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THE SEASON OF EPIPHANY:

Planning Worship

The temptation in the Epiphany season is clarity. Light has appeared, the nations stream, the star has
done its work. Worship planners feel the pressure to make this the season of illumination—answers
instead of questions, confidence instead of need, vision instead of waiting. But Epiphany, if it is
taken seriously, refuses that turn. The light that appears does not resolve the darkness; it exposes it.
What is revealed is not how competent we are at seeing God, but how dependent we are on being
found.

Planning worship affer Epiphany in the tradition of the theology of the cross begins by resisting the
instinct to explain too much.

Revelation That Disorients

Epiphany does not hand us a solved puzzle. It interrupts us. The star does not lead the wise to
mastery but to kneeling. The voice at the Jordan does not empower Jesus for triumph but names
him beloved on the way to rejection. The signs that follow—water changed, crowds fed, lepers
touched—do not clarify God’s strategy so much as complicate our expectations.

So worship in this season should feel slightly off-balance. The texts do not align neatly with moral
improvement plans. The prayers name more confusion than certainty. The music does not rush to
resolution. Revelation here is not control; it is exposure.

This is good news, because congregations already know what it means to live without clarity.
Worship need not rescue them from that reality. It can tell the truth about it.

Law Wears Religious Clothing

The danger after Epiphany is subtle. Once Christ is “revealed,” the focus quietly shifts to what should
now be obvious. The season becomes instructional: now that we see, now that we know, now that
the light has come—what will we do with it?

That move turns Epiphany into law.

The theology of the cross insists that revelation does not make us capable; it makes us
accountable—and therefore exposed. The light shows not only who Christ is, but how little we are
changed by knowing it. Worship that pretends otherwise trains people to hide. Worship shaped by
the cross gives them permission to stop.



Confession belongs prominently here, not as seasonal housekeeping but as honest speech. The
prayers do not assume progress. They assume need.

Preaching Without Resolution

Sermons after Epiphany need not conclude with insight. They may end with recognition. The crowds
marvel, the disciples misunderstand, the authorities harden, and Jesus keeps going. That is not
failure; it is the pattern.

Preaching shaped by the cross allows texts to land without being managed. The preacher does not
rush ahead of the Gospel to explain how this will all work out. The sermon trusts that Christ will
remain present even when the hearers are not enlightened.

This kind of preaching sounds restrained, sometimes almost unfinished. That restraint is not lack of
confidence; it is theological honesty. The Word does not depend on our definitions of completion.

Music That Bears Weight

Hymnody in this season should carry gravity. Epiphany light is not decorative. Songs that name
Christ’s humility, his hiddenness, his refusal of spectacle belong here. Even the joyful hymns are
edged with cost. Love appears, but it does not arrive safely.

The cross already casts its shadow affer Epiphany. Worship planners need not force it in; they only
need to let it be seen.

A Season That Refuses Momentum

The church calendar does not rush from Epiphany to Easter by accident. It slows us down. It places
revelation in the middle of ordinary time, among healings that do not last, crowds that do not stay,
disciples who do not understand.

Planning worship for this season means honoring that slowness. Repetition is not failure. Familiar
prayers, stable patterns, and unhurried liturgy allow the congregation to remain where the texts leave
them: seen, named, and still in need.

What Remains?

In the end, Epiphany does not give the church a strategy. It gives it Christ—present, spoken, poured
out, and still moving toward the cross. The light has come. Not to flatter us, but to find us. That is
enough to plan around.
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THE EPIPHANY OF OUR LORD

Isaiah 60:1-6

Isaiah’s words are often heard as a summons to confidence or visibility, as though the people are
being told to stand tall and finally take their place in the sun. But the text itself resists that
interpretation. The command to “arise” comes not because the darkness has lifted, but precisely
because it has not. “Darkness shall cover the earth, and thick darkness the peoples.” The light does not
emerge from improved conditions. It descends into their absence.

This is crucial pastorally. The promise of Epiphany is not that clarity has arrived, but that God has
acted while clarity remains elusive. The people addressed here are not spiritually triumphant; they are
weary, diminished, unsure of their future. That should sound familiar. Yet the prophet dares to say
that the glory of the Lord has already risen upon them. The verb tense matters. God’s self-giving
precedes their perception of it.

Notice also what draws the nations. It is not Israel’s strength, moral coherence, or religious success.
It is the /Zight of the Lord, a light Israel does not control and did not manufacture. This is revelation
without precondition. Grace without résumé. Light does not ask permission from the darkness
before breaking in.

Pastorally, this speaks directly to congregations tempted to believe that relevance, vitality, or
visibility must be earned. Isaiah insists otherwise. The Church does not shine by polishing itself. It
shines—when it does—because God has chosen to dwell among people for whom darkness comes
in many forms.

The gifts brought—gold and frankincense—anticipate worship rather than conquest. What arrives is
not tribute extracted by power, but offering elicited by mercy. Even here, Epiphany bends toward
the cross.

Psalm 72:1-7, 10-14

Psalm 72 is royal language at its most dangerous. Dangerous, because it names what authority is
actually for. The king’s legitimacy is not measured by stability, growth, or longevity, but by
attentiveness to the poor, the needy, and those with no helper. This is not sentimental. It is a
theological claim: power is judged by who is protected when no advantage is gained.



The psalm does not romanticize rule. It places it under scrutiny. The king is righteous only insofar as
he delivers the poor and rescues the oppressed. Glory here is functional, not ornamental. And again,
this resonates deeply with the theology of the cross. God’s reign is disclosed not through
domination but through descent—through justice that costs something,

For pastors, this psalm quietly dismantles the fantasy that leadership exists to be admired or
preserved. It exists to be spent. And often, it is spent invisibly. The work of mercy rarely announces
itself. It simply bears the weight.

The psalm’s vision of kings bringing gifts does not signal flattery but accountability. Authority, like
wealth, must answer to mercy or it becomes self-justifying. In Christ, this psalm is not merely
tulfilled; it is redefined. The true king reigns from a cross, where justice and mercy meet in a body

given over.

Ephesians 3:1-12

Paul introduces himself here not as a spiritual success story but as “a prisoner for Christ Jesus.” That is
not rhetorical flourish. It is theological orientation. Paul understands his ministry not as evidence of
divine favor but as participation in divine disclosure. And that disclosure will unsettle established
boundaries.

The mystery he proclaims is not hidden knowledge for insiders. Paul is no gnostic! The mystery is
not guarded, it is revealed. The word is out. Gentiles—those outsiders without pedigree,
preparation, or permission—are fellow heirs. This is not an expansion of the circle; it is the collapse
of the logic that required a circle in the first place.

Pastorally, this cuts against one of the Church’s most persistent temptations: to treat access to God
as something mediated by competence, fluency, or familiarity. Paul refuses this outright. Grace does
not reward religious aptitude. It creates a new reality where aptitude no longer determines belonging.

Paul’s language of boldness and confidence is striking here, because it arises not from certainty
about outcomes but from trust in Christ’s faithfulness. Confidence, in the theology of the cross, is
not self-assurance. It is assurance despite the self’s lack of assurance.

This is good news for pastors and congregations alike. God has chosen to make himself known
precisely where exclusion once seemed inevitable.



Matthew 2:1-12

The Magi are often sentimentalized here, but Matthew presents them as profoundly disorienting
tigures. Why? They are outsiders guided by incomplete knowledge. They follow a sign that does not
protect them from error. The star leads them first to Herod—a reminder that sincere seeking does
not guarantee safe navigation.

Herod, for his part, possesses religious information without receptivity. He knows the Scriptures. He
consults experts. Yet he remains closed to revelation because it threatens his control. This is, indeed,
a very human move. The Magi, by contrast, know less and risk more. And that is why they see.

The child they find is not impressive by any worldly measure. Which, given His identity, is
something of an understatement. No court. No security. No confirmation of expectations. And
yet, they kneel. Epiphany occurs not when mystery resolves, but when trust dares to stop demanding

resolution.

The gifts they bring are extravagant and impractical—gold, frankincense, myrrh—symbols of
kingship, worship, and death. Even here, the cross casts its shadow forward. Revelation does not
spare the child from vulnerability. It confirms it.

Finally: “they returned to their own country by another way.” Encounter with Christ does not make life safer.
It makes it different. The way back is altered, not because everything is clear, but because something
irrevocable has been given. A new way has been opened.



SERMON
EPHESIANS 3:1-12

Paul begins this passage in a way that would make most call committees uneasy. He does not
introduce himself as an apostle in good standing, a visionary leader, or a successful missionary. He
calls himself @ prisoner. “1, Paul, a prisoner for Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles...”

That is not a strategic opening. It hardly inspires confidence. It does not signal momentum. And
that is precisely the point. Paul is locating the gospel where it actually appears—not in religious
competence or institutional strength, but in weakness that has been claimed by God.

We tend to assume that revelation arrives with clarity, that when God finally makes himself known,
confusion gives way to certainty. But Paul tells a different story. The mystery of God does not arrive
as an explanation. It arrives as a disruption. And it leaves Paul in chains. Let that sink in.

The word Paul uses here—ystery—does not mean something obscure waiting to be decoded by the
spiritually alert. In the New Testament, a mystery is something no one could have discovered by
thinking harder or behaving better. It is not hidden because it is complicated; it is hidden because it
contradicts us. And the mystery is this: #he Gentiles have been included. Not as guests. Not as late
arrivals. Not on probation. But as fellow heirs, members of the same body, sharers in the same
promise in Christ Jesus.

This sounds tame to us now. We’ve heard it a thousand times. But it was scandalous then—and it is
scandalous now. Why? Because it means that access to God is not regulated by background,
competence, fluency, or moral improvement. Grace does not reward readiness. In fact, grace does
not reward anything. Grace creates belonging where, if we had our way, it would never happen.

Paul is careful to say that this mystery was not made known in eatlier generations “as it has now
been revealed.” This is an announcement of God’s timing. God reveals himself not when the world
is prepared, but when it is exposed.

