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SUNDAY, JANUARY 8, 2023 
MATTHEW 3:13-17 
BAPTISM OF OUR LORD 
 
WHEN HANNAH WAS LITTLE, MAYBE 3 OR SO, WE BEGAN TO TELL HER ABOUT 

HER ADOPTION. WE WANTED HER TO HEAR HER STORY FROM US, AND SINCE WE 

LIVED AT THAT TIME IN A VERY SMALL TOWN, WE BEGAN WHEN SHE WAS LITTLE. 

I REMEMBER ONE TIME NOT LONG AFTER, WHEN MY HUSBAND WAS DOING A 

CHILDREN’S MESSAGE ON BAPTISM AND HOW WE ARE GIVEN A NAME THAT 

MEANS “BELOVED”. HANNAH CHIMED RIGHT IN, AS KIDS DO, AND SAID, “I WAS 

GIVEN A NAME AT MY ADOPTION” BAPTISM IS ADOPTION!” WITH ALL THE GLEE 

HER 3 YEAR -OLD SELF COULD MUSTER. 

 

I START WITH THIS STORY TODAY BECAUSE IT REINFORCES THE POWER OF 

NAMES. THE BIBLICAL STORY ABOUT THE BAPTISM OF JESUS REMINDS US THAT 

LIKE JESUS, IN BAPTISM, WE ARE GIVEN A NAME THAT MATTERS : BELOVED 

 

INTERESTINGLY, THERE HAS BEEN MUCH DEBATE ABOUT THE SIGNIFICANCE OF 

THIS PASSAGE, AND THOSE LIKE IT IN OTHER GOSPELS. SOME FEEL THAT BECAUSE 

JESUS WAS SINLESS, HE DIDN’T NEED TO BE BAPTIZED, AS THEY UNDERSTOOD 

BAPTISM AS A PRIMARY WASHING AWAY OF ORIGINAL SIN, AND SO HAVE FOUND 

THE STORY CONFUSING. OTHERS HAVE TROUBLE WITH JESUS SUBMITTING TO 

JOHN TO BE BAPTIZED.  

 

AND IT SEEMS EVEN JOHN HAD THE SAME TROUBLE, QUESTIONING JESUS’ 

ACTIONS. DESPITE THESE QUESTIONS AND OBJECTIONS, THIS PASSAGE HELPS US 

RECLAIM BAPTISM AS A DYNAMIC PRESENT TENSE ACTIVITY RATHER THAN A 

PAST TENSE RITUAL CEREMONY. 

 

YES, BAPTISM WASHES AWAY SIN. BAPTISM ALSO PROMISES ONGOING 

FORGIVENESS OF SIN, AND RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD. AND THIS IS MOST 

IMPORTANT- EVEN CENTRAL TO OUR UNDERSTANDING. BUT BAPTISM ALSO 

PROVIDES US SOMETHING MORE – A NAME – BELOVED – AND WTH THAT NAME, 
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AN IDENTITY – CHILD OF GOD – ONE TO WHOM GOD IS UNFAILINGLY 

COMMITTED. AND TODAY, THAT NAME AND THAT IDENTITY HAVE NEVER BEEN 

MORE IMPORTANT. 

 

WE’RE AT A TIME AND PLACE WHERE SO MANY WOULD LIKE TO IDENTIFY AND 

DEFINE US BY LABELS – DEMOCRAT OR REPUBLICAN, CONSERVATIVE OR LIBERAL, 

AMERICAN OR FOREIGNER, GAY OR STRAIGHT, RICH OR POOR, BLACK OR WHITE. 

THE LIST IS ENDLESS. WE ARE ALSO INCREASINGLY NAMED AND DEFINED BY THE 

PRODUCTS WE USE OR THE STORES AT WHICH WE SHOP – NIKE OR ADIDAS, 

APPLE OR FIT-BIT, TIFFANY OR DIAMOND CELLAR, GUCCI OR GOOD WILL, VOLVO 

OR VW, HALLMARK OR HULU, NBC OR NPR. 

 

THESE AREN’T JUST COMPANY NAMES, BUT LEND A PARTICULAR SENSE OF SELF, 

AND INCREASINGLY, THE BRAND LABELS ON OUR SHIRTS AND SHOES, CARS AND 

COMPUTERS, SAY A GREAT DEAL ABOUT OUR IDENTITY. 

 

AND THIS IS WHERE THE STORY OF JESUS’S BAPTISM INTERSECTS WITH THE 

STORY OF OUR OWN. FOR WE CAN ONLY LIVE INTO THE MISSION THAT GOD HAS 

SET FOR US, TO THE DEGREE THAT WE HEAR AND BELIEVE THE GOOD NEWS THAT 

WE, TOO, ARE BELOVED CHILDREN OF GOD. AS WITH JESUS, WE DISCOVER IN 

BAPTISM WHO WE ARE BY DEFINITIVELY HEARING WHOSE WE ARE.  

 

BAPTISM IS NOTHING LESS THAN THE PROMISE THAT WE ARE GOD’S BELOVED 

CHILDREN. THAT NO MATTER WHERE WE GO, GOD WILL BE WITH US. THAT NO 

MATTER WHAT WE MAY DO, GOD WILL NOT ABANDON US. IN BAPTISM, WE ARE 

PROMISED GOD’S SPIRIT AND GIVEN A NAME – WE ARE MARKED WITH THE 

CROSS OF CHRIST AND NAMED A BELOVED CHILD OF GOD FOREVER. 

