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Sermon:  “God’s Beloved”

Scripture Readings

Matthew 3:13-17

“Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized by him. John would have prevented him, saying, ‘I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?’ But Jesus answered him, ‘Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness.’ Then he consented. And when Jesus had been baptized, just as he came up from the water, suddenly the heavens were opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting on him. And a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.’" 

1 John 3:1-3

“See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called children of God; and that is what we are. The reason the world does not know us is that it did not know him. Beloved, we are God's children now; what we will be has not yet been revealed. What we do know is this: when he is revealed, we will be like him, for we will see him as he is. And all who have this hope in him purify themselves, just as he is pure.” 

Introduction:
How time flies! Almost three decades have passed since we were last together for worship in this Sanctuary.

Jesus was just a baby a couple of weeks ago on Dec. 26. 

Then last week, which was Epiphany Sunday, we celebrated the arrival of the wise men. 
Now Jesus is about 28 years old, and he is about to begin his ministry here on earth.

But there is something he has to do first.

He has to be baptized. 

And it so happens that his cousin, John the Baptizer, has been at the Jordan River doing exactly that.

Scripture tells us that he had been attracting large crowds of people with his preaching, and that like all prophets before him, he shouted words of warning.
 "Repent and be baptized for the kingdom of heaven is at hand!"
Some listened to him and obeyed.

Jesus was one of those. 

He appeared at the river one day, along with the crowds. 
John recognized him but he wasn't mentally prepared for Jesus to seek baptism at his hands. 
He said to Jesus, "I need to be baptized by you." 
Knowing who Jesus was, he was taken aback.

And this leads us to the question for today: “If baptism is for forgiveness of sins, why did Jesus get baptized?”
Let’s take a closer look…
The baptism of Jesus is mentioned in all four Gospels, 

Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.

Writer Matthew is the one who made it his aim to prove that everything Jesus said and did 

was for the purpose of fulfilling prophecy.
And this, of course, included…the baptism of Jesus.

We hear this in Jesus’ answer to John the Baptizer’s question: 
‘I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?’ 
Jesus responded:  ‘Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness.’ 
Those who were familiar with Hebrew scripture would have known instantly what Jesus was talking about when he said these words “to fulfill all righteousness.” 

Their memories would have been sparked, 

and they would have recalled the words of Isaiah, 

who centuries earlier prophesied:

I am the LORD, I have called you in righteousness,

I have taken you by the hand and kept you;

I have given you as a covenant to the people, 

a light to the nations, 

tto open the eyes that are blind,

to bring out the prisoners from the dungeon,

from the prison those who sit in darkness. 

I am the LORD, that is my name;

my glory I give to no other,

nor my praise to idols. 

See, the former things have come to pass,

and new things I now declare;

before they spring forth,

I tell you of them.” 

So according to writer Matthew,

the reason Jesus insisted on being baptized, then

was spoken by Jesus himself:
It was to fulfill prophecy
…for it was only through the fulfillment of prophecy


that the Jews would believe.

Even so, many did not “get it.”

Because they didn’t have eyes to see or ears to hear.

Even John the Baptizer 

almost didn’t “get it!”

And he was the "forerunner" of Jesus, 
sent "to prepare his way and make the paths straight"!!!

So as far as John could see, 
it should have been the other way around.

Jesus should have been baptizing him.

After all, 

baptism was for repentance

and cleansing from sin.

Everyone who knew Scripture 

knew that the Messiah, God’s own son, would be pure and holy--without sin.

Still people ask--even to the present day,

were there perhaps other reasons for Jesus’ insistence on being baptized



in addition to fulfilling prophecy?

Well, Jesus gave this one reason only

but we can certainly see that there was much good



that came out of it--for Jesus and for us.

Most theologians agree that Jesus’ baptism affirmed not only his place as the Son of God.

It also affirmed his role as servant
--and made is ministry public. 
According to preacher Barbara Brown Taylor, when Jesus got in line and stepped into the waters 
of the River Jordan along with all those sinners, he who had no sin, humbled himself.
“What was he doing in that crowd of sinners?

What did he have to be sorry about, and why was God’s Beloved submitting himself 

to a scruffy character like John the Baptist?”

These are questions we Christians ask today,


but the situation on that particular day was: 
Nobody seemed to know who Jesus was.
Nobody knew that he was the Son of God until that dove descended from the heavens,


and the voice rang out, saying:





This is my Son, the Beloved, 

with whom I am well pleased.’" 