And that exposure is personal for Paul. He calls himself “the very least of all the saints.” That is not
false humility. It is clarity. Paul knows that his authority does not come from his résumé but from
the mercy that crashed in and interrupted it. He is not standing above the gospel; he is standing
inside it. The gospel has made a mess of the life he was so carefully curating in the law. We can
expect nothing less.

This matters because many of us assume that faith requires a certain level of coherence before it can
be trusted. We wait to pray until we feel sincere enough. We wait to speak until we feel certain
enough. We wait to belong until we feel finished enough. Or, we let others in when they conform to
our requirements.



Paul refuses all of that. He insists that confidence before God does not come from spiritual maturity
but from Christ’s faithfulness. “In whom: we have access. .. with confidence.” Not confidence in ourselves.
Contidence through hin.

Notice also where Paul locates God’s wisdom. Not in heaven alone, but in the church—~#he manifold
wisdom of God made known through the church. And that should give us pause. Because the church Paul
has in mind is not impressive. It is divided, fragile, frequently wrong, and held together by
forgiveness not agreement. And yet—rzhrough this—God chooses to reveal himself.

This is Epiphany according to the theology of the cross. God does not reveal his wisdom by
bypassing weakness. He reveals it by inhabiting it. He does not wait for the church to become
radiant. He shines through what is cracked, unfinished, and often unsure. This is God we are
speaking of, after all. And God is not hindered by our stumbling, blindness and confusion.

So, if you feel like your faith is more interruption than progress, more question than answer, hear
this as promise: you are not disqualified. You are precisely where God meets you.

Paul is still in prison. The church is still imperfect. The mystery is still unfolding. And yet—Iisten
carefully—the gospel is not waiting for any of that to resolve.

In Christ, your sins are forgiven. Not gradually. Not conditionally. Not once you get more clarity or
stronger or more sincere. Your sins are forgiven because Christ has taken them, carried them, and
put them to death in his own body. There is nothing left for you to finish.

You have access to God not because you understand him, but because you have been baptized into
him. Long before you learned how to speak faith’s language, God spoke his promise over you: You
belong to me. And God does not unsay what he has said. Baptism is not your confession of strength or
faith; it is God’s declaration of mercy into your weakness and unbelief.

So, when faith feels thin, when prayer falters, when joy seems irresponsible or impossible—hear this
mystery: Christ is not waiting for you to catch up. He has already gone ahead of you, carrying your
life, your doubts, your failures, and your future in his own wounded hands.

You are held by the faithfulness of the One who called you by name, sealed you with water and
promise, and refuses to let you go. Amen.



HYMN FOR EPIPHANY OF OUR LORD
Songs Of Thankfulness And Praise

1. Songs of thankfulness and praise, Jesus, Lord, to thee we raise,
Manifested by the star To the sages from afar;
Branch of royal David’s stem, In thy birth at Bethlehem;
Anthems be to thee addressed, God in man made manifest.

2. Manifest at Jordan’s stream, Prophet, Priest, and King supreme;
And at Cana wedding guest In thy Godhead manifest;
Manifest in power divine, Changing water into wine;
Anthems be to thee addressed, God in man made manifest.

3. Manifest in making whole Palsied limbs and fainting soul;
Manifest in valiant fight, Quelling all the devil’s might;
Manifest in gracious will, Ever bringing good from ill;
Anthems be to thee addressed, God in man made manifest.

4. Grant us grace to see thee, Lord, Mirrored in thy holy Word;
May we imitate thee now, And be pure, as pure art thou;
That we like to thee may be At thy great Epiphany;

And may praise thee, ever blest, God in man made manifest.

Historical Context

Written in 1862 by Christopher Wordsworth, this hymn was intentionally crafted for Epiphany Day.
Wordsworth was not interested in poetic novelty; he was a catechist in hymn form. His aim was
to teach Christology through the church year, embedding doctrine in seasonal repetition.

The hymn’s structure is deliberate: each stanza corresponds to a classic “manifestation” of Christ.

Pastoral Commentary

This hymn guards Epiphany from collapsing into a string of attractive religious episodes. The danger
of Epiphany is not confusion; it is familiarity. Light appears, patterns emerge, and before long we are
tempted to think we know how this works. Revelation becomes cumulative, and cumulative
revelation quickly turns into a system—something we can track, summarize, and, eventually,
manage.
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The hymn refuses that turn.

Christ is revealed, yes—but never explained. The manifestations are placed before us and then
allowed to remain irreducible. Magi kneel. The Jordan opens. Water becomes wine. Each scene
discloses something real, but none of them hands us control. There is no interpretive payoff that
transfers authority from Christ to the observer. Revelation does not move us toward competence; it
leaves us dependent. That is precisely the point.

Revelation that becomes usable immediately becomes law. The moment we can say, “‘Now I see what
God is like—therefore I know what to do,” the gospel has already been displaced. The hymn prevents that
slide by refusing the grammatical move we most expect: there is no “therefore.” Christ is not
revealed so that we may finally get God figured out. He is revealed so that we may be given God.

That difference is decisive. Understanding gives us leverage; receiving leaves us empty-handed.
Epiphany insists on the latter. The glory shown here does not belong to the church, to theology, or
to the preacher. It cannot be stored, extended, or translated into program. It can only be met with
worship, which is to say, with relinquishment.

Worship is not a response we perform once we have grasped the meaning. It is what happens when
grasping fails. Kneeling is not the outcome of insight; it is the confession that insight has reached its
limit,

This hymn slows the church down at precisely the moment it wants to speed up. It holds revelation
in place long enough to prevent it from becoming instruction. The manifestations do not culminate
in a task, a virtue, or a strategy. They culminate in praise, which is the last refuge of those who know
they have received something they cannot control.

Epiphany begins, then, not with clarity but with displacement. The center of gravity shifts away
from the one who sees and toward the one who is seen. Glory is given—but not handed over. It
remains Christ’s.

And that is the gospel: not that God has finally made himself intelligible, but that God has made
himself present—without conditions, without transfer of ownership, without asking us to do anything

other than receive.

The hymn leaves us there. Which is exactly where Epiphany must begin.

11



FIRST SUNDAY AFTER EPIPHANY
The Baptism of Our Lord

Isaiah 42:1-9

This is not a portrait of a religious hero. It is the unveiling of God’s chosen way of acting in the
world—and it is, frankly, unimpressive by ordinary standards.

The servant does not cry out. He does not raise his voice. He does not break bruised reeds or finish
off smoldering wicks. In other words, he does not hurry the process, exploit weakness, or confuse
God’s justice with effectiveness. This is a servant whose power is restraint, whose authority is
patience, and whose calling is faithfulness rather than results.

That alone should unsettle most religious imaginations. We are accustomed to imagining God’s
work as decisive, visible, and clarifying. Isaiah describes a servant whose work is quiet enough to be
missed, gentle enough to be doubted, and persistent enough to outlast both.

And yet this servant is not tentative. He will “bring forth justice,” not as a new program or moral
platform, but as a settled reality God himself establishes. The text refuses to define justice as
enforcement. Justice here is God’s refusal to abandon the wounded, the overlooked, or the half-
alive.

Epiphany reveals not a God who overwhelms the darkness with spectacle, but one who enters it
without extinguishing those already flickering. This is not optimism. It is divine resolve.

The final note is decisive: “I am the Lord; that is my name; my glory I give to no other.” The
servant’s gentleness is not weakness. It is the shape God’s glory takes when it comes near sinners.

Psalm 29
Psalm 29 is a thunderstorm psalm—and it does not apologize for being loud.
The voice of the Lord shatters cedars, flashes fire, shakes wilderness, and strips forests bare. This is

not a therapeutic deity murmuring reassurance. This is the God whose speech does things, whose
word rearranges reality whether creation, whether you or I, consent or not.
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And yet the psalm ends not in terror, but in peace: ““The Lord gives strength to his people; the Lord
blesses his people with peace.”

That movement matters. God’s voice is not chaotic noise. It is ordering speech. The storm does not
exist to destroy creation but to remind it who holds it together. Even the violence of the imagery
serves a deeper claim: creation is not self-grounding. It lives by a word that precedes it and will
outlast it.

Read alongside the baptism of Jesus, this psalm reframes power. The voice that once thundered over
the waters now speaks over a single man standing waist-deep in the Jordan. The cosmic voice
narrows. The thunder becomes address.

And what does the voice say? Not command. Not accusation. Blessing.

Psalm 29 declares to us that the God who shakes the world is the same God who gives peace—not
by reducing his power, but by directing it toward mercy.

Acts 10:34-43

Peter’s sermon to Cornelius is often read as a statement about inclusion—and it is—but that
framing alone is too small.

What Peter announces is not a new social policy. It is a discovery that God has already acted ahead
of the church’s understanding. “I truly understand that God shows no partiality,” Peter says—not
because he has reached a moral insight, but because events have cornered him.

The sermon itself is strikingly simple. Peter does not speculate about God. He recounts what
happened: Jesus lived, was anointed, did good, was killed, and was raised. God is known here not
through principle but through narrative. Through a body. Through death.

Most importantly, Peter concludes not with resurrection power, but forgiveness: “Everyone who
believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name.”

That is the epiphanic center. The risen Christ is revealed not as a judge sorting the worthy, but as the
one authorized to forgive the dead and the living alike. The universality of the gospel rests not on

human equality, but on universal need.

Epiphany strips away the fantasy that the church manages access to God. God has already crossed
the boundary. The only thing left is to announce it—and then try to catch up!

13



Matthew 3:13-17

Jesus’ baptism is not an example to imitate. It is a scandal to endure.

John objects for good reason. This baptism is for repentance. For confession. For sinners who
know they are not clean. Jesus’ insistence on entering the water is therefore not symbolic humility—

it is substitution.

He steps into the place where sinners stand. He receives what repentance points toward. He aligns
himself not with righteousness achieved, but with righteousness given.

