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Very likely in most of our homes the Christmas decorations are down now, we have packed it 

away, the season of Christmas is over. 

 

I know for myself I take a while to be ready for this, and truth be told, most of our decorations 

are still up. I like to linger with them, with the feelings and memories they evoke. I am not quite 

ready to let go.  But I have always been this way.  When I was little, I am sure I drove my 

siblings a little crazy- or at least the two that were younger than me and more easily led into 

doing the things I wanted to do.  

 

After the Christmas morning present opening, we all tended to leave our new treasures piled in 

the room around the Christmas tree for several days before our mother started bugging us to start 

putting the new toys or clothes or “whatever’s” away.  Well, I remember sneaking out very early 

in the morning and re-wrapping some of our presents and all but demanding that my younger 

brother and sister re-enact the anticipation - the excited expectation of something new and 

wonderful at our finger tips.  I wanted to re-create that feeling of expectation, the excitement of 

not yet knowing, but definitely wanting this thing we were waiting to have. 

 

Of course, this memory came to mind as I thought about our reading this morning which starts 

with, “…the people were filled with expectation…”  And I thought about what they were 

expecting; the Messiah, the one who would save them. And even though they were unclear as to 

what or who that looked like, they were filled with expectation! 

 

I think our faith takes us and holds us in this place as well. At least I hope it does for you. We are 

filled with expectation, but we are not always clear about what for.                                                                  

We have all the assurances of God. We are people of this Messiah, the one who has come to save 

us… this God who refuses to be God without us.  And I think this is the bottom line of the 

Gospel story, from Christmas to the cross and resurrection, God refuses to be God without us. 

  

And so it is right and good if we are filled with both expectations and questions.  And that is a 

very good place to be as we begin this New Year and as we continue on the path of learning and 

leaning into seeking to be the community of people God is calling us to be.    



Page #2 

And this brings me back to our reading today, for it is a reading about beginnings and a reading 

about identity.  

 

Scripture gives us very little about Jesus following his birth.  There is one brief story of when he 

is a young boy and becomes separated from Mary and Joseph.  As they search for him, he is 

found in the Temple listening and asking questions.  But otherwise scripture is silent about the 

way he grew up or what he was doing until we hear about Jesus and baptisms.  And this is the 

demarcation point that we connect to the beginning of Jesus’ ministry. Baptism. 

 

Now, baptism is a much broader topic than many of you might think.  Much ink has been spilled 

over many years concerning what is meant by Jesus’ baptism.  For instance, if we believe that 

baptism wipes away sin, then why is Jesus, the perfect son of God being baptized?                                                                    

There is more than one way to answer this. 

  

At the end of Matthew’s gospel Jesus tells us to, “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, 

baptizing them in the name of the Father, son and Holy Spirit…”                                                             

Christian denominations or organizations have been created or defined by various ways of 

understanding our own baptisms.  Is it meant to be a time in which the church acknowledges the 

baptized as becoming a member of God’s family?  Is it about the family and the church 

surrounding’s promises to the baptized? Is it about the one baptized being named and claimed as 

God’s? Is it about renouncing and being washed of sin? Or is it about teaching and leading 

toward a conviction of faith? Is a specific age the right time? Does one have to have some 

understanding of repentance and forgiveness before entering into baptism? How you answer 

those questions may guide what you do with baptism.  

         

Believe it or not, I am not here today to answer these questions, nor do I think our reading this 

morning tries to. 

  

In Luke we have a picture of Jesus being baptized with that crowd of people who are filled with 

expectations and questions when an amazing thing happens- the heavens open up, the Holy Spirit 

takes on a tangible, see-able form and a voice is heard to say, “You are my Son, the Beloved, 

with you I am well pleased.” 

  

What person, no matter what age they are, does not long to hear, “you are beloved, I am so very 

pleased with you.” 

