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The light shines in the darkness,  
And the darkness did not overcome it. Amen 

“As the people were filled with expectation…” So begins our gospel reading today. What 
kind of expectations did they have? They were expecting someone like John to be the kind 
of Messiah they had been waiting for, someone who was bold and gathered large crowds 
about him and ruffled the feathers of the Roman government. They might have expected 
that the Messiah would come charging in to take over the corruption and powers of the 
world to which they felt captive.  

The Jewish people had been waiting a long time, several hundred years, for the promised 
Messiah to come, but they still expected that God would send him and that the Messiah 
would save them. 

John the Baptist gets the most attention in our gospel reading today. But John was clear to 
point out to the people that he was not the Messiah they were expecting. John painted a 
vivid picture of someone with power who would come and baptize them with the Holy 
Spirit and with fire. The true Messiah would come to change them. Like grain that is 
separated from the chaff the Messiah would come to the heart of humanity.  

Luke does not include a dramatic entrance for Jesus at the Jordan River like some of the 
other gospel writers. He only says, “Now when all the people were baptized, and when 
Jesus also was baptized…” It seems Jesus comes to river looking like another seeker, like 
any other person who came to be washed and renewed both with the water and with the 
promises of God.  

Notice, though, what he does after he is baptized. Jesus prayed. Now that might not seem so 
remarkable, but in this gospel we will see again and again that when Jesus prays stuff 
happens!  

In this case, as Jesus was praying “the heaven was opened, and the Holy Spirit descended 
upon him in bodily form like a dove. And a voice came from heaven, [saying] “You are my 
Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” 

Jesus prayed when he was baptized. Luke is very clear with the words about Herod who 
would arrest John, that at the time of Jesus’ baptism John’s work was done and the ministry 
of Jesus began. At this turning point moment, Jesus prays and then receives God’s blessing. 
He hasn’t even done anything yet and still God loves him and is pleased with him.  

What a wonderful example for parents and others in close contact with children! It’s 
important to tell kids we love them apart from the things they do. In Holy Baptism we 
receive the same blessing, we are loved because God has claimed us as children. That’s it! 



Now that we belong to God and are made members of the Body of Christ, what are our 
expectations?  

When we pray, do we really think anything will happen? 

Many years ago when I lived in Washington I was on the planning team for a church 
musicians’ conference. One evening we took everyone to an amphitheater on a beach. With 
all those musicians our worship was alive with robust, beautiful singing. The preacher 
brought a word that was inspiring and filled with the good news of the gospel. And then we 
walked down to the water’s edge to receive Holy Communion. With the waves lapping on 
the beach we couldn’t help but be reminded of our baptism. It was picturesque to say the 
least.  

And then in the midst of the Communion distribution, a woman collapsed. We weren’t sure 
what was wrong with her and she didn’t come to right away so we called an ambulance. By 
the time it arrived she was coming around and she said, “I was slain by the Spirit! This 
happens to me all the time. I just don’t get you people—you pray for God to show up and 
then you are surprised when he does!” 

These kinds of dramatic responses to the presence of God don’t happen much in Lutheran 
worship. But I was taken back by this woman’s accusation. When we pray, do we expect 
God to show up or even to act? Are our prayers so passive that we sound as if we don’t 
mean what we say? 

I mentioned earlier that throughout Luke’s gospel when Jesus prays something happens. 
Let’s see how Jesus can lead us into a deeper prayer life. 

Jesus prays before making an important decision, when he selects his 12 closest disciples.  

Jesus prays when he asks his disciples what people are saying about him. His prayer 
inspires their statement of faith that he is the Messiah, the Son of God. 

Jesus prays when he retreats to the mountain top. Moses and Elijah show up and Jesus is 
transformed to reflect his heavenly, godly nature. 

Jesus prays just before his disciples ask him to teach them how to pray. Prayer is a part of 
Jesus’ daily life and spiritual practices. 

Jesus prays on the night of his arrest, knowing what lies ahead, asking God that there be 
some other way, but placing that decision in God’s hands and asking for the strength to see 
it through. 

Jesus prays on the cross, commending himself into the care and keeping of God his Father. 

What do we expect will happen when we pray? Most often we are surprised by God’s 
answers. Things may or may not go the way we want. But we can expect that God will show 
up. We can expect that God will answer. We can expect that God has the power to change 



situations and to change us when we pray for direction, for help, for courage, for healing, 
for us and for those we love. 

Today’s example of Jesus in the act of prayer is at his baptism. When we baptize here we 
pray that the Holy Spirit would come upon this new sister or brother to bring them new 
life. We pray that the Holy Spirit would sustain them in their life of faith with wisdom and 
understanding, with counsel and might, with knowledge and the fear of the Lord, with joy 
in the presence of God. 

That prayer was prayed for each of us who have been baptized. We can be sure that the 
Holy Spirit showed up on the day of our baptism and each day since. We can be sure that 
God’s claim on us as sons and daughters is a bond that cannot be broken—not by us or by 
anything we do, and certainly not by God.  

Whether we pray for ourselves, for others, or for the larger issues of the world, when we 
pray let us pray with expectation trusting that our God who loves us and claims us as 
daughters and sons will act!  

The Holy Spirit will show up!  

God’s voice will be heard—through the words of the Scriptures, through the voices of those 
God sends us, or even in the still, small voice God speaks to our hearts. And we can expect 
that God will empower the people of God—you and me—to be faithful servants of the good 
news of Jesus Christ. 

May the Lord who has called you by name give you strength to pray with confident 
expectation. 

Thanks be to God! Amen 