And the heavens open—not to explain this, but to affirm it.

The voice does not say, “This is the Son who will soon accomplish something impressive.” It says,
“This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased.” The pleasure of the Father precedes the
ministry, the miracles, and the cross. Identity comes before obedience.

The Spirit descends not as fire, but as a dove. No spectacle. No threat. Just presence.

Epiphany here reveals a God who does not wait for holiness to appear before drawing near. He
names holiness wherever his Son stands—in the water, among sinners, under a word of promise.

And because Christ stands there for you, the voice that speaks over him will not be taken back from

you either.
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SERMON
Matthew 3:13-17

Why does John object to Jesus’ baptism? This water is for repentance. For confession. For people
who know they are not clean and have stopped pretending otherwise. This is not where you send
the righteous. This is where you gather sinners. John knows this. That is why he objects. And Jesus
insists on entering it anyway.

Not as a gesture. Not as moral theater. Not as a lesson in humility.
He steps into the water because this is where sinners stand. And he stands there for them. Jesus’
baptism is a scandal to endure.

That is what scandalizes John—and, if we are honest, us. We would prefer a Jesus who stands above
the water, pointing the way forward. A Jesus who models the life we should try to live. A Jesus who
gives us something manageable to imitate.

But that is not the Jesus Matthew gives us.

This Jesus wades into the Jordan as if the repentance belongs to him. As if the confession is his to
make. As if the judgment hovering over this water is something he intends to receive. He aligns
himself not with righteousness achieved, but with righteousness given—given to those who have
none to present.

This is substitution and not instruction.
And then—only then—the heavens open.

Notice what does 7ot happen. There is no explanation. No theological footnote. No clarification of
how this makes sense. God does not resolve the tension. He affirms it.

“This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased.”
Not after obedience.

Not after miracles.

Not after the cross.

Before any of it.

The Father’s pleasure does not wait for accomplishment. It does not hang on results. It does not
depend on visible success. Identity is given before obedience is demanded. Sonship precedes
suffering. Approval precedes endurance.

15



And that ordering matters more than we usually admit.

Because most of us live as if the voice of approval only speaks at the end—if it speaks at all. As if
God’s pleasure must be earned, secured, or at least not jeopardized. As if holiness is something we
must produce before God dares to draw near.

But Epiphany shatters that illusion.

The Spirit does not descend as fire. There is no threat here. No warning shot. No pressure to
perform. The Spirit descends as a dove. Quietly. Gently. And remains.

God does not wait for holiness to appear before showing up. He names holiness where his Son
stands—

in the water,

among sinners,

under a word of promise. With you.

That is where God locates himself.

And because Christ stands there for you, the voice that speaks over him is not taken back from you
either.

You are not baptized into an example. You are baptized into a verdict. Your sin is forgiven. You are
raised with Christ.

A verdict spoken before you could prove anything. A verdict that does not wobble when obedience
falters or faith thins or the life exhausts you. A verdict anchored not in your progress, but in Christ’s
presence.

“This is my beloved Son.”

The heavens have already opened.
The voice has already spoken.

In him—you are claimed. You are named. You are held.

Amen.

16



HYMN FOR BAPTISM OF OUR LORD

To Jordan Came The Christ, Our Lord

1.

To Jordan came the Christ, our Lord, To do His Father’s pleasure;
Baptized by John, the Father's Word Was given us to treasure.

This heav’nly washing now shall be A cleansing from transgression,
And by His blood and agony Release from death’s oppression.

A new life now awaits us.

Now from the waters of the flood The heav’ns above were opened,
And like a dove the Spirit of God Upon the Lord descended.

The Father’s voice made clear and plain: “This is My beloved Son.”
That voice attends us, too, again When we by grace are born ones
In Christ the strong Believer.

To us He said: “In water pure The Word of God abideth;

And faith, which trusts this Word secure, Salvation here provideth.
For this baptism is not plain water, But water comprehended

In God’s command and promise sure, Which never can be ended.”
Thus faith securely standeth.

From sin and death this water frees And gives us life eternal,
A refuge safe for troubled souls, A comfort strong and vernal.
It works forgiveness full and free, And brings salvation’s story,
That we may live eternally In heav’n before His glory—

Praise to the Lord be given!

Historical Context

“To Jordan Came the Christ, Our Lord” was written by Martin Luther in 1541 as a catechetical

hymn on baptism. Unlike later devotional hymns, Luther’s intent was unapologetically doctrinal: to

locate baptism not in human devotion or resolve, but in Christ’s action for us.

The hymn was written in a period when baptism was increasingly misunderstood either as a human

work that secured grace or as a rite emptied of theological consequence. Luther responds by

anchoring baptism entirely in Christ’s descent into the Jordan and his command joined to promise.
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The hymn is deliberately didactic, but not moralistic. Its teaching is not what we must do, but what God
has done and continnes to do. Christ’s baptism establishes the meaning of ours; it is not an example, but a
foundation.

Pastoral Commentary

This hymn refuses the assumption—deeply rooted and rarely questioned—that Jesus’ baptism is
meant to teach us how to behave. Luther will not allow the Jordan to become a moral illustration.
He insists that it is an act of divine intervention.

Christ comes to the Jordan to locate himself where repentance is required. The water is not symbolic
theater. It is the place where judgment is anticipated, where sinners gather because something is
wrong and cannot be repaired from within. And Christ insists on standing there to receive what
repentance points toward.

The hymn is notably restrained at this point. There is no appeal to Jesus’ humility, no emotional
appeal to his willingness. It simply names what is happening: Christ enters the water so that the
water may never be the same again. Anything more would risk turning substitution into sentiment.

The Father’s voice settles the matter. Approval precedes everything. Sonship is declared before
obedience unfolds, before ministry begins, before suffering is endured. The verdict is not earned; it
is spoken.

And the Spirit descends to remain. That word carries the entire weight of the promise. God is not
visiting to inspect progress. God is staying. The divine presence does not hover until faith proves
adequate. It abides.

This is why Luther insisted that baptism is not plain water. It is water comprebended—held within
God’s command and promise. Baptism is not our speech toward God. It is God’s speech toward us.
Declarations belong to those still negotiating. Baptism belongs to those who have been addressed.

Joined to Christ, we are not asked to prove sincerity or demonstrate readiness. We are named. We
are located. We are held.

The hymn understands how easily promise can be turned into reassurance—how quickly divine
affirmation becomes a tool for self-stabilization or moral motivation. It refuses that move. There is

no exhortation here, no subtle pressure to become better versions of ourselves.

What remains instead is far more demanding and far more freeing: a verdict that cannot be taken
back. The congregation is not sent out inspired, energized, or clarified. It is sent out claimed.
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And that is what baptism finally is—not a beginning we must live up to, but a promise we are
allowed to fall back into, again and again, because Christ has already stood in the water for us.
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THE SECOND SUNDAY AFTER EPIPHANY

Isaiah 49:1-7

This servant speaks before he acts. Before there is accomplishment, there is address. “Listen to me,”
he says—not because he has succeeded, but because he has been named.

Called from the womb. Named before usefulness. Hidden in the shadow of God’s hand. This is not
the résumé of a religious achiever; it is the testimony of one whose identity precedes effectiveness.
And even so, the servant confesses apparent failure: “I have labored in vain, I have spent my
strength for nothing.”

That sentence matters more than we like to admit. Scripture does not rush past it. God’s chosen
servant knows exhaustion, disappointment, and the quiet fear that the work has not worked.
Epiphany does not deny this. And we know this too well. It places it inside God’s faithfulness.

“My cause is with the Lord,” the servant says—not as a coping strategy, but as a confession that
judgment and meaning no longer rest in visible outcomes. God’s verdict is not read off the success
of the mission.

Then comes the surprise: restoring Israel is 700 small a thing. The servant’s apparent failure becomes
the doorway to a larger calling—light to the nations, salvation to the ends of the earth. Expansion

follows loss. Universality follows rejection.

Epiphany reveals a God who refuses to let discouragement have the final word. The servant’s worth
is not rescinded by resistance. God’s promise is not calibrated to results.

Psalm 40:1-11

Psalm 40 begins not with praise, but with waiting. Long waiting. Waiting long enough to accumulate
despair. We know this, too.

The psalmist is not rescued fromz the pit by explanation, but ox7 of it by interruption. God hears. God
draws up. God sets feet on rock. The miracle here is not insight—it is rescue.

Only after deliverance does proclamation follow. A “new song” is given, not composed. Praise
arrives as gift, not discipline. Faith is not the precondition of salvation; it is its echo.
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Then comes the quiet correction of religious instinct: “Sacrifice and offering you do not desire.”
God does not need religious output. He desires trust. Not performance, but reliance. Not impressive
obedience, but listening hearts.

“I delight to do your will,” the psalmist says—not because the will is easy, but because God’s law
has moved from accusation to promise. It is written “within my heart” because judgment has already

been survived.

This psalm is not about religious enthusiasm. It is about what happens after despair no longer
defines reality. Epiphany light reaches backward into the pit and forward into witness.

1 Corinthians 1:1-9

Paul addresses the church as “saints” before he addresses its problems. That ordering is not pastoral
courtesy; it is theology.

The Corinthians will soon disappoint everyone, including themselves. Paul knows this. And still he
begins with thanksgiving. Grace has already been given. Gifts have already been bestowed. The

future judgment has already been anticipated—and answered.

“You are not lacking in any spiritual gift,” Paul says to a church already misusing them. The
reassurance comes before the correction. Identity before instruction. Promise before discipline.

Most striking is Paul’s confidence in God’s faithfulness, not theirs. “He will strengthen you to the
end,” Paul insists—not because they are strong, but because God is not fickle. The church’s survival

rests not on its coherence, but on God’s commitment.

Epiphany here reveals a church held together by promise, not performance. The saints are saints
because Christ has claimed them, not because they have stabilized themselves.