 

What if, in our baptism we see ourselves as part of the crowd with Jesus in that river. Then 

maybe the main thing we need to know is that we begin as beloved.  And from that deeply seated 

knowledge we have our purpose; to love what God loves, and if we do- there can be no self-

destructive thinking and behavior, no outsiders, there can be no “us” and “them”  There is no line 

or definition of worth. 

 

We are reminded by the author of this Gospel that this is how Jesus’ work began- from the voice 

and Spirit that claims, “You are my beloved, with you I am well pleased.”  There is no “how to 

save the world” list of do’s and don’ts in order to accomplish this.  It is a statement of fact that is 

the very ground of identity and purpose. 
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It is profoundly worth noting as the Call to Meditation claimed that, “God looked down at the 

very start of his Son’s ministry and called him Beloved – well before Jesus had accomplished a 

thing worth praising.”  This is the main point I find in our reading today and I must ask, “Is this 

so hard to believe about ourselves?  Is this so hard to choose to know about ourselves, to choose 

to know about others?”  … to receive a love so profound and respond to it. 

 

Jesus hadn’t come to that river with his portfolio in hand, with a checklist of accomplishes. 

We have no scriptural knowledge of anything like a grade point average or enough service hours 

that would help him get into the best college. We have no stepping stones of degrees on his 

resume, no talk of a 401K, no early established retirement plan that we can admire.  He hadn’t 

wisely joined a fraternity, knowing that association might give him a lift up the ladder in his 

growing career.  No position or title that we identify with power… 

I mean - he is the Messiah, but no one on earth, except maybe John the Baptist had recognized 

that when he stepped in with the crowd at the river.  

  

Yet here is the Messiah – and all he seems to begin with is being Beloved.  And this is the 

identity God gives us- the Beloved.  This is the purpose that God gives us, to be beloved and to 

echo those words to the world. You are the beloved, with you God is well pleased.  And if this is 

true- there can be no outsiders, there can be no “us” and “them.” 

  

Is this easy to believe and be?  Clearly not- but that is who we are, and we can to choose to live 

it. 

 

I was reading Marty’s sermon from a couple weeks ago, when he talked about the lengths God 

will go noting John 3:16 “For God so loved the world he gave us Jesus…”   And he raised up the 

stories of Noah and Abraham, and Moses who led the people through the great Exodus to 

freedom as well as the “law” or commandments given.  All of these are remembered as promises 

and acts of God, driven by an inexhaustible love. And of course - the ultimate length that God 

will go in coming to us in Jesus.  It had me thinking, and by no means do I disagree with this 

point.  It is an unswerving truth I embrace; that God chooses me and chooses you, over and over 

again out of love.  I simply want to expand on, or add to - what the baptism in Luke pointed out 

about what it means to begin as Beloved.  

  

When we look at the flow of the Old Testament story.  Noah, an ark, and a rainbow that offers 

re- creation. God’s saving act of freedom through Moses and the people’s Exodus from slavery, 

which is followed by the promise of the Covenant God will make with the people. All this comes 

before Moses goes up to the mountain and comes down with the Law or Commandments. The 

Commandments are not given - these “rules” to be followed - so that the people will become 

God’s children - beloved by God once they get it right (and the truth is we always seem to 

struggle here).  They are given those already beloved, already belonging, already free. 

 

We are taught to believe in God’s grace. But we must choose to believe it. To believe that worth 

is not a condition for receiving God’s love, it is offered and acknowledged for us because we 

begin beloved- that’s who we are! 
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So yes, imagine the power of truly believing ourselves beloved of God, and believing as strongly 

that all others are also completely beloved. No false or distorted self-image, no outsiders, no 

concept of “us” and “them.”    All Beloved. 

 

Let’s go back to the gift that is given on Christmas, the gift that is given on Good Friday, the gift 

that is given on Easter.  And like children of God re-wrap it so we can open it again with 

anticipation, that excited expectation of something new and wonderful at our finger tips. The gift 

of knowing we begin and can begin again, beloved. 

Amen. 

 

 


