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Luke 3: 21-22 
21Now when all the people were baptized, and when Jesus also had been baptized 

and was praying, the heaven was opened, 22and 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.” 

 

Isaiah 43:1-7 

Our Scripture passage today takes place around 540 BCE, when the prophet 2nd 

Isaiah was speaking on behalf of God to the exiled Israelites in Babylonia.  45 

years into the exile, this community was desperate for words of hope, and the 

prophet of Comfort delivered.  These words are ancient, and yet their significance 

still speaks to us, God’s people, this very day.   

Hear now the word of God: 

 

But now thus says the Lord, he who created you, O Jacob, he who formed you, O 

Israel: Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are 

mine.  
 

2When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they 

shall not overwhelm you; when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, and 

the flame shall not consume you.  
 

3For I am the Lord your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Savior. I give Egypt as 

your ransom, Ethiopia and Seba in exchange for you. 4Because you are precious in 

my sight, and honored, and I love you, I give people in return for you, nations in 

exchange for your life.  
 

5Do not fear, for I am with you; I will bring your offspring from the east, and from 

the west I will gather you; 6I will say to the north, “Give them up,” and to the 
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south, “Do not withhold; bring my sons from far away and my daughters from the 

end of the earth— 7everyone who is called by my name, whom I created for my 

glory, whom I formed and made.” 
 

The word of God for the people of God.  Thanks be to God. 

 

Prayer for Illumination 

Holy Spirit, who hovered over the waters at creation’s birth, who descended in the 

form of a dove at Jesus’ baptism, who was poured out under the signs of fire and 

wind at Pentecost: come to us, open our hearts and minds, so that we may hear 

your Word for our lives and be renewed by your power, as you live and reign with 

the Father and Son, now and forever, Amen.  
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Today is Baptism of the Lord Sunday, when we not only remember the baptism of 

Christ, but also our own baptisms and implications for our lives.  As you recall, the 

story of the baptism of the Lord has all the special effects of Hollywood.  The 

heavens open, the Spirit of God descends upon Jesus like a dove, and a voice from 

heaven proclaims, “This is my Beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased.”  It 

sounds like something straight out of a blockbuster movie. 

 

As special and sacred as the sacrament of baptism is, very few of us have the same 

dramatic moments Jesus had in his baptism.  Many of us who were baptized as 

infants don’t even remember our own baptism unless we’ve been told stories.  My 

parents, for example, love to tell how I screamed at the top of my 6-month old 

lungs all the way through it.  This has always been a nice reminder to me that 

baptism is all about God’s initiative and grace, and it will take, even if we’re 

reluctant receivers.  And praise be to God for that! 

 

The importance of remembering our baptism is one reason I encourage baptism 

birthday celebrations.  Not only do most kids and adults see it as another wonderful 

opportunity to have cupcakes—preferably with blue icing to symbolize the 

waters—but it’s also the perfect time to take out pictures, share and remember 

baptismal stories.  This is critical because these stories are not the stories the 

secular world will tell us.  We have to constantly work to remember that our 

identity is rooted in Christ and not in the identities the world wants us to buy into, 

quite literally at times. 

 

Let me give you an example about the secular influence on our mindsets.  Our 

eldest daughter Lettie was baptized at our church in Durham.  Having been through 

a traumatic adoption miscarriage with another baby prior to adopting Lettie, her 

baptism was an extra special occasion for us as well as our church community, 

who had so lovingly walked beside us during all the ups and downs.  I sobbed the 

entire time during her baptism as I looked at our precious 3.5 month old baby girl, 

palpably feeling the love of our congregation for both our baby and us. Afterwards, 

we had a reception for everyone in the church parlor.  We had ordered a cake with 

various-colored swirls of blue to represent the baptismal waters. 

 



SERMON: PRECIOUS IN HIS SIGHT 01/13/2019 

  
 

 - 4 - 

Perhaps at this point I should clue you in that this church was situated along 

Tobacco Road, less than 15 minutes from both Duke and UNC.  And Lettie was 

baptized on March 13, when, you guessed it, those exact teams were playing each 

other that day in the NCAA tournament.  Our church had avid fans from both 

teams.  So needless to say, several folks assumed the blues were for the two 

universities, commenting, “You were so sweet to include both school colors.”  I 

chuckled as I kindly replied that it actually symbolized quite the opposite of devils 

and heels, but rather Christ’s love and grace.   

 

You can see how given the context of crazy basketball territory in the middle of the 

March madness frenzy, that these folks had basketball in their head, even at a 

baptismal celebration.  This amusing encounter speaks not so much to the 

unawareness of these very brilliant folks, but rather to our overall cultural context 

in today’s society.  Nowhere is our secular world telling us to think of Christ first, 

or our faith first, or our baptismal identity first, so much so that our brains are 

trained, even when we’re at a baptismal reception at church, to think about sports 

or some other secular concept over sacraments.   