God is faithful. That sentence does all the work the Corinthians, and we, cannot.

John 1:29-42
John the Baptist does not point to an idea. He points to a man—and names him as sacrifice.

“Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world.” Not manages it. Not teaches
about it. Takes it away. Sin is treated not as a problem to be solved, but a burden to be carried.
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John insists he did not know him. Revelation is not recognition. Even the witness is dependent on
God’s disclosure. The Spirit descends and remains. That word remains matters. This is not a fleeting
epiphany. God stays.

Then the focus shifts quietly. Disciples follow. Jesus turns and asks the only question that finally
matters: “What are you looking for?”” Not “Do you understand?” Not “Are you committed?” Desire
is addressed before belief is clarified.

“Come and see,” Jesus replies. No argument. No proof. Just presence.
) g p

And finally, naming. Simon becomes Peter. Identity is given, not earned. Discipleship begins not
with clarity, but with being addressed by Christ and renamed by him.

Epiphany here is not a spotlight. It is a summons. Christ is revealed not to be admired but
followed—and even that following rests on his prior turning toward us.
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SERMON
John 1:29-42

John the Baptist does not point to an idea. He points to a man. That alone is already a problem for
most of us. We are much more comfortable with God as an idea. Ideas can be discussed, refined,
debated, improved upon. Ideas don’t look back at you. Ideas don’t interrupt your plans.

John does not say, “Bebold, a teaching.”
He does not say, “Bebold, a moral vision.”
He says, “Bebold, the Lamb of God.”

Which is to say: behold a sacrifice.

“And behold,” John says, “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” Not manages it.
Not explains it. Not offers strategies for coping with it. Takes it away. Removes it.

Sin here is not treated like a puzzle. It is treated like a burden—something too heavy for you to
carry, something that must be carried for you. Which is good news, because most of us have already
tried managing our sin and discovered we are very committed to it and not particularly good at

stopping!

John’s whole job is pointing. And even then, he insists: “I myself did not know him.”

That should be comforting. The witness does not stand here because of spiritual insight. He stands
here because God showed up and told him where to point. Revelation is not recognition. Faith does
not begin with perception; it begins with God’s insistence on being known.

And John adds one more crucial word: the Spirit descends and remains.

That word matters. Remains. This is not a religious goosebump. Not a fleeting spiritual high. Not
one more moment you’re supposed to recapture later with better discipline. God stays.

Which is something most of us quietly doubt.
We expect God to visit briefly and then withdraw until conditions improve. Until understanding
deepens. Until commitment firms up. Or we look at the hum drum and often difficult nature of life

and wonder if God is there at all. But John says the Spirit remains. God is not testing the waters. He
is settling in.
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Then the story shifts almost awkwardly. There’s no dramatic transition. Two disciples hear John
point, and they follow Jesus. Which is to say: they walk behind him quietly, not knowing what to say,
probably hoping he doesn’t turn around.

And of course—he does.

Jesus turns and asks the only question that finally matters:
“What are you looking for?”

Not, “Do you understand who I am?”
Not, “Are your motives pure?”
Not, “Have you cleaned up enough to be following me?”

Just: What do you want?

Which is a dangerous question. Because if we answer Jesus honestly, we might not like our own
answers! We want relief. We want certainty. We want peace. We want control. We want God to
cooperate.

The disciples answer awkwardly—as disciples often do. “Rabbi... where are you staying?” Which is
a wonderfully evasive answer. They don’t say what they’re really looking for. They just want to stay

near him long enough to figure it out.

Jesus does not correct them. He does not push them to articulate better theology. He does not hand
them a pamphlet.

He says, “Come and see.” Just presence.

Epiphany here is not a spotlight. It is an invitation to remain. To stay near. To follow even before
you know why.

And then comes the naming.

Simon meets Jesus. Jesus looks at him—and immediately renames him. “You are Simon... you shall
be called Peter.”

Which means identity is given before stability is achieved. Peter is named “rock” long before he
proves anything resembling firmness! In fact, long before he becomes mostly wind and panic.

Discipleship does not begin with clarity. It begins with being addressed. Being seen. Being named by
someone who knows exactly what you are and still keeps you.
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So, Epiphany does not reveal Christ to be admired from a distance.
It reveals Christ who has turned toward you, called you by name in your baptism, and carries what

you cannot.

The Lamb of God does not wait for you to understand him.
He waits for you—and then says, “Come and see.”

And somehow—miraculously—even that following rests not on your resolve, but on his decision to

stay.

Amen.
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HYMN FOR SECOND SUNDAY AFTER EPIPHANY
Lamb Of God, Pure And Sinless

1. Lamb of God, pure and sinless, Who on the cross didst suffer,
Ever patient and lowly, Thyself to scorn didst offer.
All sins Thou borest for us, Else had despair reigned o’er us:

Have mercy on us, O Jesus!

2. Lamb of God, pure and sinless, Who on the cross didst suffer,
Ever patient and lowly, Thyself to scorn didst offer.
All sins Thou borest for us, Else had despair reigned o’er us:

Have mercy on us, O Jesus!

3. Lamb of God, pure and sinless, Who on the cross didst suffer,
Ever patient and lowly, Thyself to scorn didst offer. All sins Thou borest for us,
Else had despair reigned o’er us: Grant us Thy peace, O Jesus!

Historical Context

This hymn dates to the early Reformation (c. 1520s) and is attributed to Nicolaus Decius. It is a
vernacular paraphrase of the Agnus Dei, written at a time when reformers were re-locating trust away
from sacrificial repetition and toward Christ’s once-for-all self-giving. Its language is spare, almost
austere. It does not dramatize redemption; it names it.

Pastoral Commentary

The choice of language is decisive. A lamb is not admired. A lamb is not consulted. A lamb is given.
The hymn refuses from the outset to let sin become abstract or symbolic. Sin here is not a
psychological condition to be explored or a social pattern to be addressed. It is a burden that must

be borne—or it will crush those who carry it.

The hymn will not soften that claim. Sin is not explained. It is not analyzed. It is not managed. It is

taken away.

That verb does all the work. Bearing sin away is not education. It is removal. And removal requires a
bearer. Someone must carry what is lifted from us. The hymn does not speculate about how this
works or why it must be this way. It simply confesses that it has happened.

The restraint of the hymn is not aesthetic minimalism; it is theological discipline. There is no build-

up toward emotional release, no swell designed to create conviction or resolve. Such movements
would only invite the hearer to locate salvation in response rather than reception.
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Instead, the hymn holds its ground. Christ bears. We receive.

Nothing more is asked. Nothing more is needed. Understanding is not the condition for salvation; it
is at best a byproduct. Improvement is not the goal; it is often the distraction. The hymn leaves no
room for either to take center stage.

This is theology of the cross in its simplest and most demanding form: salvation is accomplished
outside us, on our behalf, and without our assistance. Substitution does not invite refinement. It
ends the conversation.

The hymn does not aim to move the congregation forward. It allows them to stop. To stand where
the pointing finger of John insists they stand—not inside themselves, not inside their questions or
their progress, but outside themselves, looking at the Lamb who has already done what no further

work can improve.

And in that stillness, something decisive happens: sin is no longer the defining reality. The Lamb is.
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THE THIRD SUNDAY AFTER EPIPHANY

Isaiah 9:1-4

Isaiah does not deny the darkness. He names it first.

This is not abstract gloom. It is political humiliation, military occupation, economic exhaustion.
Zebulun and Naphtali are not metaphors; they are regions that have already been trampled. The
people walking in darkness are not confused seekers—they are survivors.

And into that darkness, Isaiah does not introduce a plan. He announces a fact: a /ight has shined.

Not will shine. Has shined. The grammar is already gospel. The light does not wait for conditions to
improve. It does not negotiate with the darkness. It appears where despair has settled in.

And what does the light do? It multiplies joy—not by removing the past, but by breaking the yoke.
The rod of the oppressor is shattered not by human uprising but by divine interruption. The
comparison to Midian matters: victory without military logic, deliverance without heroic strategy.
Epiphany here reveals a God who enters the most forgettable places and treats them as decisive.

Galilee of the nations becomes the stage of salvation. Light does not seck the center. It goes where
the darkness has already declared victory—and refuses to let it stand.

Psalm 27:1, 4-9
“The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear?”

That is not bravado. It is defiance spoken against fear, not the absence of it. The psalmist knows
enemies. Knows threats. Knows that danger does not politely excuse itself in the presence of faith.

The singular desire of the psalmist is striking: not safety, not explanation, not success—but 7o dwell,
to live in the presence of the Lord. To remain. To behold.

This is not escapism. It is orientation. In a world where danger presses in, the psalmist anchors
himself not in outcomes but in presence. God’s face becomes the center that holds when

circumstances refuse to cooperate.

And then the psalm turns sharply personal: “Do not hide your face from me.”
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Faith here is not serene. It is pleading. Trust does not silence anxiety; it gives it language, speech.
The psalmist believes God is light—and still begs him not to turn away.

Epiphany faith looks like this: clinging to God not because fear is gone, but because there is
nowhere else to stand.

1 Corinthians 1:10-18
Paul addresses division not with strategy but with theology.

The Corinthians are fractured—by leaders, loyalties, preferences, spiritual styles. And Paul refuses to
dignify it. “Has Christ been divided?” The question itself exposes the absurdity. It still does.

The problem is not disagreement. The problem is glory-seeking. Self. Each faction wants its version
of Christianity to be impressive. Persuasive. Effective. Paul dismantles this by returning to the most
embarrassing center imaginable: the cross.

“The message of the cross is foolishness.”

Not just to outsiders. To anyone who wants religion to function as proof of competence or wisdom.
The cross does not reward discernment. It annihilates it. It leaves no room for boasting, only for
receiving.

Paul does not try to unify the church therapeutically by smoothing differences. He does it by
dragging everyone to the same place of death. At the cross, no one gets to be right. No one gets to

win. Everyone gets forgiven.

