keep us. That He will see us through. That He will stave off the devil and be 

our enduring peace when peace is hard to come by. 

 You see… think now about the New Testament and our Savior Jesus. He resisted the devil’s 

temptation in the desert. And now, with the onset of His public ministry, Jesus comes from the desert 

wilderness into the Jordan River to fulfill all things and be baptized by John. He marches into the 

river not for Himself but for you. He is the Ark of the Covenant, going out before the people of God… 

and paving the way for those He loves to enter into the Promised Land through the Jordan River – 

our baptisms.  Jesus sanctifies the waters of Baptism, He makes water the entry way into eternal life 



– just as God did when the Ark entered the Jordan River and paved the way for the people to enter 

the land of promise. It’s all the same story. One big narrative with Jesus at the center. We see it as 

one story because Jesus is our story. For this reason Jesus has our eyes affixed on Him. And time and 

time again the appropriate word is, Look… behold… see your salvation comes. 

 Beloved, we’ve got to look. You’ve got to see it. It’s worth mentioning again the transition 

that is made from Christmas to Epiphany. Christmas is the season where God becomes man. And 

Epiphany is the season that emphatically shows us how the man Jesus is made known as Lord and 

Savior to the world. And with that, we have to see Jesus for what He is and came to be. – God in our 

midst. God who comes to redeem the people. God who comes into this sinful world… pierces into 

the darkness and is our Great Light to behold. 

 I want you to imagine, if you will, being in the great mass of people, privileged to enter into 

the land of promise through the Jordan River like we heard in the Old Testament text for today. 

Imagine the joy and the excitement. The long, hot sojourn in the wilderness is ending and now God 

is granting an opening into a place we could call our own. The joy, the elation – the feeling of finally 

making it – after 40 years. 

 But that excitement was short lived… and that part of the story is not realized yet – but I 

should tell you. The people of God lived in the land of promise but it also had other people, foreigners, 

who occupied the land while they were gone. As you can imagine, they didn’t just give up their land 

to the children of Israel. It was a battle. It was a struggle to get it back. They experienced much pain 

and suffering with persecution and bloodshed.  

 We mentioned it again, the presence of God with His people does not mean the absence of 

grief – For Israel and for us. Sin is a constant battle for us – our own and the sins of others. We are 

called by God to “not” live in the sin in which the world is steeped. God calls you “out” of sin and 

into His holy presence… like a people of God passing through from the desert of darkness into the 

holy land of light. God calls you and me to repent of our sins. Yes, those sins. You know what you’ve 

done. God knows too. God calls you out of those sins, which you yourselves will have to stop, and 

into a right relationship with Him. 

 It’s hard… in such a world consumed by sin… to not be a participant. But God does expect 

it. He expects you to repent and sin no more. He expects you to flee from sinful ways and embrace 

your baptismal life of righteousness given to you. 

 Before us today is the means by which God has given us to see what He wants for us… and, 

what He has given to us. The light shines in darkness and His Word reveals. His Word is the shining 

light for our lives today. 

 Out in front of us is the Ark of the Covenant. Out in front… far enough for all of us to see. 

The darkness cannot overcome this light. It is in front of us and with us.  Far enough yet so close to 

us. That’s how God is. With us and everywhere. 

 And the best news is… even through times of suffering and grief is a part of all our narratives, 

it’s the best part of the narrative of Jesus for us. His suffering, grief was on the cross for a purpose… 

to purify us from our sins. The best part is… we are never alone during our troublesome times and 

we have a God – our God – who knows what suffering is.  He knows it… He lived it… so that 

eternally, we never have to.  Amen 

 

 The peace of God which passes all understanding shall keep your hearts and minds in Christ 

Jesus.  Amen. 

  



  