 

And yet, as Christians, there is no other identity that means more.  It’s something 

that should be at the forefront of our minds each and every day.   

 

In the baptism of the Lord, God publicly claims Jesus as his beloved child.  I love 

this translation: “This is my Son whom I dearly love; I find happiness in him.”1  

Can’t you just envision that proud moment between parent and child? 

 

It is the same with our own baptism.  No matter if it was over 20 or even 40 years 

ago, we will always have the identity as God’s beloved children in whom He 

delights.  Baptism seals us in God’s Spirit, and signifies amazing things, like: 

  God’s everlasting faithfulness to us as God’s people 

  The washing away of sins and our rebirth 

  Adoption into the covenant family of the Church 

  The resurrection and illumination in Christ  

                                                      
1 Matt 3:17, CEB 
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  Cleansing and Preparation for New Beginnings2 

 

Baptism gives us our true, authentic identity.  An identity grounded in the eternal, 

unconditional, permanent love of God.  One that does not come from any concept 

the secular world sells us, but rather one based on the fact that God loves us for 

who we are, just as we are.   

 

Just like the Isaiah passage tells us, we are precious in his sight.  More precious 

than jewels.  More precious than the things we value the absolute most on this 

Earth.  The word precious is used throughout the Bible to describe stones, oil, 

vessels, gold, silver, jewels, treasure, riches, ointment, words, crop, blood, faith, 

promises, but most importantly children.  We are all beloved children of God, 

precious in His sight, just like the simple song about how much Jesus loved the 

children of the world taught us when we were younger. 

 

I like how well-known pastor-scholar Will Willimon (a Wofford grad, btw) 

describes what our baptism means to us.  He says:  The act of “Christening” is the 

bestowal of the Christian name upon the child by the church.  And a name is 

something given to you, a gift.  In baptism, we are given the name Christian.  It is a 

gift—unearned, unmerited, undeserved—like salvation itself.  Something bestowed 

upon us by God’s grace.  He says the Christian message in all of this is not that you 

should try hard to act like somebody.  It is simply, “You are somebody.”  He 

concludes that remembering our baptism reminds us that someone greater than us 

has named us and claimed us and seeks us and loves us…for eternity.3 

 

This is wonderful news to celebrate, and yet let us not forget that being 

unconditionally loved and claimed by God does not mean we won’t be challenged 

in life or face really hard times.  God does not promise that our lives as Christians 

will be easy, rather God promises to be with us through it all.  Twice in the 7 

verses we read this morning, God told the exiles, “I will be with you.”  As you pass 

                                                      
2 “Inclusion in the Covenant of Grace.”  W-2.3004.  Book of Order: The Constitution of the 
Presbyterian Church, Part II.  (Louisville: The Office of the General Assembly, 2007). 
3 Will Willimon.  Remember Who You Are: Baptism, A Model for Christian Life. (Nashville: Upper 
Room, 1980), pp 108-114 
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through the troubled waters, I’ll be with you.  Do not fear, I’ll be with you.  You 

will not be overwhelmed, or burned, or consumed.  You are precious in my sight, 

and I will be with you. 

 

These words are crucial to remember as we each go through the trials and struggles 

of life, which we will because, well, that’s life.  And there’s so much loneliness 

and isolation in our world.  There are so many feelings of inadequacy.  There’s so 

much out there telling us that we’re not enough.  Just listen to and read the secular 

messages that bombard us every day, implicating we’re not enough.   

 

That we’re not rich enough, pretty enough, skinny enough, “successful” enough, 

dressed well enough, full enough, popular enough, social enough, providing 

enough, happy enough, healthy enough, young enough, smooth-skinned enough, 

flawless and perfect enough.  Good gracious me, enough is enough.  And friends, 

we’re buying what they’re selling.  It’s estimated that 219 Billion dollars was spent 

on advertising in the US last year.4  And that’s up 35 Million from just three years 

ago.  And the projections just keep rising by the tens of millions for future years, as 

does our spending on what they’re selling us.  This is not going away.  These 

messages will continue to bombard us and our children and our grandchildren for 

generations to come.   

 

And it us up to us to tell them and ourselves what’s really important, and to live 

that out.  That our worth is not in these things, but in our identity in God, who 

always sees us as enough, more than enough.  That our Creator created each one of 

us to be exactly who we are, with our unique gifts and qualities and yes, even our 

idiosyncrasies.  That God knew the world needed each one of us at this moment in 

time in this place.  That we are fearfully and wonderfully made in God’s image.  If 

we think we’re not good enough, well then quite frankly we are questioning the 

wisdom of our very own Creator.   