Epiphany here exposes how easily light becomes leverage—and how God responds by placing
salvation precisely where leverage dies.

Matthew 4:12-23
Matthew is careful to locate Jesus’ ministry geographically and theologically.

Jesus withdraws to Galilee. Not Jerusalem. Not the religious center. Galilee—the place Isaiah named
long ago. The place of mixed populations, compromised loyalties, and low expectations.

From there, Jesus proclaims a message that sounds simple enough to be manageable: “Repent, for
the kingdom of heaven has come near.”
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But repentance here is not a self-improvement project. It is a response to proximity. The kingdom
does not arrive because people repent. People repent because the kingdom has already drawn near—
in him.

And then Jesus calls disciples.

No vetting. No instruction period. No clarification of what following will cost. “Follow me,” he
says—and somehow, nets are dropped, boats are left, fathers remain standing on shore.

This is not romantic impulsiveness. It is authority exercised without coercion. Jesus does not
persuade. He summons.

And what does following look like? Becoming “fishers of people.” Which is to say: participating in a
mission they do not yet understand, driven by a grace they did not initiate.

Epiphany reveals a God who enters darkness, calls without explanation, and creates community not

by consensus but by his presence. The light does not wait to be understood. It moves—and gathers
people in its wake.
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SERMON
1 Corinthians 1:10-18

Paul begins where most pastors would prefer not to begin: with a divided church. Not a persecuted
church. Not a growing church. Not even a confused church. A church that cannot stop arguing
about itself.

“I appeal to you,” Paul says—and that word appeal already tells you something. He is not impressed.
He is not flattered by their passion. He is not encouraged by their theological energy. He is pleading
with people who are busy being right.

“I belong to Paul.”

“I belong to Apollos.”

“I belong to Cephas.”

And, of course, the most dangerous group of all:
“I belong to Christ.”

That last one sounds pious until you realize it is being used as a trump card. “We don’t need pastors.
We don’t need tradition. We don’t need structure. We have Christ.” Which is usually another way of
saying, ‘We have decided we are the standard.’

Paul does not negotiate with this. He does not call a listening session. He asks a question sharp
enough to cut through the nonsense:

“Has Christ been divided?” And the answer, of course, is no. But the church has.
Paul’s point is not that differences are sinful. The problem is that the Corinthians are using the
gospel to build identities instead of receiving it as a gift. They are treating Christ as a possession

rather than a crucified Lord.

So Paul does something almost shocking. And in so doing makes the essential pastoral move. He
minimizes himself.

“I thank God that I baptized none of you... except a few.”
That is not pastoral insecurity. Nor is a statement minimizing baptism. That is theological clarity.
Paul refuses to let himself become necessary. He refuses to let the church attach its confidence to

him, his skill, his eloquence, or his success.

Why? Because the moment the church begins to depend on human competence, the cross gets
crowded out.
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And that brings us to Paul’s real concern: ““The message of the cross is foolishness.”

Not challenging.
Not countercultural.
Foolish.

Which means it will never work as a strategy. It will never stabilize an institution. It will never make

the church look impressive. And it will never give you the satisfaction of being on the right side of

history.

The cross does not reward discernment. It kills it.

At the cross, no one gets to be clever. No one gets to win the argument. No one gets to stand taller

than anyone else. The cross levels everything—Ileaders, factions, opinions, spiritual resumes—
because everyone arrives there the same way: empty-handed.

That is precisely why we resist it.

We would prefer a gospel that gives us something to manage. Something to refine. Something to
build an identity around. The cross gives us none of that. It gives us forgiveness. Which is much
harder to control.

Paul says he was sent “to proclaim the gospel—not with eloquent wisdom, so that the cross of
Christ might not be emptied of its power.”

That line should make preachers nervous. It means the gospel does not gain power by being
persuasive. It has power because Christ was crucified.

The cross does not need help. It does not need polish. It does not need defenders. It needs
proclamation.

Because when the cross is preached, something happens that cannot be engineered: sinners stop
pretending. Boasting collapses. Comparisons lose their grip. And exhausted people discover that
salvation does not depend on being right, but on being forgiven.

So if the church feels divided—

if voices compete,

if loyalties fracture,

if everyone has a theory about what’s wrong—

Paul does not say, Fix .
He says, Go back.
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Back to the cross.
Back to the place where no one has leverage.
Back to the foolishness that saves.

Because the unity of the church is not achieved by agreement.

It is given where God gives himself.

In Christ Jesus crucified—for you.

Amen.
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HYMN FOR THE THIRD SUNDAY AFTER EPIPHANY
Jesus Calls Us; o’er the Tumult

1. Jesus calls us; o’er the tumult Of our life’s wild, restless sea,
Day by day His sweet voice soundeth, Saying, “Christian, follow Me.”

2. As of old Saint Andrew heard it By the Galilean lake,
Turned from home and toil and kindred, Leaving all for His dear sake.

3. Jesus calls us from the worship Of the vain world’s golden store,
From each idol that would keep us, Saying, “Christian, love Me more.”

4. In our joys and in our sorrows, Days of toil and hours of ease,
Still He calls, in cares and pleasures, “Christian, love Me more than these.”

5. Jesus calls us—by Thy mercies, Savior, may we hear Thy call,
Give our hearts to Thine obedience, Serve and love Thee best of all.

Historical Context

Written in 1852 by William Walsham How, this hymn reflects pastoral realism rather than romantic
enthusiasm. How wrote amid industrial upheaval and ecclesial uncertainty. His hymn does not
imagine calling as clarity, but as interruption. The imagery is auditory rather than visual—Christ’s
voice cutting through tumult, still calling.

Pastoral Commentary

This hymn resists the subtle but persistent temptation to turn vocation into a decision. That
temptation runs deep. We prefer to imagine discipleship as a moment of clarity, a heroic turning
point in which the heart finally aligns and the will steps forward. It makes for better stories. It also
makes for terrible theology.

The call of Christ in this hymn is not framed as resolve but as address. The disciples do not weigh
options. They are interrupted. The nets do not drop because the fishermen have reached a

breakthrough in self-understanding. They drop because a voice speaks that does not ask permission.

That is the crucial shift. Calling does not wait for readiness. It arrives in the middle of resistance,
habit, obligation, and fatigue. The hymn knows this. It does not romanticize the moment. It places
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the call amid noise and pressure—tumult, confusion, competing claims. That is where the voice is
heard.

And when the nets fall, it is not because the disciples have finally decided to be faithful. It is because
authority has spoken—and authority does something. It creates what it commands. The call itself
brings into being the following it names.

This is promise, not pressure. Pressure assumes capacity. Promise creates it.

That distinction matters pastorally. When vocation is preached as decision, discipleship quickly
becomes another arena for anxiety. Am I committed enough? Am I serious enough? Am I following
well enough? The hymn quietly dismantles those questions by refusing to locate discipleship inside
the disciple.

Following is not the precondition of grace; it is its consequence.

This is where the hymn carries a deeply humane wisdom. It assumes reluctance. It assumes mixed
motives. It assumes that people do not suddenly become available simply because they have been
addressed by Christ. And still, it insists that the call is effective—not because of the hearer, but
because of the speaker.

For preachers, this hymn opens space to speak of discipleship without recruiting the congregation
into achievement. It allows vocation to remain gift before it becomes responsibility. It frees the call

from the burden of having to inspire, motivate, or justify itself.

The hymn leaves us with a calling that is firm without being coercive, demanding without being
conditional, and trustworthy precisely because it does not depend on our readiness.

Christ calls. The call does its work. And we find ourselves following—often surprised, sometimes
resistant, always carried by a promise that spoke first.
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THE FOURTH SUNDAY AFTER EPIPHANY

Micah 6:1-8

Micah stages a courtroom—and God calls the case. The mountains are summoned as witnesses. The
ancient foundations of the earth are invited to listen. This is not because God needs evidence, but
because the people have forgotten the story. The trial begins not with accusation, but with
remembrance: What have I done to you? How have I wearied you?

God recounts salvation history as relationship, not achievement. Deliverance from Egypt.
Protection in the wilderness. Preservation against curse. The people are not on trial for failing to
perform; they are on trial for forgetting grace.

The response, predictably, veers toward religious escalation. More offerings. Bigger sacrifices. Even
the unthinkable—firstborn children. The assumption is familiar: if God is displeased, perhaps more
religious intensity will fix it.

Micah cuts through that logic mercilessly.

“What does the Lord require of you but to do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with your
God?”

This is not a new law. It is the stripping away of religious bargaining. Justice here is not heroic
reform. Kindness is not moral sentiment. Humility is not self-improvement. These are the fruits of a

people who no longer need to justify themselves before God.

Micah does not tell Israel how to become righteous. He tells them what righteousness looks like
when grace has already spoken.

Psalm 15

Psalm 15 asks a question most people prefer not to hear asked aloud: Who may abide in God’s
presence?

The answer is unsettlingly concrete. Truthful speech. Integrity. Faithfulness. No slander. No
exploitation. No easy dismissal of the vulnerable.
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This is not aspirational poetry. It is diagnostic. And if we read it honestly, it does not reassure. It
exposes.

The psalm is not written to flatter the worshiper. It clarifies that proximity to God is not a casual
affair. God’s presence is not neutral ground. It reveals who we actually are.

And yet the psalm is not finally law in isolation. It functions as mirror, not ladder. It shows us what
life with God looks like—and therefore how far short we fall.

Epiphany wisdom knows this: the psalm does not invite us to qualify ourselves for God. It leaves us
waiting for someone who already qualifies for us.

1 Corinthians 1:18-31

Paul returns—again—to the cross. Not because the Corinthians forgot it, but because they tried to
improve on it.

The cross is foolishness. Paul does not soften the word. It is foolish to Greeks. It is a scandal to
Jews. And it remains deeply inconvenient to churches that would like to appear competent and on

the move.

The problem is not that people reject the cross. The problem is that they keep trying to make it
respectable.

