
Epiphany 2      Psalm 29 
Isaiah 43:1-7      Luke 3: 15-17, 21-22 
 
50 From the eastern mountains  
48  Bethlehem of noblest cities 
52 O worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness  
334 All people that on earth do dwell 
 
The people were filled with expectation. That is how our second 
lesson starts. What do we expect when we listen to the Bible? This 
morning at communion it was as though the sun lit up some words 
of the Creed for me: We believe in the Holy Spirit who has 
spoken through the prophets - through prophets who spoke in OT 
times, but are heard by us today. Do you ever get excited when 
listening to the Bible readings that you will hear God the Holy Spirit 
speaking to you? We know that the word ‘gospel’ means the Good 
News, but gospel is a term reserved for the NT. What about the OT? 
So often an OT readings will start: Thus says the Lord. If this is not 
the Holy Spirit speaking, who else could it be? Do we ever sit down 
to hear the Bible being read in the expectation that it is God himself 
who is speaking; not just Moses or Isaiah, but God himself? When 
you think of it like that, does it not change your expectation? Our 
NT reading starts: the people were filled with expectation. Are 
we? 
 
On a Wednesday a small group meets in Heytesbury church for 15 
minutes of ‘prayer for our project’, ‘our project’ being the ongoing 
restoration of the church, and we start with a bible reading. This 
week, we started with the words: Moses was keeping the flock of 
his father in law Jethro, the priest of Midian; and I had a flash of 
recognition, as I realised how the story would continue.  he led his 
flock beyond the wilderness and came to Horeb, the mountain of 
God. Then the angel of the Lord appeared to him in a flame of 
fire out of a bush; he looked and the bush was blazing, yet it was 
not consumed.  Then Moses said, “I must turn aside and look at 
this great sight and see why the bush is not burned up. 

It’s such an exciting story! The point of hearing it when praying for 
the restoration of our church is that Moses heard the words: Come 
no closer! Remove the sandals from your feet, for the place on 
which you are standing is holy ground.”  Holy ground is not just 
the church building or a designated holy site. It is the place where 
we meet God. Do we expect to meet God when we listen to 
scripture? Do we expect to meet God in the OT? We all know that 
some passages of the OT are not particularly interesting, but what 
about the rest of it? Do we expect to meet God there. Moses wasn’t 
looking for God at Horeb, but God was looking for him.  
 
The Bible tells of God’s part in the history of the Jewish people: and 
the OT tells story after story of how uninterested Israel was in what 
God wanted them to be, and in what God wanted to say to them. 
Many people think it tells of a God who creates the world, sends a 
flood or a thunderbolt, but is otherwise absent. But what about the 
passage we have just heard? 
 
Thus says the Lord, he who created you O Jacob, he who 
formed you O Israel: Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I 
have called you by name, you are mine.  
When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and 
through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you. 
In Hebrew poetry one phrase echoes its neighbour just like the 
psalms do. When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; 
and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you.  This 
passage is the most breath-taking expression of love. How could 
something so amazing appear in a book that we might consider to be 
of no interest? God says: I love you. Do not fear, for I am with 
you. It is the Holy Spirit speaking. Not just some old prophet living 
in a world which is irrelevant to our world. How else can God speak 
to us if he is not using words that we can understand? This is a 
passage which could be of great comfort if we are afraid, or lonely, 
or sad. The OT often speaks most clearly to people in the Third 
World whose lives can be full of danger and hunger.  I have called 
you by name, you are mine. We are hearing the words of a loving 



parent who lets his child wander away, but who will do anything to 
bring that child to safety and maturity. Is that not Good News? 
 
And why are we hearing this particular passage on the Sunday when 
we are celebrating the baptism of Jesus? Jesus is the expression of 
God’s love in human terms. He joins the queue, and goes down into 
the waters of the river Jordan for baptism by John, so it’s quite 
appropriate to hear the words When you pass through the waters, 
I will be with you. But even more so the final words: everyone who 
is called by my name, whom I created for my glory, whom I 
formed and made. Jesus is the expression of God’s glory, but so are 
we if we follow the path God chooses for us. God isn’t saying: 
there’s just one person who will be the expression of my glory; he is 
speaking of all of us whom he formed and made.  
 
Our psalm is one of the most glorious psalms in the book: it is 
particularly splendid when sung in a cathedral to the chant by 
Attwood, and the organ does some musical word-painting: The 
voice of the Lord is mighty in operation, the voice of the Lord is 
a glorious voice.  We don’t  have any stops marked Thunder and 
Lightning on this organ, so you just have to imagine the sound. The 
words in the psalter are: The voice of the Lord divideth the flames 
of fire but the modern version says: The voice of the Lord splits 
the lightning. Can you imagine that! 
 
The modern translation of v.2 says: Ascribe to the Lord the 
honour due to his name; worship the Lord in the beauty of 
holiness. Words that we particularly associate with Epiphany 
because of the hymn that has been written with reference to this 
psalm as well as the words we heard from Isaiah, with its reference 
to bringing my sons from far away and my daughters from the 
end of the earth. Think of the Magi travelling from the east to 
worship the Christ-child of Bethlehem. O worship the Lord in the 
beauty of holiness, bow down before him, his glory proclaim. We 
may find it’s easier to proclaim God’s glory in church than 
elsewhere if we choose words.  But we don’t need words when we 

stand in awe of nature, as I did one frosty morning this week, and 
marvelled at the colours of the whisps of cloud painted diagonally 
across the clear blue sky of early morning.   
 
The psalm ends with The Lord shall give his people the blessing 
of peace, having previously told us of the mighty voice of the Lord 
shaking the wilderness. Remember: this is the Holy Spirit speaking. 
God’s peace which he can give to each one of us as a blessing. 
 
Our reading from Luke started: the people were filled with 
expectation. Jesus had joined the crowd waiting to be baptised by 
John. And when Jesus comes out of the water and was praying, the 
heaven was opened, and the Holy Spirit descended upon him in 
bodily form like a dove, and a voice came from heaven ‘You are 
my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.’ We may find it 
hard to know when the Holy Spirit has spoken. But we should be 
filled with expectation that he will. The big question is: will we be 
listening? 


