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The voice of God can be as quiet as a whisper' or as loud as thunder” — according to the
Bible. Some believers will tell you that “God said this” to them. Or “God said that.” They
refer to things “God told them” to do, and we might wonder what that sounds like exactly.

And in this story of the baptism of Jesus, we get some clues.

One of the clues that a story is very, very important in the Bible is that we can find it
repeated several times. This story — of the baptism of Jesus — is told three times, in the gospels
of Matthew, Mark, and Luke. And each version is slightly different.

According to Mark® and Luke®, when the heavens broke open, a voice spoke directly to
Jesus:

“You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”

According to Luke, there were others being baptized too, and Jesus was one of many.

But in Matthew’s version of this story, there’s a little conversation between Jesus and
John, and then — upon being baptized — we are told that “the heavens opened up to him,” a dove
descended, and a voice from heaven spoke to the witnesses of this holy event. Instead of “You
are my Son, the Beloved . . .” we hear:

“This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased,”

We can assume that John — the one who baptized Jesus — heard this voice. Maybe the others
being baptized that day also heard it. | imagine that Jesus definitely heard it, even though it was

about him and not to him. God wanted everyone to know.

Imagine how wonderful it would be to hear our own parents say these words — much less
hear God say them about us:

“This is my Son, this is my Daughter - my Beloved -
with whom I am well pleased,”

! Job 26:14

? psalm 29:3

* Mark 1:9-11

* Luke 3:21-22; There is no account of the baptism of Jesus in John’s gospel.




Even adult children love to hear this kind of thing from their parents. It is a soothing balm, an
uplifting word for any soul.
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God spoke often in the Bible (“Thus says the LORD!”) and I believe that God continues
to speak today. But how do we know that it’s God’s voice we are hearing and not a version of
our own voice telling us what we want to hear?

Or - worse - how do we know it’s not some other voice? A voice that’s haunting us?
Tormenting us? Luring us to do something we should not be doing?
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We make jokes about people who “hear voices.” In fact, we worry when people hear
voices.

But everyone hears voices. Voices that can be as quiet as a whisper. Or as loud as
thunder. But all of us hear them.
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Some of you might be familiar with a radio show called “This American Life” on public
radio’. The host, Ira Glass, offers a variety of stories based on a different theme each week. Last
September, the theme was “the Devil in Me” and one of the segments was called “Vox Diaboli”
or “The Devil’s Voice.”

This particular show included interviews with people who regularly heard a voice that
told them to do things that they intellectually knew were not good for them to do. Addicts
especially struggle with those kinds of voices. But even people who aren’t addicts hear them.

Sometimes the voices are irresistible. They have enormous power.

They say things like:
- Just have another drink. You can handle it.

- Go back to sleep for five more minutes. You don’t have to iron that skirt. Or you can
Jjust wear what you wore yesterday.

- Your husband is too good for you. Your wife doesn’t really love you.

- You can quit smoking tomorrow. Or maybe the next day.

> http://www.thislife.org/
® This show was originally played on September 7, 2007. Special thanks to Matt Pritchard for telling me about this
particular episode.




Maybe this is the devil talking to us. Or maybe it’s a random demon trying to sabotage us. Or
maybe it’s all in our head. We sabotage ourselves.

But there are other voices that are very real. Ugly, destructive voices that haunt us for a
lifetime. Voices spoken in fits of anger or impatience or thoughtlessness or abject meanness:

- You’ll never amount to anything.
- You've always been a fat girl.
- Why can’t you be like your brother?

I know a mother who — in a fit of rage against her daughter — screamed:
“If only I'd known how much trouble you’d be, you would have been aborted.
No question.”

That daughter was about 13 when those horrible words were uttered. She is now 40 and those
words still burn a hole through her soul as if freshly spoken. She can still hear that voice as if
it’s still in the room, and twenty years of therapy cannot make that voice go away.
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But friends, there is a more powerful Voice that can erase all those other voices. There is
another Voice that — even today — can break through the heavens and change the course of our
lives. That would be the Voice of God — a real, personal God who still speaks.

In ancient times, God said things like this:

- Let there be light.”
- Let us make humankind in our own image.”
- It’s not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper as his partner.’

Sometimes God speaks to admonish us or challenge us or call us:
- You shall not have no other gods before me."’

- Remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy."!

- (to Job) Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?"

- (to Isaiah) Whom shall I send? Who will go for us?"

- lamthe LORD, I have called you in righteousness. . . I have given you as a covenant
to the people, a light to the nations, to open the eyes that are blind, to bring out the
prisoners from the dungeon, from the prison those who sit in darkness.”?

’ Genesis 1:3
® Genesis 1:26
° Genesis 2:18
1% Exodus 20:3
" Exodus 20:8
2 Job 38:4

2 saiah 6:8




And sometimes God simply speaks words of pure, unconditional love:

- When you pass through the waters, [ will be with you, when you walk through fire
you shall not be burned . . ."°

- ... you are precious in my sight, and honored, and I love you.'

- You are my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well-pleased.’”

How do we recognize God’s Voice?

- It’s the Voice that speaks words of abundant life.
- It’s the Voice that moves us to be the best we can be.
- It’s the Voice that comforts us when we are distraught and disciplines us when we are

off track.

This is the Voice of God.

And from the day of his baptism, Jesus started his ministry'® and spoke God’s words and
God’s Word in his own human Voice. Sometimes he spoke without words.

And sometimes he spoke in words that we need to know and life by:

- Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you."

- Do not judge, so that you may not be judged.”’

- Follow me.”!

- It’s not what goes into the mouth that defiles a person; it’s what comes out of the
mouth that defiles.”

- Take, eat; this is my body. (And) this is my blood which is poured out for many for
the forgiveness of sins.

- Go and make disciples of all nations.

- Remember I am with you always, even to the end of the age.”
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So many words, spoken in one Voice — a holy Voice that we can trust.

“lsaiah 42: 6, 7
 |saiah 43:2

18 |saiah 43:4

7 Mark 1:9 and Luke 3:22
8 Luke 3:23

% Matthew 5:44

2% Matthew 7:1

2! Matthew 9:9

2 Matthew 15:11

2 Matthew 26:26, 27
** Matthew 28:19

> Matthew 28:20




We will always hear voices, perhaps. But there is one Voice that is always good, always
life-giving, always holy. If you are wondering what God is telling you — remember this: we
know that it’s God’s Voice we are hearing if:

- It causes greater love, joy and peace deep inside.

- It moves us to express love outwardly.

- It leads us to a closer relationship with God.

- It is consistent with the teachings of Jesus . . . the One who heard this
Voice many times, including on the day of his baptism by John in the Jordan River.

God continues to speak and may be speaking to us today. But we cannot hear that voice
if we are always talking, always moving. Our thirst will never be quenched, our souls will never
be revived until we stop and listen.

May the Voice we hear be the Spirit of God, breaking out of the heavens and descending
on us like a dove.

Let us pray: God of mercy and unconditional love, we have both heard ugly voices in our lives and we have spoken
ugly words. Have mercy upon us. Wash us in your love. And grant us the ability to hear you when we want so
much to hear your Voice. And even when we don’t. We pray in the name of Jesus, baptized by John. Amen.