Paul refuses. God saves not through wisdom that impresses, but through weakness that exposes.
Not through power that dominates, but through suffering that redeems.

Then Paul makes it personal. Look around, he says. Not many wise. Not many powerful. Not many
of noble birth. God does not recruit the impressive to validate the gospel. He calls the unimpressive
so that no one can confuse salvation with merit.

Christ becomes wisdom for us. Righteousness for us. Sanctification for us. Redemption for us.

Every “for us” matters. The gospel is not advice about what to become. It is announcement of what
has been given.

“So that,” Paul concludes, “the one who boasts, boasts in the Lotrd.”

Which is to say: if you must boast, boast about mercy you did not earn.
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Matthew 5:1-12

The Beatitudes are among the most misunderstood texts in Scripture because we keep reading them

as requirements.

Jesus does not say, Try fo become this.
He says, Blessed are these.

Poor in spirit. Those who mourn. The meek. The merciful. The persecuted.

This is not a list of spiritual virtues. It is a roll call of people who do not look blessed at all. People
who lack leverage. People who have been emptied, who know loss. People whose lives do not
resemble success stories.

Jesus does not bless them because their condition is admirable. He blesses them because the
kingdom has come for them.

Notice the tense: theirs /s the kingdom. Not will be. Is.

The Beatitudes do not describe how to climb into God’s favor. They describe who finds themselves
held once God’s favor has already arrived.

This is Epiphany light at its sharpest. God does not reveal holiness where strength shines, but where
need has nowhere else to turn. The blessing does not erase suffering; it names God’s presence inside
it.

And that is why Christ’s words do not end with instruction, but with promise.
For in him, the kingdom is already near — for you.

Amen.
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SERMON
Micah 6:1-8

God calls a courtroom into session. Not a small one. Not a quiet one. The mountains are
summoned. The hills take their seats. The foundations of the earth are sworn in as witnesses. When
God has something to say, he does not lack for an audience.

And then—surprisingly—God does not begin with accusation. “O my people,” he says, “what have
I done to you? How have I wearied you?” That is not thunder. That is heartbreak.

God does not open the case by listing Israel’s failures. He opens it by rehearsing his faithfulness. I
brought you up from Egypt. I redeemed you from slavery. I sent Moses, Aaron, Miriam. I protected
you from curse. I turned disaster into blessing.

In other words: Where did I fail you?

The charge against Israel is not that they forgot the law. It is that they forgot grace. They forgot the
story. They forgot who carried whom.

And when people forget grace, they do what religious people have always done: they escalate their
spirituality.

“With what shall I come before the Lord?” they ask. “Burnt offerings? Calves? Thousands of rams?
Ten thousand rivers of oil?”

You can almost hear the panic. If God is displeased, maybe we can fix it. Maybe more intensity will
help. Maybe more sacrifice. Maybe something costly enough to finally satisfy him.

And then the spiral goes completely off the rails: Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression?

That is what religious anxiety sounds like when it is left unchecked. It always ends there. When grace
disappears, religion becomes desperate—and dangerous.

Micah will have none of it. “He has told you, O mortal, what is good.”
Not what is impressive.

Not what is extreme.

Not what will finally settle the score.

What does the Lord require of you?

“To do justice. To love kindness. And to walk humbly with your God.”
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Notice what Micah does 7ot say.

He does not say, Fix the world.
He does not say, Save yourself.
He does not say, Prove your sincerity.

Justice here is not heroic reform. It is refusing to cheat your neighbor. Kindness is not sentiment. It
is loyalty—steadfast love that does not evaporate when it becomes inconvenient. And humility is not

self-loathing. It is walking without pretense, without bargaining, without trying to impress God.

This is not a new law or a summons to social justice. It is what life looks like when you stop trying
to justify yourself.

Micah is not saying, Do these things and God will love you.
He is saying, Because God has already loved you, stop pretending you can buy him off.

And here is where the text presses uncomfortably close.

Because most of us do not walk humbly with God—we negotiate. We calculate. We keep track. We
assume God must be at least mildly disappointed and that we should probably do something about
it.

Micah says: stop.

Stop trying to pay for what has already been given. Stop escalating when grace has already spoken.
Stop acting as if God is tired of you when he is the one asking, How have I wearied you?

Epiphany light shines here—not as moral clarity, but as exposure. God is not waiting for better
sacrifices. He is calling his people back into trust.

Justice. Kindness. Humility. These are not entrance requirements. They are fruits. They grow where
fear has loosened its grip and grace has been remembered again.

And if you are wondering where such humility finally comes from—where a people learn to stop
bargaining and start trusting—Ilook ahead.

Look to the one who will stand accused without defense.
Look to the one who will not escalate, but absorb.
Look to the one who will fulfill justice, embody kindness, and walk humbly all the way to the cross.

Look to your baptism.

For in Christ, he has already given it to you. Amen.
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HYMN FOR THE FOURTH SUNDAY AFTER EPIPHANY

O Master, Let Me Walk With Thee

1. O Master, let me walk with Thee In lowly paths of service free;
Tell me Thy secret; help me bear The strain of toil, the fret of care.

N

Help me the slow of heart to move By some clear, winning word of love;
Teach me the wayward feet to stay, And guide them in the homeward way.

3. Teach me Thy patience; still with Thee In closer, dearer company,
In work that keeps faith sweet and strong, In trust that triumphs over wrong.

>

In hope that sends a shining ray Far down the future’s broadening way,
In peace that only Thou canst give, With Thee, O Master, let me live.

Historical Context

“O Master, Let Me Walk with Thee” was written in 1879 by Washington Gladden, a Congregational
pastor and early advocate for what later came to be called the Social Gospel. That label can mislead.
Gladden was not interested in optimism about progress or moral heroics. He was a pastor attending
to funerals, labor disputes, and exhausted consciences.

The hymn was written as a prayer, not a manifesto. Gladden deliberately avoids language of
conquest, success, or achievement. Instead of urging Christians to change the world, he prays for
steadiness, patience, and fidelity—rvirtues that matter precisely when outcomes are unclear.

Unlike many hymns about service, this one assumes slowness, resistance, and cost. The Christian life
is imagined not as ascent, but as walking—step by step, often under strain, yet in the company of the
Lord.

Pastoral Commentary

This hymn refuses to turn service into spectacle. From its opening line, nothing is dramatic. There is
no rallying cry, no summons to heroism. The prayer is simply to wa/k—slowly, quietly, in paths that
are already lowly. Service is assumed, not celebrated. It is ordinary. It is costly. And it is often
unseen.

That realism matters for texts like Micah 6 and the Beatitudes, which are easily misheard as calls to

moral escalation. Do justice. Love kindness. Be meek. Be merciful. Read that way, the Gospel quickly
becomes another burden—another way of measuring seriousness or sincerity.
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This hymn resists that distortion.

Service here is not how the Christian proves faithfulness or fixes the world. It is what remains when
the need to prove has already been relinquished. The prayer is not for effectiveness, but for
endurance: help me bear the strain, the fret, the slow pace of love that does not hurry toward results.

Notice what the hymn asks for:

e patience, not power
e guidance, not control
e trust, not triumph

Even hope is carefully defined—not optimism about success, but a quiet light that shines far down the
road, beyond what can be seen or managed.

This is vocation after the death of bargaining.

Nothing here suggests that love will be rewarded, recognized, or effective. Love is sustained only by
companionship— “sz// with Thee in closer, dearer company.” Service is possible not because it works, but
because Christ walks with those who are doing it.

For preachers, this hymn provides language for speaking about justice and mercy without recruiting
guilt or ambition. It allows Micah’s call and Jesus’ blessing of the poor to remain sharp without
becoming crushing. It sings service not as achievement, but as trust lived slowly, under a promise
that does not depend on visible success.

The hymn leaves the congregation not energized for action but steadied for faithfulness. And that, in
the long run, is what most congregations actually need.
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THE FIFTH SUNDAY AFTER EPIPIPHANY

ISAIAH 58:1-9A (9B-12)

What is the offense of this text? Israel fasts. Israel prays. Israel seeks God daily. And God is
unimpressed. Not because the practices are insincere, but because they have been insulated. Piety
has become self-contained—capable of existing alongside exploitation without contradiction.

This is religion at its most dangerous: earnest, disciplined, and utterly compatible with injustice.

The people’s complaint reveals the problem: Why do we fast and you do not see? Worship has become
transactional. God is expected to respond proportionally. When he does not, anxiety escalates. The
solution, they assume, must be more intensity.

God refuses the premise.

True fasting is not spiritual exertion but social interruption. Loosing bonds. Undoing yokes. Sharing
bread. Making room. Holiness is displaced from ritual precision to lived mercy.

But this is not law as moral improvement. Isaiah does not offer activism as a substitute for grace.
The promise follows God’s insistence: Then your light shall break forth like the dawn.

The light is not earned. It breaks forth. Healing does not result from perfected justice; it
accompanies mercy because God insists on being present where life is being restored.

This text does not say, Be better.
1t says, Stop hiding.

PSALM 112:1-9 (10)

The righteous are generous, steady, unafraid of bad news. But the psalm never explains 4o they
became this way. That omission matters. This is not a program for virtue. It is a portrait of freedom.

The righteous are not fearless because nothing threatens them but because fear no longer governs
them. Their trust is not in stability, but in God’s promise. That trust loosens their grip. They give

because they are no longer guarding themselves.

The psalm is not naive. The wicked still exist. News is still bad. Danger still approaches. But fear has
lost its interpretive authority.
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The final line is almost wry: the wicked gnash their teeth. Generosity always irritates those who
believe scarcity is ultimate. Mercy exposes the lie that survival depends on hoarding.

This psalm does not command generosity. It describes what happens when justification anxiety has
been displaced by trust. The righteous do not give to become secure; they give because security has
already been given.

1 CORINTHIANS 2:1-12 (13-16)

Paul reminds the Corinthians—and us—that the gospel does not arrive looking like an answer.

