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“In Whom I Am Well Pleased” — Jan. 15, 2017
Ps 29  3 The voice of the Lord is over the waters; the God of glory thunders, the Lord, over mighty waters. 10 The Lord sits enthroned over the flood; the Lord sits enthroned as king forever. 
Matt 3 13 Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized by him.14  John would have prevented him, saying, “I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?” 15But Jesus answered him, “Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness.” Then he consented.
16When 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. 17 And a voice from heaven said, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.”

Why did Jesus submit to being baptized by John, when he had no need for repenting? Jesus said it was “proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness” (3:15). So it was “right” in some sense, but how? Now, John’s baptism symbolized turning one’s life around and dedicating it to right living. Jesus didn’t need to turn his life around, so what it stood for in his case was his intention to live a fully human life. He was going to inspire others to love God and to seek God’s will, but he was going to do that AS a human being, even if it meant being mistreated by people who felt threatened by him. He was “fulfilling all righteousness” in the sense that he was determined to fully share the human experience, no matter where it led. Our Creator needed to know, first-hand, what it’s like to be human, to live a life like ours, with all its disappointments and injustices.

There was another reason, a social one, for Jesus’ submitting to John’s baptism. It was what every honest Jew was doing. By experiencing this ritual, he was joining himself to all the sincere of heart among his people. Jesus lived as a fully righteous Jewish man, before becoming the public preacher who announced the way of salvation for Jew and Gentile alike.

And he never used his supernatural powers to push his teachings, to assert his authority, or to defeat his enemies. Think about the gospel stories: can you think of any instance where he used miracles to fight back against his enemies? No. As regards the difficulties of life, Jesus never used his superhuman side. He endured difficulties the same way that any human must.

Now, did he ever use his powers to persuade those who were half-ready to believe, for instance, his family? No. Whenever he performed miracles, it was always to help needy people who already had faith. When trying to convince people, he used persuasive and appealing speech. 

You might say, “wasn’t this a miraculous event, a voice speaking from heaven?” Yes, indeed, but there is nothing in the text to indicate that the event changed anyone from unbeliever to believer. It seems that God needed to pronounce an affirmation of the divine Son here at the beginning of his earth ministry, and wanted it to be heard by some human beings. More than that we do not know. It almost seems like a formal announcement that had to be made at the beginning of the Son’s ministry. Jesus did not actually come into the world unannounced. We saw in the Christmas stories that his birth was announced to Mary; was announced in a separate appearance by an angel to Joseph (Matt 1:20); was made clear to the independent temple singers, Simeon and Anna; and was revealed to some wise men on the far side of the Euphrates River. Now, as Jesus prepares to begin his public ministry, his divine status is announced to some people standing in or beside the Jordan River, where John is baptizing. 

This event is celebrated in what is possibly the oldest Christian holiday: Epiphany, officially on January 6. Epiphany means “appearance,” usually signifying a divine appearance. Jesus is revealed as divine when the heavenly voice pronounces him the beloved Son. In the Western churches, another event was added to the holy day of Epiphany: the visitation of the Magi at Bethlehem. This was also a revelation of the divinity of Jesus, in that the Magi were recognizing his divinity. So Epiphany is now a dual-purpose holiday, with both meanings concerning recognition of Christ’s divinity.

So besides the revelation of the divinity of Jesus, how does this story help us in our daily living? Just as Jesus did not use miracles to make people believe in him, or to take revenge on enemies, we should not use any kind of power—monetary, political, or charismatic—to exercise power over others, to compel people to believe as we do, or to take any kind of revenge. Just as Jesus did, we need to use persuasion, love, and storytelling, rather than any kind of force.

Jesus’ stories, his parables, had an impact, and people remembered them long after his death and resurrection. These were stories that drew the listener in. Some of them have a single moral point at their conclusion, but some are more realistic than moralistic. Some have a range of characters, others have just one character, or even none, as when he says the kingdom “is like a mustard seed that someone took and sowed in the garden; it grew and became a tree, and the birds of the air made nests in its branches” (Luke 14:19). It’s saying the kingdom starts out as a tiny seed, but grows tremendously, sprawling and spreading out over the earth.

In our culture, a parable can form the heart of a story, or of a movie. In the children’s movie Frozen, a woman whose heart is frozen eventually allows love to melt her heart, and she is freed from loneliness, and her creativity takes a more beautiful and inviting form. The story has emotional appeal, and so do Jesus’ parables.
We should aspire to use our skills and talents, our insights, our stories, to serve others, but only if they respond to our efforts. There is no point in a kind of futile witnessing that people don’t want to hear.

If we can give people spiritual encouragement that they really want to hear, then we have become skilled at serving others. Can we discover ways to actually en-courage others, to help them take on spiritual courage? I think so. Jesus showed us how to do it. He helped the tax collector Zacchaeus have courage. Zacchaeus was frowned upon by his fellow Jews, but Jesus lifted him up, saying “He, too, is a son of Abraham. For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost” (Luke 19:9–10). And when one of the apostles criticized Mary of Bethany for pouring expensive perfume on Jesus’ feet, “Jesus said, ‘Leave her alone. She bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my burial’” (John 12:7). He lifted her up and defended (“leave her alone”) her against an insincere criticism. 

So, what do I mean when I say “Jesus loves”? I mean Jesus builds up, inspires, honors, recognizes.
His sayings at the beginning of the Sermon on the Mount were words of encouragement. I select only two of them here, because in a few weeks I will need to preach a whole sermon on them: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. . . . Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God” (Matt 5:3, 8). He wants the humble-hearted to be confident that the kingdom of heaven is theirs. He will make them feel at home in his kingdom. And he is telling the honest of heart that they will see God. Their honesty is not mocked and scorned, as it often is by the dull momentum of cruelty and cynicism in this world. There is comfort and encouragement for the honest-hearted people. I think some of the people who say cynical things would really like to have an alternative view offered to them.
Let Jesus put courage in your heart. Let Jesus teach you mercy. Let him teach you to pray for your enemies. This is required of us. The faith that Jesus practiced, he also wants you to practice, and believes you can do it. Jesus has faith in you! 

Thanks be to God!

