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‘John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of
repentance for the forgiveness of sins. > And people from the whole Judean
countryside and all the people of Jerusalem were going out to him, and were
baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins. ® Now John was
clothed with camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts
and wild honey. 7 He proclaimed, “The one who is more powerful than | is
coming after me; | am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his
sandals. 1 have baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy
Spirit.” ® In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized
by John in the Jordan. '° And 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.
" And a voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you
| am well pleased.” (Mark 1:4-11).

1. Marilyn Strickland

Marilyn Strickland, the newly elected US Congresswoman for the State of
Washington’s 10th District, made history as the first woman of Korean heritage.
She wore a traditional Korean dress in her swearing-in ceremony last week.

When asked about the dress, Congresswoman Strickland said she wore
the dress to honor her mother, who was not able to attend the swearing-in
ceremony because of her age and COVID. “| knew she’'d be watching, so |
wanted her to see me wearing that” replied Strickland.

Congresswoman Strickland was born in South Korea where her African
American father met her Korean mother. Strickland would later become the
mayor of Tacoma and this January became the first person of Korean and
African American heritage elected to Congress. She is the first African American
to represent the Pacific Northwest.

When asked about herself, Strickland is proud of her identity as an
American of both African and Korean descent. She gives thanks to her parents
for bringing her into the world and raising her with a sense of purpose.

2. The Baptism of Jesus

In Today’s scripture, the question of identity is key to understanding who
Jesus is. Last Sunday we talked about the magi’s visit to the baby Jesus. When
we read Mark’s Gospel, we might be surprised that there is no infant story of
Jesus. Mark’s Gospel begins with the identity of John and Jesus. Did you know
that Mark’s Gospel was the first of the four Gospels to be written? The focus of
Mark’s gospel is “the Good News of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”



What is the meaning of “the Good News of Jesus Christ?” There are two
interpretations. One is that the good news is about Jesus Christ. The other is
the good news that is proclaimed by Jesus Christ.

For the Jews, the concept of good news was generally news of a victory in
battle. However, the good news in the Bible is more than the good news of a
victory. The Jews had been and continue to wait for the coming of the Messiah.
The arrival of Jesus to save God’s people would have been the good news the
people wanted to hear.

The Jews expected that the Messiah would be similar to Moses who
brought the Israelites out of Egypt. During the time of Jesus, the Israelites were
under Roman control. The good news for the people would have been that the
Messiah would free the Israelites from Roman rule.

Mark’s Gospel begins with a statement, “hear the good news: Jesus
Christ, the Son of God has come.” Mark explains why he believes Jesus was
Son of God and why he proclaims the good news.

Mark tells his readers about the ministry of John the Baptizer first. Why? It
is because Mark believes the birth and ministry of John should have happened
before the Son of God was to begin his ministry according to the prophet Isaiah.
John is sent to prepare the way of the Lord and make the Messiah’s path
straight. John would prepare the way of the Lord by baptizing people in the
Jordan River.

One day, Jesus came to the Jordan River to be baptized by John. When
Jesus came up out of the water. “he (Jesus) saw the heavens torn apart and
the Spirit descending like a dove on Jesus. And a voice came from
heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you | am well pleased’ (verse
11). Jesus was roughly 30 years old when this happened. Before this event,
Jesus lived as a carpenter and likely worked for his father in Nazareth.

3. The Identity of Jesus

Why do you think Jesus went to the Jordan River to be baptized by John?
Although people were baptized as the sign of repentance, the purpose of Jesus’
baptism is to establish his identity as the Son of God. How does Jesus’ baptism
establish his identity as the Son of God? When Jesus is baptized the Holy Spirit
descends like a dove on him.

What does “the Spirit descending like a dove on Jesus” mean? It means
that God was coming down and was present with Jesus. The Descending Spirit
also implies that Jesus is empowered by God to fulfill God’s purpose. Jesus
performed many miracles because God’s power was with him.