When Paul came, he did not bring polish. He did not bring rhetorical force. He did not bring
confidence. He brought weakness, fear, trembling—and Christ crucified. He brought the message.

This is not false humility. It is theological necessity. Anything impressive would have displaced the
cross. Faith that rests on persuasion rests on the wrong foundation.

The cross does not cooperate with competence.

Paul insists that faith must rest on God’s power, which is revealed precisely where human capacity
collapses. Wisdom here is not insight attained but mystery given. It is disclosed by the Spirit, not
deduced by the mind.

The Spirit searches the depths of God—not to satisfy curiosity, but to deliver what cannot be
reasoned into existence: forgiveness, belonging, life.

Paul’s claim is radical and deeply pastoral: the deepest truth of God is not hidden behind complexity,
but behind weakness. The cross is not the problem to be solved on the way to wisdom. It zs the

wisdom.

Which means clarity will never feel like mastery. It will feel like being addressed by a word that frees.

MATTHEW 5:13-20

Jesus begins with declaration.

“You are the salt of the earth.”
“You are the light of the world.”

He does not say become. He says are. Identity precedes action. Gift precedes demand.

Salt works quietly. Light works simply by being present. Neither draws attention to itself. Jesus is not
outlining a strategy for influence. He is naming the consequence of God’s nearness.
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And yet the warning is real. Salt can lose its saltiness. Light can be hidden. Not destroyed—ignored.
Identity can be forgotten when it is converted into performance.

That is why Jesus turns immediately to the law. He does not abolish it. He fulfills it. And fulfillment
here means completion—bringing the law to its true end, which is not perfectionism but mercy

embodied.

The righteousness that exceeds the scribes and Pharisees is freer. It does not exceed by effort, but by
gift. It is lived not under pressure, but from promise.

Epiphany light here is searching.. It exposes self-justification. But it does so not to condemn, but to
release.

Salt that remains salt.
Light that is not hidden.

Christians live relieved of the burden of proving themselves—because the kingdom has already
drawn near in Christ.
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SERMON
Matthew 5:13-20
Jesus begins this part of the Sermon on the Mount without a single command.

He says, simply:
“You are the salt of the earth.”

You are. Which already tells us something important about how Jesus works. He does not build
identity by pressure. He names it. He speaks it into being, as in your baptism. And once spoken, it
does its work quietly, almost unnoticed.

Salt does not announce itself. It just touches what it is given to touch—and changes it. Light does
not argue. It does not persuade. It simply shows up, and darkness gives way.

Jesus is not issuing a program here. He is naming a reality that already exists because the kingdom
has drawn near in him. Identity comes before activity. Gift before demand.

And yet—there is a warning.

Salt can lose its saltiness. Light can be hidden.

Not destroyed. Not revoked. Forgotten.

Which is to say: we do not lose our identity by failing loudly. We lose it by ignoring it. By living as if
nothing has been given. By slipping back into the old habits of self-justification—trying to matter,

trying to shine, trying to be necessary.

That is why Jesus turns next to the law. He is not anxious about it. He does not discard it. He does
not weaponize it. He fulfills it.

And fulfillment here does not mean intensification. It means completion. Bringing the law to the
place it was always pointing but could never reach on its own.

The law’s end is not perfectionism. It is mercy embodied.
Jesus refuses both reduction and escalation. He will not say the law doesn’t matter. And he will not
let it become a ladder to climb. Because ladders always end the same way—someone at the top,

someone at the bottom, and a lot of anxious people clinging in between.

The righteousness Jesus speaks of does not exceed that of the scribes and Pharisees by being stricter.
It exceeds it by being given.

46



Given before obedience, before clarity, before usefulness. This is righteousness lived not under
pressure, but from promise. And that changes how light works.

Light shaped by pressure becomes performance.
Salt shaped by fear becomes sharp, bitter, corrosive.

But light shaped by promise?
Salt shaped by mercy?

Those can remain themselves. They do not need to shout. They do not need to prove anything.
They simply stay where Christ has placed them.

Epiphany light is quiet. And yes—it is demanding. But not because it asks for heroics. It demands
honesty. It refuses hypocrisy. It refuses the exhausting project of making ourselves righteous.

Salt that remains salt.
Light that is not hidden.

Lives shaped not by self-justification, but by the nearness of the kingdom already present in Christ.
You are already - loved, baptized, forgiven, made righteous, for Jesus sake.

Amen.
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HYMN FOR THE FIFTH SUNDAY AFTER EPIPHANY
When | Survey the Wondrous Cross

1. When I survey the wondrous cross On which the Prince of glory died,
My richest gain I count but loss, And pour contempt on all my pride.

2. Forbid it, Lord, that I should boast, Save in the death of Christ, my God,;
All the vain things that charm me most, I sacrifice them to His blood.

3. See, from His head, His hands, His feet, Sorrow and love flow mingled down!
Did e’er such love and sorrow meet, Or thorns compose so rich a crown?

4. Were the whole realm of nature mine, That were a present far too small;
Love so amazing, so divine, Demands my soul, my life, my all.

Historical Context

Published in 1707 by Isaac Watts, this hymn marked a decisive shift in English hymnody. Watts
insisted that Christian worship must speak directly of Christ crucified, not merely echo biblical
phrases. The hymn was designed to disarm, not to uplift.

Pastoral Commentary

From its opening line, the singer is not invited to admire Christ from a safe distance, but to survey—
to take in slowly, honestly, to pay attention to the place where all human boasting collapses. The
cross does not inspire improvement. It exposes illusion. It names what must die if anything new is to
live.

That is why this hymn is so necessary within Epiphany, especially when paired with texts about salt
and light. Those metaphors are easily misused. Salt becomes visibility. Light becomes influence. The
church begins to measure. Without warning, identity turns into performance. Watts refuses that
move by placing the cross first—and keeping it there.

Before light is spoken of as guidance, it is revealed as judgment. Before life is redirected, ambition is

dismantled. The cross does not channel the self toward better goals; it brings the self to an end.
Only then can anything like genuine service or faithful presence emerge.
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The hymn understands something crucial: salt only works if it remains salt, and light only illuminates
if it does not draw attention to itself. The moment salt begins advertising its flavor or light begins
admiring its brightness, both have already failed.

Boasting must be silenced—not moderated, not spiritualized, but ended.

Only on the far side of that silence can light remain light and salt remain salt. Only when the need to
matter has been crucified can presence become free rather than performative.

This is why the hymn guards Epiphany from drifting into moral illumination. It will not allow light
to become a virtue we possess or a role we perform. Light here exposes before it guides. It saves by

undoing the self that wants to shine.

Watts leaves the singer not energized, not clarified, but reoriented. The cross has done its work.
What remains is not ambition redirected, but life received.

And that, finally, is the only light worth trusting.
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THE TRANSFIGURATION OF OUR LORD

Exodus 24:12-18
Moses is summoned upward to a mountain wrapped in glory, but the glory is not immediately
accessible. There is waiting. Six days of silence. No instruction. No reassurance. Just presence that

does not yet speak.

This is already important. God does not rush to make himself usable. Revelation is not efficient. The
cloud guards God’s freedom. Israel sees glory, but Moses enters obscurity.

When Moses finally enters, the text does not describe what happens inside. It describes how long it
lasts. Forty days. Forty nights. Time measured not by insight, but by endurance.

God’s glory here is not spectacle. It is weight. It settles. It holds. It resists being summarized.
Epiphany ends by reminding us that God’s nearness is not the same thing as comprehension. Moses
goes up alone, not because he is exceptional, but because God insists on being encountered on

God’s terms.

And even Moses will come down changed without fully knowing how to speak of it.

Psalm 2

Psalm 2 pulls no punches. The nations rage. The rulers plot. Power imagines itself autonomous.
Authority congratulates itself on permanence. And God laughs.

Not because suffering is amusing, but because rebellion is finally absurd. Human power imagines it
can shrug off divine reality. Psalm 2 names this illusion for what it is.

God’s response is not panic. It is declaration: “I have set my king on Zion.”

The psalm does not describe how this king rules. It declares that he does. Sonship precedes strategy.
Authority is given, not seized.

“You are my Son; today I have begotten you.”

Those words will echo again on another mountain. Psalm 2 waits patiently for that echo.
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Epiphany here clarifies that God’s rule is not one option among many. It is the final word spoken
over every competing claim—quietly now, decisively later.

2 Peter 1:16-21
Peter insists on something unfashionable: this actually happened.

“We did not follow cleverly devised myths,” he says. This is not theology as metaphor. Not
symbolism retrofitted to inspire. Peter stakes everything on eyewitness testimony.

He saw glory. He heard the voice. And yet even that was not enough on its own.

What steadies the church is not memory of experience, but the prophetic word—Scripture that
continues to speak after the mountain fades. Experience dazzles. Scripture remains.

That word remains mattets.

Peter does not set revelation against Scripture. He binds them together. The voice on the mountain
confirms what God has always been saying—and what God will continue to say when the cloud lifts
and the road descends toward suffering.

Epiphany does not end by telling us to chase spiritual intensity. It sends us back to the Word that
interprets glory without domesticating it.

Matthew 17:1-9

The Transfiguration is preparation. Jesus takes only three disciples. Not the strongest. Not the most
insightful. The ones who will soon misunderstand almost everything. And on the mountain, he is
changed—not into something new, but into what he already is.

The light does not come from above. It comes from him. Moses and Elijah appear—not to add
authority, but to bear witness. Law and prophets converge here, not to explain Jesus, but to step

aside.

Peter, predictably, wants to preserve the moment. Tents. Structures. Something stable enough to
hold glory in place. And God interrupts him.

“This is my beloved Son... listen to him.”
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Not capture this. Not build around this. Listen.

And then the cloud lifts. The vision recedes. Moses and Elijah are gone. And Matthew tells us
something easily missed: they saw no one except Jesus alone.

