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Sermon 1-7-2018  Beloved Sons and Daughters 
Rev. Vernon H. Holmes 
 
 
Grace and peace be yours from God our Sovereign and from our Lord and savior Jesus the Christ, 
and from the Holy Spirit.  Amen 

 

Today we celebrate the Baptism of Jesus.  There are two key themes in Mark’s baptismal story.  One 
is the Spirit’s descent:  
 

10And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit 
descending like a dove on him  

 
The other is the voice from heaven that Jesus alone hears as he comes up out of the water: 
  

"You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased."  
 
It helps one interpret the text if you are aware of the Hebrew Scriptures that form the background to 
the story.  When it comes to Mark’s account of the Baptism of Jesus, most of us do not know it well. 
In fact, most Christians are probably better informed from later Christian art than from early Hebrew 
Scripture texts.  So that when talking about the baptism of Jesus, most imagine a rather pastoral, 
quiet and picturesque scene. And by doing so, we miss the point of both themes in Mark’s baptismal 
narrative! 
 
First the one word that gives us the Hebraic background of the Spirit’s descent. That one word is the 
lens through which we are intended to read Mark’s account of the Spirit’s descent. That word is 
“torn”!  (or Ripped, rent asunder,)   
 
Get rid of the pastoral scene of Sunday School pictures.  Close your eyes and re-imagine the scene. 
Instead of a nice clear day with the sun streaming through the clouds, with a golden ray of light 
illuminating Jesus, imagine a dark and storming sky, with the sounds of thunder rolling in the 
background, and suddenly a bolt of lightning streaks down from the skies.  Do you feel the power?   
Mark did!  Mark says that Jesus 
 

“saw the heavens torn apart….”  
 
Why is that the key word?  Because Mark is using it to link Jesus’ baptism to the Prophet Isaiah’s 
prayer in Isaiah 64.  
 

O that you would tear open the heavens and come down, 
so that the mountains would quake at your presence —  
2as when fire kindles brushwood 
and the fire causes water to boil —  
to make your name known to your adversaries, 
so that the nations might tremble at your presence! 
 

This is not an image of peace and tranquility, this is an image of the radicle intervention of God 
intruding into our world and over-turning the apple cart.  Everything goes topsy-turvy!  Far from 
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tranquility, this image reeks of power and might.  Of transformation, of an end to the old and the 
beginning of something new.   
 
In fact, when the Apostle Paul talks about the power of the Holy Spirit, the Greek word he most often 
used is “dinamis”.  The same word from which we get our word dynamite.   
 
We will return to this later but now let’s look at the second theme imbedded in Mark’s story of Jesus’ 
baptism.  That of the voice from heaven.  “You are my Son...the beloved. 
 
Again, most Christians today read this as if this were some kind of affirmation of Jesus divinity.  But it 
is not about that.   This verse is a joining together of two Old Testament themes neither of which 
speak of divinity.   
 
First from the Psalms:   
 

6"I have set my king on Zion, my holy hill." 
7I will tell of the decree of the LORD: 
He said to me, "You are my son; 
today I have begotten you. 

 
This is a coronation Psalm.  It is a Psalm used when a new king ascended to the throne.  In spite of 
the fact that centuries after it was written, Christians would apply this text to Jesus, it has nothing to 
do with divinity.  At best it is a psalm that suggests God’s favor rests upon this new king ascending to 
the throne of David.  
 
The second theme from the Hebrew Scriptures is from the Suffering servant poem of Isa. 42:  Here 
the triumphalist images of kingship, sounded in Psalm 2 are modified by an allusion to the Suffering 
Servant of Isaiah 42.  
 
It is Mark’s unique genius that with a collation of Hebrew scriptures Mark associates kingship with the 
vocation of the suffering servant.   
 
And as you listen to the text of Isaiah, when you hear that the servant will bring forth Justice to the 
nations, do not hear retributive justice of law and order, but rather hear distributive or restorative 
justice of the Holy One of Israel.  Listen then to the image of what it means to be God’s beloved.    
 

Here is my servant, whom I uphold, 
my chosen, in whom my soul delights; 
I have put my spirit upon him; 
he will bring forth justice to the nations. 
2He will not cry or lift up his voice, 
or make it heard in the street; 
3a bruised reed he will not break, 
and a dimly burning wick he will not quench; 
he will faithfully bring forth justice. 

