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THE BELOVED SON
By Rev. Dr. Don Algeo
One of the great bones of contention down through the history of Christianity has been about the meaning and function of baptism.
There are denominations who believe in total immersion, some partial immersion, some in sprinkling. Some regard it as appropriate for infants, some think it should wait until the age of confirmation, and some think the only meaningful baptism can be when the person in question is old enough to make an adult, informed decision. Some think it is largely a symbolic ritual, and others that it has some supernatural power. Some think that only people with a certain credential like a priest or an ordained minister can baptize, and others would allow anyone that responsibility. Some contend that the unbaptized are doomed to hell, and others, like myself, who don't believe in hell, believe it serves some their  function.
So, what is a person to think?
As a practical matter, my advice would be: find a church full of people you like who seem to be conducting themselves the way you would like to conduct yourself, and not worry about their doctrine of baptism. But of course, during certain periods of history, you could be burned at the stake for giving advice like that.
Be that as it may, I think a more interesting question to ask – even if we can't fully answer it either – is what would the baptism that our gospel passage for today narrates have meant to Jesus Himself?
Aside from the nativity stories we find in Matthew and Luke – the stories we've been dwelling on with such pleasure during Advent – the gospel writers don't tell us much about the life of Jesus up until the time His ministry begins. Really the only other event we hear about is the visit to the Temple that Jesus made with his parents when He was about twelve. That was the visit where He is shown awakening to His unique relationship with God: Why were you having trouble finding me? He asks His parents. Didn't you know I would be about my father's business?
By the time we hear anything more about Jesus, he was about thirty years of age, so around eighteen years had passed. We know nothing of those years, but it seems certain that he must have been realizing more and more His own uniqueness. But He still remained a carpenter in Nazareth, taking care of daily business, dealing with the problems we all deal with, problems of family and community and finances. And yet he must have been aware during all those years that they were only preliminary to something else, some responsibility in keeping with which, more and more, He knew Himself to be. He must have been waiting for some sign.
And then John the Baptist emerged, and people from all over came out of their towns and villages to hear him preaching in the wilderness and be baptized by him in the waters of the Jordan River. This was an amazing development in the religious history of Israel, because up until this time, in its two thousand year history, no Jew had ever been baptized.
The Jews were familiar with ritual cleanings of many sorts; symbolic washings and rinsing were an integral part of Jewish religious ritual. But these were simple matters of washing of the hands or sprinkling of the head.
When a Gentile – a non-Jew – converted to the Jewish faith, it was a much more serious business. That involved, first, circumcision, blood sacrifice, and finally a total immersion within a pool of water in a ritual bathhouse: a baptism, in other words, because it symbolized a cleansing from all the accumulated pollution of his past life.
The revolutionary thing about John was that he was asking Jews to submit to that which only Gentiles were supposed to need. John preached the astonishing message that to be a Jew in the racial sense was not sufficient to be a member of God's chosen people; a Jew might be in exactly the same position as a Gentile; it wasn't the Jewish life, it was the cleansed life, that mattered to God.
And the startling thing was that Jews were responding to that message, gathering in huge numbers to hear his message and to receive his baptism. It was clearly a moment in history of tremendous spiritual change.
And Jesus, having arrived in the privacy of His own life at the realization that He was now prepared, felt the arrival of that moment, and recognized in John's message and the people's response to it, that His own time had finally arrived.
But there was one other element of John's message I'd like us to focus on this morning. Let me repeat the key verses from our reading:
3:15 As the people were filled with expectation, and all were questioning in their hearts concerning John, whether he might be the Messiah,

3:16 John answered all of them by saying, "I baptize you with water; but one who is more powerful than I is coming; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.
The people wondered whether John himself might be the Messiah. And John answered that he was not, that he was only the forerunner of someone who was yet to come, someone much greater than he himself.
To understand the importance of this, we must say something about this notion of the Messiah.
