8 January 2006








         Epiphany 1

Just like Jesus: cherished and chosen

[Mark 1:4-13  NLT]

In the beginning…

You read about them in newspapers;

you hear about them in news broadcasts – 



the people who will shape our lives – for good or bad – in 2006.

At the turn of every year, 

news analysts try to outdo one another
as they predict who and what will affect our future.

But they often get it wrong, don’t they?
Remember: only weeks ago, some pundits were predicting 

the significant role Ariel Sharon would play in mid-east politics this year.

Their “goofs” actually make me grateful –


grateful that I’m not in the prediction business…

but the promise business.

In fact, I’m delighted to tell you of One


who has promised to shape your life and mine for good in this new year.

His name is Jesus.

We’re going to focus on Jesus this year.

We plan to bring him home…and take him out.

We want to talk about him in our families,

act like him at church,



even show him off to our community.

We expect – for the next 12 months –

the world’s best “promise keeper” to be a major influence in our lives.
Sounds like plan…and it is.

However, before we get going,

we’ve got to start knowing…



knowing this Jesus better than ever before.

I can assure you that this will be a “value-added” exercise.
You see, as we get to know Jesus better,


we learn who God is:



we discover that he’s “just like Jesus”.

And there’s this bonus:


we also learn what we are designed to be:



we discover that we, too, are to be “just like Jesus”.

For the next six weeks, a man named Mark will be our tutor.
Mark, you may recall, wrote the first – and shortest – biography of Jesus.
In fact, read what Mark wrote

and you get the feeling you’re poring over the family photo album --

you’re looking at snapshots of Jesus on his visit to planet earth.

Today we pause to look at the picture of Jesus’ baptism.

Mark used only a few words as the caption for this photo.

Why don’t you look at the picture


as you listen again to what Mark wrote:

One day Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee, and he was baptized by John in the Jordan River.  When Jesus came out of the water, he saw the heavens split open and the Holy Spirit descending like a dove on him.  And a voice came from heaven saying, “You are my beloved Son, and I am fully pleased with you.”  [Mark 1:9-11]
When you look at Mark’s snapshot, what do you see?

2000 years ago, people saw God.

Christians in the 1st century even coined a phrase


-- today we might put it as a sticker on the bumper of a car;



then they may have attached it to the butt of the donkey pulling the cart – 



“If you want to see God,” they said, “go to the Jordan.”

At the Jordan River,


as you watched God’s son being baptized,



you heard his Father speak




and caught a glimpse of the Spirit as a dove.

Father, Son and Spirit: three persons…one God – that’s what you saw.
This past week, I studied the picture again.

I – of course – saw God;


but two words also came to mind: 

cherished…and chosen.

At his baptism, Jesus was cherished and chosen…

just as you and I are

Cherished and chosen
1)  Cherished
Do you remember what the Father said at Jesus’ baptism?

“You are my beloved Son, and I am fully pleased with you.” [Mark 1:11]
Those are the words of a proud Papa, aren’t they?

a father who cherishes his son.
It’s easy to understand why God cherished Jesus, isn’t it?

The guy did everything right;


this son lived up to all of his Father’s expectations
It’s also easy to understand John the baptizer’s surprise


when Jesus joined the crowd at the creek for baptism.

Mark doesn’t mention John’s surprise in his brief biography;

but his friend Matt does.
Matthew tells us 

that John didn’t want to baptize Jesus


that John asked, “Why are you coming to me?” [Matthew 3:13]
As I said, we can understand John’s surprise.

After all, if baptism is for sinners,


how do you explain the baptism of history’s only sinless soul?

Jesus provides the explanation…and Matthew records it.

Why was the Son of God baptized?

The answer is in the pronouns:

Jesus answered, “This is how it should be, because we must do all that God wants us to do. [Matthew 3:15 CEV]
Who is “we”?

Why, Jesus and us, of course.

Why does Jesus include himself?

As I said, it’s easy to understand why you and I need to be baptized.

But why Jesus?
Here’s why…

When he was baptized, Jesus did for you and me


what Max Lucado once did for his daughter in a shop at New York’s LaGuardia Airport.

I’ll let Max tell you what happened:


The sign above the ceramic piece said “Do not touch”.


But the wanting was stronger than the warning.


She touched.  And it fell.


By the time I looked up, Sara was holding two pieces of the New York City skyline.


