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“Be a Witness!”
Isaiah 41:1-9; Matthew 3:12-17 January 15, 2017

The Episcopal priest John Claypool served a parish in a 
small Tennessee town. One night a young man named Billy 
joined two of his buddies in a “robbery spree.” It didn’t take 
long for the young men to be caught red-handed. The police 
brought them before the judge for a hearing. The three 
people they had robbed were also there. The first victim 
said that it was just a juvenile prank and they ought to 
forget the whole thing. The second victim said that the boys 
were “young criminals in the making” and they ought to be 
punished to the full extent of the law. The third victim was 
a retired teacher who had taught Billy in school. Looking 
at Billy she said, “I want you to know how wrong it was to 
abuse other people’s property the way you did. I am really 
disappointed in you, but I am also convinced that there is a 
finer, stronger Billy inside of you. Judge, I wish you would 
find him guilty, but them give him… to me. Let me see if 
I can’t do something to get in touch with the better stuff 
I know is buried somewhere within him.” (Mending the 
Heart, pp.14-15). 

We spend a lot of time trying to find what kind of 
“stuff” is buried somewhere inside of us. We look in all the 
wrong places. We think we are going to “find ourselves” if 
we can only fly fast enough, high enough and far enough. 
Sometimes we act as if life were just an “all night spree.” Or, 
we may live our whole lives trying to satisfy somebody else’s 
idea of what we ought to be and what we ought to do. We 
don’t have to go to the ends of the earth to find ourselves. 
The mystery of our identity is made known in the baptism 
of Jesus.  

John is baptizing the people as a sign of repentance 
from sin. John recognizes Jesus as the Messiah. The sinless 
Jesus submits to baptism in order to identify with sinful 
humanity. The Spirit of God descends like a dove and a 
voice from heaven says, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with 
whom I am well pleased” (3:17). In this moment, the true 
identity of Jesus as God’s Son is revealed to the world.  

It will take Jesus the whole of his life to fulfill his destiny.  
I do not think that at the moment of his baptism he knows 
every twist or turn of his life. Yet, he knows he will live his 
life as the Son of God. He will discover soon enough all the 

joy, the suffering, the love and even the type of death he will 
face. As long as he knows who he is as God’s beloved Son, 
the challenges and the struggles before him will take care of 
themselves. 

In our baptism, we discover our own true selves. The most 
important thing that we can say about ourselves is not that 
we are rich or poor, male or female, white or black, Asian 
or Latino. The most important thing that we can say is that 
we are God’s daughters and sons. We may be tall or short, 
near the end of our lives or just starting out, divorced or 
married, liberal or conservative, or a new Christian or a life-
long Christian. We are all God’s children. Christ has put 
his mark upon our lives and claimed us as his own. God fills 
us with the Holy Spirit. God has promised to guide us, keep 
us from spiritual danger and bring us safely home. God has 
promised that nothing “will be able to separate us from the 
love of God in Jesus Christ our Lord (Romans 8:39).” It is 
time to stop listening to all those inner voices of self-doubt 
and listen to what God says about you, “You are my child, 
the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.” 

We may not know everything that is going to happen to 
us. We may not be able to predict every twist and turn of 
life. We may find ourselves in places we never thought we 
would be and facing challenges we never thought we would 
have to face. We will never find ourselves alone, abandoned 
or forsaken.  

We are baptized into Christ Jesus. We are baptized 
to serve as Jesus served. Our identity is safe and never in 
doubt. When we know who we are, then all we have to do 
is let ourselves become who we are. We are baptized to be 
a witness. How will we use the gifts and talents God has 
given us to serve others? We realize that we have a larger 
purpose than simply satisfying our own desires, needs and 
wants. God has put us here to be a witness as we help others 
know the love of God and what it means to live as a child 
of God. 

Our identity in Jesus Christ shapes how we live each 
day. We don’t have to spend our time wishing we were 
somebody else. We don’t need to envy the success of others. 
Such thinking keeps us from seeing the great things God 
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is doing through us. You are who you are for a purpose. 
You are where you are for a reason. The Psalm says that 
you are “fearfully and wonderfully made” (Psalm 139:14). 
God raises us up and fills us with the Holy Spirit so that 
like Jesus we may fulfill our destiny to be God’s servants. 

The words of the prophet Isaiah find their fulfillment 
not only in Jesus, but in each one of us and in all of us 
together:

“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.” (Is. 42:1)

A baptism is a commissioning service and a congregational 
act. We promise to remind each baptized Christian what 
is most true about his or her life. When the world treats 
someone like a piece of junk, we are here to remind her 
that she really is God’s beloved child. When a baptized 
Christian forgets what he is called to do as a witness to the 
living God, we are there to remind him that life is about 
far more than creature comforts and a lot of stuff. If we 
think too small about our purpose in life, then there are 
others who will remind us of God’s word in Isaiah: we are 
to bring forth justice to the nations. Kathleen Norris has 
written: 

“Baptism, then, is about celebrating the incomparable 
gift we receive as creatures beloved of God….baptism 
is our call to the community of the church…together, 
as church, we are meant to witness to peace in a cruel 
and violent world and bring a message of hope in the 
face of despair.  Whatever the worldly powers may be 
– Roman rulers or contemporary dictators, corrupt 
lobbyists, arms traders and war profiteers – Christians 
are called to witness to another, greater power.”  
(Christian Century, 12/ 25/ 2007, p. 17).   

No, baptism is not an empty ritual. Every baptism in the 
church reminds us of who we are and what God calls us to 
do. 

Now is the time we need to claim our identity as God’s 
beloved sons and daughters – to claim this identity not 
only as individuals in our daily living, but as the body of 
Christ, a congregation of committed and faithful witnesses. 
At times we take too much for granted. We assume the 
church will always be here with room for our meetings, 
with worship services and beautiful music, with heat, 
lights and electricity, with benevolent dollars to give to 
many ministries in our community, and with staff to work 
with our children and youth. We assume that the church 
does not need our support; we think that my giving and 

my serving are insignificant. We believe that other people 
will do it. Well, we are those other people. 

You have heard the Chair of our Business Affairs 
Committee say that we do not yet have the financial 
resources and pledges we need to carry out Christ’s ministry 
in 2017. You have heard her say that while many of our 
members are pledging and giving sacrificially, we have many 
more who have not yet felt the call to be a witness by how we 
use our gifts, spend our time and share our resources. I don’t 
know anything more important to do with my resources 
and my life than to be a witness to the love of God in Jesus 
Christ. Our witness as a congregation is made possible 
because we know that we have been claimed by God, given 
our true identity, and are willing to give of ourselves and our 
resources to be a witness to the gospel truth and to the grace 
of our Lord Jesus Christ.  

Remember that you are baptized. Know that you are a 
child of God, “fearfully and wonderfully made.” We are 
God’s beloved sons and daughters filled with the Spirit and 
to be a witness in this time and place. 

What do you say? What will you do? 