The idea of the Messiah has a long and complicated history within Israel, a history that Bible scholars are still reconstructing to this day. The word itself simply means the Anointed, and it derives from the Jewish practice of anointing someone into a special office by pouring oil on his head. The three offices that required anointing were priest, prophet, and king. The word Messiah as a title or name came to apply only to the king, so when the Jews spoke of the coming Messiah, they were referring to some future king of Israel.
For much of its history, it was meant to refer to some as yet unborn person who would rise up and, with God's blessing and assistance, God's anointing, in other words, rise to power over Israel, as David had once done. In fact, most thought that this future person would come from the line of David.
But alongside this idea of the Messiah, there over time emerged another idea, especially in the prophets Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Daniel. This was the idea of a being who was, in some sense, divine, not merely human. In this way of thinking, the Messiah would, in some sense, come down from God to lead Israel, rather than arise up from its people.
This is a vast oversimplification, but suffice it to say that by the time of Jesus, both of these ideas had their adherents, and there were also many who rejected the thought of Messiah in both forms, who saw it all as religious poppycock. It's always important to remember that the Jews, in their religious thinking, were just as contentious and divided as people are today, perhaps even more so.
But to return to John, what I want to point out to you is that John the Baptist clearly belonged to the camp who regarded the Messiah as a divine or at least semi-divine being. Look again at what he says:
I baptize you with water; but one who is more powerful than I is coming... He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.
Human kings, no matter how powerful, do not baptize with the Holy Spirit and with fire, whatever exactly that means.
And I would suggest that is why John realizes that he himself could never be the Messiah, even were he to become king. John realized that, whatever powers he had, they did not rise to the level of divinity.
And all this leads up to the thing that really matters.. I suggest to you that Jesus, during all those private years in Nazareth, came to the full realization that He did share the divine nature of God. There are of course mysteries here that we cannot hope to understand this side of heaven, if even there. But I believe that it was with this realization that Jesus walked from Galilee down into Judah, that it was in an awareness of who He Himself was that he waited with the crowds along the shore while John baptized, that it was with full understanding that He was the one John was prophesying about that he walked into the river and knelt in front of John, that it was with conviction of his unique relationship with God that he allowed John to lower him beneath the flowing waters of the Jordan River.
And now hear again what Jesus heard as he came up out of the water:
And a voice came from heaven, "You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased."	
That saying has two parts, and each part is a quotation from the Hebrew scriptures.
Psalm number 2, verse 7 reads: “The LORD said to me: You are my Son; today I have begotten you.”
While Isaiah writes: “Behold my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights; I have put my Spirit upon; he will bring forth justice to the nations.” (42: 1)
Put them together, and we read: You are my Son, my chosen, in whom my soul delights.
 And read again the words Jesus heard on coming out of the water:
“You are my son, the beloved, with you I am well pleased.
Both the second psalm and this portion of Isaiah are about the Messiah, and both picture the Messiah as more than human, as being in a unique relationship with God, as being Himself divine.
That was the realization about Himself that Jesus brought to the Jordan River that day, and that was the affirmation He received from God alone as he came up out of the water that day.
By the time the gospels were being written, forty or fifty years after Jesus walked the earth, there were still many different and conflicting views as to who He was, that he might have been an inspired teacher, even a divinely inspired teacher, that he might have been a human somehow elevated by God, that he might have been a divine spirit somehow disguised as a human being.
Matthew, Mark, and Luke wanted to make it crystal clear in their accounts that He was none of these things, that he was instead the divine Son of God walking the earth as a human being, and so each of them made sure to include this episode, which combines John's awareness of his own humanity and Jesus’s awareness of His own divinity.
The Gospel of John, written later, while there was still ongoing contention in the young Christian movement as to who Jesus was, puts it even more clearly in the opening words of his gospel:
In the beginning was the Word, and the word was with God, and the Word was God...And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.”
And so our sermon prayer for this morning, Father, is that you weld us to the truth, that you protect us from the temptation of believing anything less than the truth, that you strengthen our faith in the divinity of your beloved child, our Savior and Lord, Jesus Christ, in whose name we pray. 

	
	