That is the point.

The disciples fall in fear. Jesus touches them. Tells them not to be afraid. And then—this matters—
he orders silence. The Transfiguration is not to be explained yet. Glory must wait until the cross has
spoken. Light without suffering would mislead. Resurrection without crucifixion would be
unintelligible.

Epiphany ends not with spectacle sustained, but with a command to silence and descent. The vision
fades. The voice remains. And the road leads down—toward Jerusalem.
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SERMON
Matthew 17:1-9

Epiphany does not end with answers. It ends with a voice. For weeks now, light has been breaking
in—aquietly, steadily, almost stubbornly. We have watched Christ revealed not as an idea but as a
presence. Not as a program but as a person. Light in Galilee. A voice over the water. A lamb who
takes away sin. Nets dropped. The poor named blessed. Salt that works quietly. Light that refuses to
hide.

And now—at the end of it all—Jesus leads three disciples up a mountain.

Not the crowds. Not the curious. Three disciples who have already proven themselves unreliable.
Three who will misunderstand him, argue about greatness, and eventually flee. These are not the
ones you choose if the goal is clarity or continuity.

But revelation has never waited for readiness.

On the mountain, Jesus is transfigured. Not transformed into something new but unveiled as what
he already is. The light does not descend upon him; it shines from him. For a moment, the veil is
pulled back, and glory is visible.

Moses and Elijah appear. Law and prophets. The whole story converges. Everything Epiphany has
been saying now stands in one place. The promises, the witness, the longing—they gather here.

And Peter does what Peter always does when glory becomes uncomfortable: he tries to manage it.
“Lord, it is good for us to be here. Let us make tents.”

Which is Peter’s way of saying, Let’s keep this. Let’s stabilize it. Let’s build something around it so it
doesn’t slip away.

We understand that impulse. We want Epiphany to last. We want light without descent. Revelation
without cost. Glory without the cross. Let us do something!

God interrupts him.

A cloud descends—not to explain, but to claim. And the voice speaks again, the same voice heard at
the Jordan:

“This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased. Listen to him.”

Listen.
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That command gathers the entire Epiphany season into a single word.

Listen to the one who stood in the Jordan where sinners stand.

Listen to the one John pointed to and called Lamb.

Listen to the one who entered Galilee’s darkness and called disciples without explanation.
Listen to the one who blessed the poor and the mourning before anything improved.
Listen to the one who fulfilled the law not by intensifying it, but by embodying mercy.

Listen to him—especially when the road turns downward.

Epiphany does not finally ask you to memorialize the mountain. It asks you to trust the voice.
Because the voice does not speak instruction. It speaks verdict.

“This is my beloved Son.”

That sentence is not atmospheric. It is not inspirational. It is determinative. It names reality before
anything else happens. Before obedience. Before understanding. Before suffering. Before the cross.

And here is the promise Epiphany leaves you with: that voice does not fall silent when the light
fades.

The glory recedes. The mountain empties. Moses and Elijah vanish. The disciples descend confused
and afraid. And yet nothing essential has been lost—because the voice has already spoken, and it
cannot be unsaid.

Listen to him.

Listen not because he will give you better advice, but because he will give you himself. Listen
because the one you are sent back down with is the same one who will go ahead of you—to
Jerusalem, to the cross, to the place where all human certainty finally collapses.

And there—precisely there—he will keep speaking.

Not explanation but promise.

You are baptized. You are forgiven. You are free.
Belonging that does not depend on your understanding or success or courage.

Epiphany ends by taking the light away from your hands so that it cannot become a possession. It
leaves you with nothing to manage, nothing to preserve—only a God who will not leave you alone.

The mountain was never the point. The promise was.
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And that promise is enough—
enough for the descent,
enough for Lent,

enough even for death itself.

Listen to him. He has already said everything that needs to be said—for you.

Amen.

55



HYMN FOR THE TRANSFIGURATION OF OUR LORD
Swiftly Pass the Clouds of Glory

1. Swiftly pass the clouds of glory, Heav’nly splendor light our way;
Lord, reveal Thy saints’ transfiguration, Till we share Thy perfect day.

N

Still enjoy Thy blest communion, Till we see Thee as Thou art;
Still Thy words of love and promise Speak Thy presence to our heart.

3. Leave us not on Tabor’s mountain, Give us strength to hear Thy call;
Lest we seek for consolation Where Thou wouldst not be at all.

4. 'Thus, O Lord, Thy servant Peter Longed to linger near Thy side;
But Thou leadest to the valley, Where the cross is glorified.

5. There, through suffering, toil, and sorrow, We must follow Thee, our Lord;
Till the day when, all transfigured, We behold Thee face to face.

Historical Context

Written in 1747 by Chatles Wesley, this hymn is a disciplined interpretation of the Transfiguration.
Where many treatments linger on radiance and awe, Wesley does something more theologically
demanding: he insists that the moment must not remain.

Wesley writes against Peter’s instinct—to preserve glory, to stabilize revelation, to build structures
around what dazzles. Instead of tents, Wesley gives the church a hymn of relinquishment. The
Transfiguration is acknowledged, honored, and then allowed to pass. Glory appears only long
enough to authorize what comes next.

This was not accidental. Wesley understood how easily religious experience becomes an object to
protect rather than a word that sends, frees. His hymn resists that temptation by embedding motion
into its theology. The clouds do not linger. They move.

Pastoral Commentary

The moment revelation can be preserved—held in place, explained, repeated, or institutionalized—it
begins to function as demand. The light becomes something we must live up to. The vision becomes

a standard. The mountain becomes an obligation.

Wesley will not allow that distortion.
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Here, glory is given only briefly and then withdrawn. The cloud lifts. The brilliance recedes. Moses
and Elijah vanish. And what remains is not insight, not certainty, not spiritual confidence—
but Christ alone.

That phrase matters. The hymn does not say that what remains is understanding. It does not say that
what remains is inspiration. It says that what remains is a person. Revelation does not terminate in
clarity; it terminates in presence.

This is why the hymn is such a faithful guide at the threshold of Lent. It trains the church to accept
loss of spectacle without panic. It prepares preachers and congregations alike to trust the voice when
the vision fades. The Father has spoken. That word does not need repetition or reinforcement. It

has already done its work.

The descent from the mountain, then, is not abandonment. It is obedience—not the obedience of
grim resolve, but the obedience of trust. The disciples are not sent downward because they have
failed to understand. They are sent because the work is unfinished.

And that unfinished work will not be sustained by glory. It will be sustained by promise.

This hymn quietly releases the church from the need to manage revelation. It allows Epiphany to
end without closure and Lent to begin without pressure. The light recedes, not because it was
insufficient, but because it has already said everything that needed to be said.

“This is my beloved Son. Listen to him.”
Nothing has been lost.

The clouds pass. The voice remains. And Christ goes ahead—down the mountain, toward
Jerusalem, toward the cross. The descent is not failure.

It is faithfulness.
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WHEN THE LIGHT RECEDES, LISTEN:
A Pastoral Word For Preachers At The Turn Toward Lent

Preachers often experience Epiphany as a kind of relief. The texts arrive luminous but manageable.
Christ is revealed. The stories move. The people can see something happening. Light breaks in,
and—if we are honest—it breaks in helpfully. Sermons find their footing. Themes gather. There is
traction.

And then Transfiguration Sunday arrives and quietly takes that traction away.

The mountain gives us one last blaze of clarity—and then clarity refuses to stay. The theology of the
cross is asserted and glory fades. The voice speaks. The light withdraws. The disciples descend. And
the lectionary, without apology, turns us toward Lent.

For preachers, this turn can feel like loss. The temptation is to try to carry Epiphany’s light with
us—as insight, as momentum, as a set of themes we can manage. We want continuity. We want a
through-line we can control.

The danger at this turn in the year is not darkness. It is usefulness. The subtle urge to convert
revelation into resource, glory into leverage, promise into program. The gospel becomes most
distorted not when it is denied, but when it is employed. When preachers begin to ask not, “What
has been said?” but, “What can I do with this?”

Epiphany resists that question all the way to the end.

The Transfiguration does not give us a sermon strategy for Lent. It gives us a sentence that cannot
be improved: “This is my beloved Son... listen to him.” Not understand. Not preserve. Not extend.
Listen.

That is a hard word for preachers, because listening feels passive—and Lent will not allow passivity.
There will be suffering texts, penitential psalms, calls to repentance, and long stretches where clarity
seems withheld. The congregation will feel the narrowing. So will you.

And yet the promise that closes Epiphany is precisely that listening is not inactivity. It is trust.

The voice has already spoken its verdict. Before the descent. Before Jerusalem. Before betrayal and

failure and silence. The belovedness of the Son is not suspended when the light fades. It is precisely
what carries him from his baptism forward. And it is what carries the preacher forward as well.
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Here is the pastoral truth worth holding as you plan the weeks ahead: Lent does not require you to
generate gravity. It already has it. What Lent requires is restraint—resistance to the urge to explain
suffering, justify God, or hurry toward Easter as if the cross were an inconvenience.

The preacher’s task is not to escort people around the darkness with insight, but to stand with
them in it under a word that still speaks. Not with a word of progress, but a word of promise amidst
the scattered pieces of living, in the midst of discontinuity.

So, preach Lent as those who have already been addressed by the Word. Do not try to manufacture
repentance or manage its results. Listen. Let the Law speak. It will accuse, unsettle, and unmask. But
listen closely: it is not permitted to finish the sentence.

That sentence has already been spoken—for you.
“This is my beloved Son. Listen to him.” And when ears are opened, faith lives.

For disciples now, the destination is not the mountain. It is wherever this voice is present for
them—spoken into their hearing, pressed into their lives. Faith does not ascend. It attends. It
receives what it did not produce.

The light will return, not as a reward for endurance, but because Christ refuses to remain distant. He
leaves the mountain. He goes to the cross. He keeps the promise there, where listening costs

everything and gives everything.
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