 

WHICH IS WHY IT IS SO IMPORTANT TODAY TO REMEMBER OUR PRIMARY 

IDENTITY – AS CHILD OF GOD – AND HOW IN BAPTISM, GOD NAMED, AND 

CONTINUES TO NAME US BELOVED. AND IT’S NOT THAT ALL THESE OTHER 

NAMES ARE WORTHLESS – SOME OF THEM MAY BE QUITE IMPORTANT TO US. 

RATHER IT IS THAT WHILE ALL THESE OTHER NAMES, AFFILIATIONS, AND 



 3 

IDENTIFICATIONS MAY DESCRIBE US, THEY DARE NOT DEFINE US, AS ONLY THE 

NAME WE RECEIVE IN HOLY BAPTISM GRANTS US THE LIFE WE ENJOY IN CHRIST. 

 

NAMES ARE INDEED POWERFUL. THE NAMES WE ARE GIVEN, OR THE NAMES WE 

TAKE ON, THE NAMES THAT EVOKE PRIDE OR SHAME. NAMES ARE IMPORTANT. 

SOME WE HAVE CHOSEN, SOME HAVE BEEN GIVEN TO US, SOME LIFT US UP AND 

SOME TEAR US DOWN. WHATEVER THE CASE, NAMES ARE POWERFUL. 

 

OUR TEXT TODAY PROMISES, HOWEVER, THAT NO MATTER HOW POWERFUL 

OUR EARTHLY NAMES, THEY DO NOT DEFINE US. WHAT DEFINES US IS THE NAME 

GIVEN TO US BY GOD ALONE – THE NAME OF BELOVED CHILD. 

 

I WANT YOU TO THINK FOR A MOMENT ABOUT SOME OF THE MORE DIFFICULT 

NAMES YOU MAY HAVE BEEN CALLED DURING YOUR LIFE, THOSE NAMES, THAT 

NO MATTER HOW LONG AGO THEY WERE UTTERED, STILL LIVE IN YOUR 

MEMORY. FOR ME, IT WOULD BE NAMES LIKE “FOUR-EYES”, “COKE-BOTTLE”, 

“MR. MAGOO” AND THE LIKE, BECAUSE AS A CHILD, MY EYEGLASSES WERE 

EXTREMELY THICK. 

 

AS YOU CALL TO MIND THOSE PAINFUL NAMES, LISTEN TO GOD SAY TO EACH OF 

YOU, “NO, THAT IS NOT YOUR NAME. FOR YOU ARE MY BELOVED CHILD, AND 

WITH YOU I AM WELL PLEASED.” 

 

TODAY WE LEARN THAT WE, LIKE JESUS, DISCOVER WHO WE ARE, BUT HEARING 

ONCE AGAIN WHOSE WE ARE, GOD’S OWN BELOVED CHILDREN. 

 

WE MAY BE LIVING AT A TIME WHEN THE QUESTION OF IDENTITY HAS NEVER 

BEEN MORE PRESSING, FOR THERE ARE SO MANY SOURCES FROM WHICH TO 

RECEIVE AND CONSTRUCT OUR IDENTITIES. BUT SO FEW OF THESE NAMES ARE 

LIFE-GIVING, AND NONE OF THEM ARE REDEMPTIVE.  

 

IN OUR GOSPEL FOR TODAY, THE BAPTISM OF JESUS IS NOT AN ENDING, BUT A 

BEGINNING – IT IS THE BEGINNING OF HIS MINISTRY. IT IS HIS COMMISSIONING 
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TO BEGIN THE PUBLIC MINISTRY FOR WHICH HE WAS CREATED AND TO WHICH 

HE WAS CALLED. TO BE SURE, THE BAPTISM OF JESUS NAMED HIS IDENTITY, AS 

GOD’S SON, THE BELOVED, AND THIS IS CRUCIAL. SEE, ONE’S IDENTITY GROWS 

AND DEEPENS, AS DID JESUS’ IDENTITY THROUGHOUT HIS PUBLIC MINISTRY. IT’S 

AS MUCH ABOUT HIS PURPOSE AS HIS VERY PERSONHOOD. HE WAS NAMED BY 

HIS COUSIN JOHN AS THE ONE WHO WAS TO COME, AND WAS CONFIRMED 

THROUGH THE HEAVEN’S OPENING AND THE DOVE COMING DOWN TO HIM, AND 

THE VOICE FROM HEAVEN NAMING HIM AS BELOVED – THE VERY ONE WHO 

HOLDS GOD’S PLEASURE – AGAIN, NOT AS THE CULMINATION OF HIS MINISTRY, 

BUT AS THE BEGINNING OF A REMARKABLE JOURNEY THAT WOULD TAKE HIM TO 

THE CROSS AND BEYOND.  

 

NO WONDER THIS GIFT OF IDENTITY AND AFFIRMATION IS ONE OF THE GREATEST 

THEMES OF THE GOSPEL, AS IT SENDS US FORTH FROM THIS PLACE ARMED WITH 

OUR PRIMARY NAME – CHRISTIAN, THAT WE MAY FACE THE MANY CHALLENGES 

AND OPPORTUNITIES BEFORE US KNOWING THAT WE ARE INDEED GOD’S OWN 

BELOVED CHILDREN. 

 

WHAT A POWERFUL NAME TO BEAR – IN JESUS. AMEN. 

 