Next to her was an unhappy store manager.

Over them both was the written rule.


My daughter had no money.


The manager had no mercy.


So I stepped in.


“How much do we owe?” I asked.

Max, of course, didn’t owe anything;


his daughter did.

But since she couldn’t pay, Max did.
What do you and I owe?
We owe God a perfect life…


perfect obedience of all his commands.

But we’ve broken more than souvenirs;


we’ve broken those commands of God;



we’ve even broken our promises to try and obey them.

Worst of all, we’ve broken God’s heart.

And we cannot pay.

We cannot repair the damage we’ve done.

But Jesus can…and he does.

His plunge into the Jordan River is a picture of his plunge into our sin.
At his baptism, he announces: “I’ve come to pay!”

Do you remember those “one for all” nights at the drive-in movie theatre?
(Maybe I should ask: do you remember drive-in theatres?
Kids, you may need to ask your parents.)
In my home-town – on Tuesday nights at the Beaver Outdoor Theatre –


everyone in the car got in free…if the driver paid.

Jesus is the driver who has paid for us.

He began to pay for our mistakes with his baptism in the Jordan River.

He paid the final installment with another baptism…


when he was immersed in your sin and mine on a rugged cross.

It was there and then that he shouted τετέλεσται: “the debt is paid”.

Jesus is the driver who has paid for us.

God, though, doesn’t ask us to get into a car.

He simply invites us to get into Christ…through baptism.

Let’s never underestimate what happened when Jesus was baptized.

Let’s not underestimate what happened when we were baptized, either.
If you can’t remember what happened at your baptism,

a pastor named Paul offers this reminder:
All of you who were baptized into Christ, he says, have clothed yourselves with Christ. [Galatians 3:27 NIV]
You noticed the sign on the church door, didn’t you?
If you noticed the sign, you saw the question, too:


why is baptism like “wash ‘n’ wear”?

Now you know the answer.

When you and I are washed in baptism, 
we are clothed with Christ…



we wear Jesus!

What on earth does that mean?

Simply this:

we are given credit for a perfect life that we did not lead…



in fact, could not lead.

When we are washed in baptism, God looks at us…


and –  by golly –  to him, we look just like Jesus.
And what a proud Papa once said to his son, 
he can say to you and me today:


“You are my beloved son (or daughter), and I am fully pleased with you.”
Folks, do you ever question your worth as an individual?
If you do – or should I say, when you do –


try to remember your baptism.

If you can say – as Martin Luther reportedly liked to – “I am baptized”,

you can also tell yourself: 

“I am loved; I am cherished…by a Father in heaven --

just like Jesus”.

2)  Chosen
If we are baptized, we can breathe a sigh of relief;

but can we rest?

Can we – as some seem to believe – simply cruise home?
In baptism, we are cherished;


but we also are chosen…just like Jesus.

When God called Jesus his “cherished one” at the time of his baptism,

he also signaled that Jesus was his “chosen one” –



the one chosen to execute the plan 

the plan that the Father had specifically designed for this Child of his.
In other words, there was work to be done.

Jesus – as you and I both know –

had to implement God’s plan for his life without the approval of the voters…
without the support of the military.

He had to endure betrayal by friends and beating by enemies.
At one point, he was almost ready to give up.

Yes, even this son of God might have failed to do what the Father wanted,

if the Father had not fortified him.

Look at the snapshot of Jesus’ baptism again.

There’s a dove in the picture.
Not really.

There’s the Holy Spirit in the picture.
The Holy Spirit, Mark tells us, descended like a dove on Jesus [Mark 1:10]
In fact, if that Spirit wasn’t in the picture,


God only knows what might have happened?

Maybe that’s why God has this habit…

and it’s a good one, too.
He has a habit of equipping everyone he chooses to work for him; 

he gives them his Spirit.

God sent the Spirit to his Son…


and the Spirit sent the Son right to work…



sent the Son out to begin his ministry…in the wilderness, of all places.

Mark puts it this way:

Immediately, the Holy Spirit compelled Jesus to go into the wilderness.  He was there for forty days, being tempted by Satan. [Mark 1:12-13]
This is good to know, isn’t it?

After all, if we’ve been baptized, we’re not only cherished;


we’re also chosen…

chosen to find and fulfill God’s plan for our lives.
In other words, if you’ve been washed,


you’ve got work to do.