 

Why do I feel so adamantly about this?  Why is this message something I’ve 

shared with you in various ways over the years?  Because I’ve lived it.  Because in 

                                                      
4 https://www.statista.com/statistics/272314/advertising-spending-in-the-us/  

https://www.statista.com/statistics/272314/advertising-spending-in-the-us/
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my 20’s as I was searching for my identity, I got lost in the messages of society.  

Because although I knew deep down that I was loved by God, my family, and my 

close friends, I still didn’t feel good enough.  I got swept away by the rising tide.  I 

was lonely and depressed, and I turned to food for solace.  I suffered through the 

disease of an eating order, keeping it to myself because I was so ashamed of this 

secret.  I was stuck in this relentless cycle for years.   

 

And I want to be clear.  I did not look like I was failing on the outside.  I was doing 

well at work.  I ran a marathon.  I was very involved at church.  But I was deeply 

suffering on the inside.  I say this because you never know what someone’s going 

through.  Don’t ever judge a book by it’s cover, and please give others the benefit 

of the doubt, because everyone has a story.  There are very few people, if anyone, 

who hasn’t faced difficult times in life.  And if you’re the one who looks put 

together on the outside, but who is falling apart on the inside, seek help.  Tell your 

truth to a trusted source.  I promise the truth with set you free, and you will be 

amazed at the compassion of others.   

 

Through those years, I did a lot of counseling and OA meetings and self-work in 

order to slowly make my way out of the muck.  And one of the many turning 

points in my healing is when I truly listened to the words of a Pierce Pettis song 

called “God Believes in You.”5  That night I not only listened to the words, but I 

believed them.  And I believe these are words that are good for any of us to hear 

and be reminded of at any time in our lives, so I’ll read them to you now. 

(participate in refrain) 

 

When you start to doubt if you exist, God believes in you 

Confounded by the evidence – God believes in you 

When your chances seem so slim 

When your light burns so dim 

And you swear you don't believe in Him; God believes in you 

 

When you rise up just to fall again, God believes in you 

Deserted by your closest friends – God believes in you 

When you're betrayed with a kiss and you turn your cheek to another fist 

It doesn't have to end like this – God believes in you 

                                                      
5 https://genius.com/Pierce-pettis-god-believes-in-you-lyrics  

https://genius.com/Pierce-pettis-god-believes-in-you-lyrics
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When you're so ashamed that you could die, God believes in you 

And you can't do right, even though you try – God believes in you 

 

Blessed are the ones who grieve, the ones who mourn, the ones who bleed 

In sorrow you sow, but in joy you'll reap – God believes in you 

 

Everything matters, if anything matters at all 

Everything matters; no matter how big, no matter how small 

Oh, God believes in you 

 

To this day, I often tear up when I hear this song, because I so vividly remember 

that 27-year old girl who was so broken on the inside and who so desperately 

needed to hear those words.  I sobbed the night they sank in and I truly began to 

believe them.  I was overwhelmed by God’s immense love and belief in me, even 

when I couldn’t believe in myself.   

 

If there is anything you walk out of here with this morning, I hope it’s that you 

know and believe that no matter what you have or will do, or what you have or will 

face, that you are enough, God believes in you, and God is always with you.  God 

is a Loving Parent who yes, may be disappointed at times, just like he was with the 

exiles—read the chapter immediately this one to see how they were chastised for 

their wrongdoings.  But disappointed or not, God will never give up on you.   

 

Know and believe that you, yes you, are absolutely precious in His sight.  And 

teach this to your children and grandchildren.  It’s the most important thing you 

can do.  Anchor and build their self-worth in God.  Because if you launch them 

into the world with that knowledge, I can assure you they will be okay.  It is what 

my loving parents taught me, so that even when I got lost in my 20’s, there was 

this beacon of knowledge deep in my heart that helped me find my way home.   

 

This is a time of new beginnings for all of us.  2019 is the dawning of a new year, 

and the opportunity for a new focus on our baptismal identities.  Each day is a 

chance to not give into who the secular world tells us we should be, but rather to 

remember who we are and whose we are.  Our baptism anchors our identity and 

worth eternally in God, no matter what our age or how long ago we were baptized, 
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what mistakes we’ve made, or what we’re going through in life.  Remembering our 

baptism challenges us to believe it, to live it, and to declare its truth for everyone, 

for we are and always will be precious in His sight.   

All praise, glory and honor be to God our Creator, Sustainer and Redeemer, 

Amen.   


