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Baptism of the Lord – 22C
1 Corinthians 12: 12-26
Luke 3: 15-17, 21-22
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Prayer for Illumination
1 Corinthians 12:12-26

Luke 3: 15-17, 21-22
As the people were filled with expectation, 
and all were questioning in their hearts concerning John, 
whether he might be the Messiah, 
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. 
His winnowing fork is in his hand, 
to clear his threshing floor 
and to gather the wheat into his granary; 
but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.”

Now when all the people were baptized, 
and when Jesus also had been baptized and was praying, 
the heaven was opened, 
and the Holy Spirit descended upon him in bodily form 
like a dove. 
And a voice came from heaven, 
“You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”



Reset:  Sense of Self

There are so many ways we do it… I’m curious.  What do you use?
A measuring tape? 
A scale?  
Or perhaps a stopwatch is your go-to?  

How do you measure yourself?
By the grades you get?
The clubs you’re in?  
The number of friends you have?

How do you prove your worth?  
	Is it the job title you have?  
The figure in your savings account?
	 Or something like the fair market value of a financial portfolio?  

Or perhaps you judge yourself by 
	The number of people you help?
	The causes you support?
	The gifts you give away?

At different points in my life, I’ve used quite a few of these tools to try and measure myself.  To try and prove my worth.  From a young age, society taught me—just as it’s taught us all—that there are things we simply have to prove… things that societally very openly uses to measure and judge us against our peers.

And even from a young age, I bought in… hook, line, and sinker.

· It’s why I viewed it as a failure if I didn’t make the honor roll.  Straight A’s were expected; and C’s were not okay.
· It’s why I was so upset when, in fourth grade, I didn’t make my school’s Gifted and Talented Program after having been in it the previous two years.
· It’s why I got upset if I didn’t bat cleanup on one of my little league teams.
· It’s why I was devastated when I was cut from my high school baseball team as a sophomore.
· It’s why I was disappointed I wasn’t named captain of my varsity football team my senior year.
· It’s why I was frustrated that I never earned the starring role in one of my school’s musicals.
· It’s why I didn’t think I did as well as I should’ve graduating fourth in my small high school class.
· It’s why I was upset I didn’t get into every master’s program I applied for.
· It’s why I was humbled by how hard it was for Melissa and me to make ends meet when we were first married.

And it’s why I often found a host of other reasons to be hard on myself along the way to where I am today.  I consistently compared myself to others… other students… other teammates… other friends… other colleagues.  I consistently asked myself… am I working hard enough… am I performing well enough… am I pursuing the right things… am I doing everything I “should” be doing?

It’s why, wherever I was, I was quick to look for society’s measuring sticks.  A tool to measure myself… to prove myself to others… whether that be grades or playing time or even things like… the size of a ministry or the amount of mission dollars generated and given.

The list can sometimes seem endless.  

So let me ask you again… what have you used… or what do you use… to measure yourself?  To try and prove yourself?  

……
……
Make no mistake.  We’ve all done it.  This all-too-human tendency exists within all of us.  Always has.  Just as it’s always existed within the Church itself.  

It’s the very reason Paul wrote to the church in Corinth in the first place.  He’d heard about rival factions that had formed in their midst.  It seems some in the Corinthian church began to believe that they had superior spiritual enlightenment, so to speak, and that they were thereby deserving of more authority and a loftier status than others.  

To make matters worse, cliques began to form around these supposedly spiritually enlightened members, as cliques so often tend to form in communal settings.  And as the factions formed, many of the community’s more disadvantaged members began to be left out altogether, just left by the wayside.

It’s hardly a vision we want to emulate as Christ’s Church… and yet far too many communities of faith know a thing or two about cliques, and the unspoken pressures members can feel to prove themselves or measure themselves against others.

Which is why Paul so urgently wrote his first letter to the Corinthians, essentially saying, “Stop it! You’re getting Christianity community all wrong.  God doesn’t want you constantly trying to measure and prove yourselves to others.  God wants you to love and support each other.”  