If you won’t take my word for it, please take Peter’s.

In a letter – his first of two – a man called Peter writes to people like you and me…

people who believe and are baptized.

This is what he tells them…and us:

You are the ones chosen by God, chosen for the high calling of priestly work, … God’s instruments to do his work and speak out for him.  [1 Peter 2:9 MSG]
Did you hear what Peter said?

We’ve been chosen…just like Jesus.

We’ve got God’s work to do…just like Jesus.

We’ve even got a job title:


you and I – we’re priests – just like Jesus.

Peter, though, not only tells us “you’ve got the job”.
He also tells us what the job involves.

Did you know that Peter’s first letter isn’t really a letter? 

It’s a job description…


a “J-D” for every person who claims to be a Christian.

Aha! Never again can you and I plead ignorance;


never again can we say that we don’t know what to do as a child of God.

In his first letter, Peter reminds us that our work begins
– not in the wilderness – but at home…


begins when husbands and wives act as priests,




actually serving each other…
and telling their children about God and his goodness.
Peter goes on to say that the environment of our job also includes the church…

the place where we gather as priests,

only to talk and act like the great High Priest, Jesus Christ himself.

Peter tells us that our work even extends out into the community,


where we are to be model citizens…just like Jesus.

If you’ve never read Peter’s first letter as your job description,


I suggest that do it this afternoon.

There is, after all, nothing else to do;


the Vikings didn’t make the playoffs.

You may conclude, after reading what Peter wrote,


that God has chosen the wrong man – or woman – for the job.
You may believe that you’re not qualified.

You may sense that you’re too old;


so was Abraham when God chose this senior citizen to be a papa.

On the other hand, you may sense that you’re too young;


so was Timothy when God chose this teenie-bopper to be a pastor.

You may feel that you can’t express yourself well;


so did Moses when God chose this stutterer to lead his people.

You may say that you’re too depressed;


so was Elijah when God chose this suicidal prophet to preach to his people.

You may know that you were abused as a child;


so did Joseph when God chose his man to save his people.

Can you detect a pattern here?

Can you see what God is in the habit of doing?

He doesn’t choose the qualified to do his work;


he qualifies the ones he chooses.

How, you ask, does God qualify the unqualified?

How does he equip the likes of you and me?

He gives us his Spirit…just like Jesus.

When does he do that?

When we are baptized…again, just like Jesus.

Do you remember Peter –

the man who told us we’ve been chosen for the job…


the man who told us what the job involves?

He’s also the man who tells us how we get the resources to do the job well.

Be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins.  Then you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.  This promise is to you and to your children.
 [Acts 2:38-39]
There you have it.

If you’ve been baptized,


you’ve already got what it takes to get the job done.

You’ve got more than a tiger in your tank, my friend;

you’ve got the Spirit of the living God within you –


that Spirit – who, as Pastor Paul says --

began the good work within you (and can) continue his work until it is finally finished.  [Philippians 1:6]
More than likely, though, you and I do not yet know 
all that God’s Spirit can do in our lives.
And we never will… 


unless we follow his lead…even into a wilderness;

and rely on his power…even to overcome the devil himself –

just like Jesus.

Remember: if even God’s Son needed God’s Spirit to do God’s work in God’s world,

what option do you and I really have?

At the end…
Cherished and chosen, just like Jesus -- that’s you and me.

I began this message based on Jesus’ baptism – and ours –


with a reference to the news analysts who predict

which people will shape our lives in the new year. 
At the turn of each year, those news analysts also tell us 

which people will never influence our future again.

They include the obituaries of famous people who died in the past year.
Those grim reminders of the Grim Reaper’s visit during the past year


indicate what will happen in our lives in the years ahead.

One day, someone will sit down to write your obituary and mine.

Does that thought disturb you?

If so, remember Jesus’ baptism.

Mark tells us that – on the day of his baptism –


Jesus saw the heavens split open [Mark 1:10] 

Déjà vu!
On the day of your baptism,


God also opened the door of heaven for you.

Just like Jesus, right?

And also: just because of Jesus.

You know what?

That door is still open.

The Father is waiting inside…


waiting for you to get your chosen job done…

waiting to tell you what he tells every cherished child that reaches home…


waiting to whisper in your ear:



“Well done, my good and faithful servant” –




you’re just like Jesus.
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