When Jesus first stepped into that river that day,

as far as people could see,

he was one of them

standing in solidarity 

with sinners of all generations.

But as we modern-day Christians know,

Jesus was not only 100% human.

He was, at the same time, 100% divine.

We claim this as part of our belief

--that Jesus is God in human flesh, 

with two distinct natures: 

one divine, the other human.   

The math doesn’t have to add up...because we know that God has come in the flesh

--Emmanuel, God with us.
For many of the people who were present on the day, however, 

--when Jesus was baptized, it was a revelation


when the voice from heaven said:
“This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased." 

The words were God’s blessing to Jesus.
And if we, ourselves, had ears to hear heavenly voices,


perhaps we would hear these same words 

at our own baptism--as God’s blessing to us, as well.
Having ears to hear and eyes to see is kind of like this:

Back when the telegraph was the fastest means of long-distance communication, there was a story about a young man who applied for a job as a Morse code operator. Answering an ad in the newspaper, he went to the address that was listed. When he arrived, he entered a large, noisy office. In the background a telegraph clacked away. A sign on the receptionist's counter instructed job applicants to fill out a form and wait until they were summoned to enter the inner office.

The young man completed his form and sat down with the other waiting applicants. After a few minutes, the young man stood up, crossed the room to the door of the inner office, and walked right in. Naturally the other applicants perked up, wondering what was going on. Why had this man been so bold? They muttered among themselves that they hadn't heard any summons yet. They took more than a little satisfaction in assuming the young man who went into the office would be reprimanded for his presumption and disqualified for the job.

Within a few minutes the young man emerged from the inner office escorted by the interviewer, who announced to the other applicants, "Gentlemen, thank you very much for coming, but the job has been filled by this young man."

The other applicants began grumbling to each other, and then one spoke up, "Wait a minute--I don't understand. He was the last one to come in, and we never even got a chance to be interviewed. Yet he got the job. That's not fair."

The employer responded, "While you have sat there the telegraph has been ticking out the following message: "If you understand this message, then come right in. The job is yours."

If we are really listening, perhaps we can hear God speaking to us, saying: 
“You are my child, whom I love. I forgive you. I redeem you. And I consecrate you as my servant in the name of Jesus, my Anointed One.”

And we can be sure that every baptism is an occasion for rejoicing in heaven! 
	For, in that moment when each of us is baptized with water,

             water, we too are named as beloved by God 
                   and given the gift of God's Holy Spirit. 
And this is not all!  There is more!
    When we are baptized, we are given a community,

                  a church family that will promise 
to help us grow as we step out on to the road 

           that is our own personal journey of faith.

This is what baptism does for us:

            


1) It gives us an identity
                ...as God's beloved sons and daughters. 

2) It makes us part of God’s family, the church. 

3) And it gives us God's Holy Spirit. 

Being baptized is definitely something every person is commanded to do.


--not some of us

but all of us.
We are commanded 

to repent, 
and be baptized 
in the name of Jesus Christ 
for the remission of sins.

“The promise is to us and to our children, 

and to all who are afar off, 

as many as the Lord our God will call." 

The truth is:

Jesus did not need to be baptized for forgiveness of sin

…because he had no sin.

He is the one exception 

to the truth 

that Paul would later verbalize: 

that "all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God."

But the rest of us do. 

According to Scripture, we all need to be baptized 

"in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit" 

for the forgiveness of sins.


Today, on this day that has been identified as Baptism of Jesus Sunday,

we all have opportunity to be blessed by God.

The kneeling bench has been set in place,


and the water is ready.

For those who have already been baptized 

--either as infants, children or adults,


this will be a time of renewal




--a time to remember our baptism





and the blessings that have come 

as a result of that sacred moment. 

To you, I, your pastor,



will say to you as a cross of water is made on your forehead:

“Remember your baptism and the blessings that are yours…                  

       for you are God’s beloved son 

--you are God’s beloved daughter 

in whom he is well pleased.” 

And, for any of you who are present today having never been baptized,




this will also be a time of renewal.





For you it can be a time of rebirth as the question is asked of you:



“Do you believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God?”







and as you answer out of the faith that is in your heart






“Yes, I believe.”

  All are invited to come and receive God’s blessings

of forgiveness and cleansing


--It is something everyone of us needs



--especially at the end of a very hard week




and the beginning of the brand new year.

Kim will play some prayerful music for us as you come, 


the water is ready...come…