It’s here that Paul uses his brilliant analogy of the Church as a human body.  Just as bones need muscles to move… just as hearts need the lungs to oxygenate the blood it pumps… each of us, individually, is an important part of something bigger than our individual selves.  We are each needed.  We are each vital.  There is no community without our varied gifts and perspectives.

So Paul concludes, “While the world may try to tell you otherwise… While the world may constantly try and get you to compete with others… nobody is any better than anyone else.  The person speaking from the pulpit is no holier than the person who built the pulpit.  Just as the person sitting at the center of a dinner table is no closer to God than the people who set the table.  So if one member suffers,” Paul says, “we all suffer together.  And if one member has reason to celebrate, we should all be rejoicing.”   We each have an identity.”  We all have a purpose.  And nobody’s identity or purpose is any more or less valuable than another’s… for we’re in this… together”.      

……
……
That’s clear.  And frankly… I hope this aspect of our faith isn’t debatable here at Towson Presbyterian… a community that so proudly and boldly values inclusivity… and the truth that God loves all… Period.

But there’s an inverse truth to proclaiming that nobody is more valuable than another that I know many of us still struggle with from time to time.  

It’s a struggle that often sits at the heart of why we work so hard to prove ourselves to others.  It’s a deep-seeded doubt that, while everyone around us is valuable, we fear we, ourselves, may not be.  
As if you might say,  “Yeah… God loves everybody else here with all of God’s heart… but I’m not so sure God loves me like that… or that God isn’t disappointed in me… or angry with me… or… fill in the blank some reason why God might not think you’re as valuable and precious as everybody else.”

……
……
But, you know, it’s not an accident that baptism sits at the very heart… the very center of our faith.

It’s not a coincidence that each Gospel—each Gospel—makes clear that, before Jesus had ever called a disciple… before Jesus had ever cured one who was sick or blind or lame… before Jesus had ever demonstrated his miracle-making ability to save people… to forgive people… to teach people… to resurrect people… Before Jesus did any of that… this is what Jesus heard as the heavens were opened and the Spirit descended on him amid his baptism.

“You are my son.  My beloved.  With you I am well pleased.”

He hadn’t proven a thing—not to God and not to the people around him.
Heck.  As far as we know, he hadn’t done anything yet.

It simply… didn’t… matter.  Before the Gospels record a single thing Jesus did, God made it clear to him, “You are mine.  I love you.  I’m pleased with you.”  

“You are mine.  I love you.  I am so please with you.”

The gospels say it was only then… it was only upon hearing exactly who and whose he was… upon learning that he had nothing left to prove… that Jesus began his ministry.  Which means Jesus’ life and ministry had nothing to do with earning or proving a darn thing.  His ministry was not about earning God’s love.  His mission had nothing to do with proving that he was the Messiah.  Rather, everything Jesus did… everything…  was done as he lived out the love and grace of God he’d already been given.  

……
And we, friends, are invited to do exactly the same thing.

For the waters of baptism invite you to remember the truth that… like it or not, you are loved, because God says you are worth being loved.  

Baptism proclaims that… like it or not, you are blessed with grace, because God says you are worth redeeming.  

Baptism insists… God is not only with you… God’s Spirit and spiritual gifts dwell within you because God is determined not to be God without you.

Which means, friends, there is nothing left for you to prove.  Not to God… not to others… not even to yourself.  

You are loved… and blessed… and free… free to simply trust and use your blessings not because you have to, but because life is so much fuller when we do.  

……
So on this Baptism of the Lord Sunday, you are invited to remember… and reset your sense of self… by letting go of whatever you may use to measure yourself.  Put down all your “should’s.”  Let go of all the comparisons and lists running through your head so you can trust… and celebrate that who you are is already so much more than “enough.”  

You are loved.  You are redeemed.  You belong to God.  There is nothing left to prove.

Amen.