 
These two themes joined together in Mark’s brief Baptismal story of Jesus, paint a very different 
picture of Jesus’ baptism.. 
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Now the image, far from that picturesque pastoral scene, we see a Jesus, infused with the power of 
the Spirit so that he might make: 

Mountains quake 
Boil the water 
Kindle the fire! 

 
This is a Jesus empowered for action to take on the power and principalities of this world.  This is a 
Jesus, endowed with the Spirit, ready to engage the world…. Not with militaristic might, like the kings 
of this world, but with compassion for the bruised reed and care for dimly burning wick, and a passion 
for God’s restorative justice.   
 
If this is not about Jesus divinity, but rather about his vocation, then one might say that Jesus Baptism 
was God’s call to him to be fully human, to be all God created him to be.  In that sense Jesus is the 
beloved Son, Jesus is the one in whom we see the fullness of God’s Holy Spirit indwelling.  Thus, the 
voice from heaven confirms both his son-ship and his vocation! 
 
His vocation is not to come riding into town on a war horse with spear and sword, but rather to enter 
riding on a donkey armed with nothing but the compassionate heart of God.  It is not about our power 
and might but about faithfulness and living in and through God’s power and might to transform and to 
save. 
 
Jesus’s vocation was and is to 
Scatter the proud, bring down the powerful, uplift the lowly,  
To fill the hungry with good things and send the rich away empty. 
 
Salvation is for all, but it looks very different depending on your circumstances in life.  If you are 
among the powerful and used to riding roughshod over others, if you are used to having your own 
way, then liberation from your prison of addiction to wealth and power may not seem so great.  
Transformation may seem like a painful prescription, like taking alcohol from the alcoholic, wealth 
from the 1%, drugs from the addict, control from the misogynist, entitlement from the privileged.     
 
But if you are among the downtrodden, the hungry poor, the homeless, the unemployed and 
underemployed, the victims of sexual abuse, if you suffer from economic, racial, sexual, or religious 
discrimination, then God’s transforming grace is indeed paradise restored.   
 
But this is not simply about Jesus and his vocation.  It is also about us and our vocation.  You and I 
have been baptized into Christ.  And in our baptism, we have been declared to be beloved sons and 
daughters of our Creator God. We also have had the power of the Holy Spirit poured out upon us.   
 
Perhaps we need to rethink what that means, that we too have been clothed with power from on high. 
It is interesting that in the tradition of the church this baptismal text has also been linked with the 
creation story.  Here we are told that the earth was “a formless void and darkness covered the earth”   
 
Then we are told that the “wind of God” swept over the face of the waters…. 
It’s the same word! Wind, breath, spirit,  It is that which is the power of God to animate and change 
things.  It is Ruah in Hebrew or  Nooma in Greek!    That Wind!  That Breath!  That Spirit! That power 
of God to make a way where there is no way.  
 
That power of God to breathe into a lump of clay and bring it to life, ………… that wind of God to 
hover over the waters of chaos and bring forth created order…….  That breath of God that breathes 
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life into Ezekiel’s Valley of Dry Bones. ……. That spirit of God that intervenes in this world and bring 
forth justice and righteousness. 
 
Now it is natural to think about this on a global level.  But what if we truly applied this faith to our own 
local situations, here at Shepherd by the Sea where you reside, or at Incarnation Lutheran Church of 
Davis where my beloved Marcia and I hold our membership.  What if we reimagined our own 
baptisms as the point where God clothed us power for our vocation, our calling?   

 
We often forget, breathing is two things… breathing in and breathing out.  You can hold your breath, 
but there is no way to hold it forever.  Consider how this reflects on the Spirit’s power in Jesus and 
then in our own baptism.  In baptism, the gift is not just a passive, one of repentance and forgiveness, 
but it also is active one that involves the Spirit living and acting within and upon us.   
 
While it is a gift for our own lives, like the gift of breathing in… it is also a gift for the world, a breathing 
out of the Spirit.  Baptism is both for our own sake and for the sake of the world that God so loved.   It 
is about receiving the Spirit of God, and being named sons and daughters and being charged and 
equipped for vocation in God’s world, here and now.   
 
 After all does not John say in his Gospel,  
 

12But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of 
God, 

 
Let us individually and corporately claim our status as beloved sons and daughters of God, 
empowered by the Holy Spirit for a vocation of transformational living.   
 
Amen. 