At Jesus’ baptism there was a voice coming out of the sky saying, “You
are my Son, the Beloved; with you | am well pleased.” When Jesus is
baptized, God confirms Jesus’ identity as God’s beloved Son. And God is
pleased with Jesus.
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Mark talks about Jesus’ identity. What about our identity? What would you
say about the identity of Christians’? Paul says in Romans, “you have received
a spirit of adoption. When we cry, “Abba! Father!” =it is that very Spirit
bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of God” (8:15-16). Paul
uses the term “adoption” to illustrate our relationship with God. If the Jews are
like the biological children of God, the Gentile Christians are like adopted
children of God. When a child is adopted, the child becomes a full heir to their
new father’s estate. Likewise, when we become a Christian, we gain all the
privileges and responsibilities of a child in God’s family.

4. Christians’ Privileges and Responsibilities

What do you think are the privileges and responsibilities of Christians?
According to Mark’s Gospel, we have two privileges and responsibilities. Our
privileges are the presence of the Holy Spirit and to be loved by God. While
preparing for this message, | learned how much God is pleased with his
children.

As you may know, our grandson Caleb arrived last week with our son and
daughter-in-law. As you can imagine, Christine and | receive a lot of joy from
Caleb. | take pictures and videos of Caleb daily and enjoy looking at them later
on the computer. | wonder if he knows how much we are pleased by him. | am
sure this is the same joy that God has for us. God delights in you and me.

What are our responsibilities as children of God? One of the most
important responsibilities is not to forget God’s purpose for us. God created
everyone with a purpose. God makes us very intentionally this way and wants
us to remember our purpose and live according to God'’s purpose for our lives.
Our responsibility is also to love others, our community, our nation, and our
world. This is a responsibility of every person who becomes a child of God.

5. What Happened in D.C. on Wednesday

Most of us have already seen or heard about the riots that took place last
Wednesday at the US Capitol. | won’t go into the riots in detail, but one thing |
wanted to point out is that during the seizing of the US Capitol, many could see
Christian symbols and signs among the crowd.

Protestors carried crosses and waved signs saying “Jesus Saves” and
“‘Jesus 2020.” One of the groups that attended, the Proud Boys, identify as
“God’s Warriors.”

We can see that many Christians played a serious role in the riots last
week. Whether we support or condemn these Christians on a personal level, the
role that Christians played at the seizure of the US Capitol raises a question that
we all need to ask.

That is, what would Jesus say about these events? It is easy for
Christians to use the name of Jesus to justify our beliefs or actions. But when
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we do this, we need to ask ourselves, “is Jesus using us for God’s purposes,” or
“are we using Jesus for our own purposes?”

In our culture, winning is celebrated. | would guess almost no one grows
up wanting to lose. But whether we win or lose, especially in important
situations like a national election, we need to constantly reflect on our identity as
followers of Jesus and prioritize living according to the purpose that God has
created for each of us. Such a reflection is more important than our personal
beliefs or perspectives.

6. Conclusion

The disciples and the crowds of Jesus’ followers were shocked when
Jesus was crucified on the cross. The followers raised a serious question. How
could the Son of God die on a cross? This is a major reason why many Jews do
not believe that Jesus was the Messiah. According to Jewish tradition, the
Messiah cannot die. This means that if Jesus died, he can’t be the Messiah.

Jesus was confirmed at his baptism as the Son of God with whom God
was pleased. And yet he died on the cross. Is Jesus still the Son of God? What
is Jesus’ identity?

If Jesus was the Son of God, he would have been able to come down
from the cross when he was crucified, and yet he didn’t. Jesus lost everything
including his own life to fulfill God’s will in the world. This is because in losing
his life, Jesus became the Savior of the World.

Do you remember what the centurion said at Jesus’ crucifixion? He said,
“Surely this man was the Son of God.” Although Jesus died on the cross, the
centurion reminds us that Jesus was still the Son of God, the Messiah, and the
Savior of us all.

7. Application

Mark begins his Gospel with the statement, “the beginning of the Gospel
of Jesus Christ, Son of God.” The appropriate wording for this might be “the
beginning of the journey of Jesus Christ, the Son of God toward the cross.” But
the death of Jesus was not the end of Jesus’ story. Jesus was raised from the
dead for the forgiveness of all the sins of the world.

As followers of Jesus, we don’t worry about how our journey will end on
this earth. We know that God has created us for a purpose and that our identity
is followers of Christ and children of God. All we need to do is to surrender our
lives and agenda to God’s will. Our true identity can be found in following God'’s
purpose for our lives and in living in God’s everlasting love for us. Whatever
happens to us, we are his beloved Children. With us God is well pleased.
Amen.



