Bible readings 23 June 2024
Old Testament
Isaiah 61

61 The Spirit of the Lord Gob is upon me,
because the LORD has anointed me
to bring good news to the poor
he has sent me to bind up the broken-hearted,
to proclaim liberty to the captives,
and the opening of the prison to those who are bound
%to proclaim the year of the LORD's favour,
and the day of vengeance of our God;
to comfort all who mourn;
%to grant to those who mourn in Zion—
to give them a beautiful headdress instead of ashes,
the oil of gladness instead of mourning,
the garment of praise instead of a faint spirit;
that they may be called oaks of righteousness,
the planting of the LoRD, that he may be glorified.
* They shall build up the ancient ruins;
they shall raise up the former devastations;
they shall repair the ruined cities,
the devastations of many generations.

> Strangers shall stand and tend your flocks;
foreigners shall be your ploughmen and vinedressers;
®but you shall be called the priests of the LORD;
they shall speak of you as the ministers of our God;
you shall eat the wealth of the nations,
and in their glory you shall boast.
" Instead of your shame there shall be a double portion:
instead of dishonour they shall rejoice in their lot;
therefore in their land they shall possess a double portion;
they shall have everlasting joy.

8 For | the LoRbD love justice;
| hate robbery and wrong;
| will faithfully give them their recompense,
and | will make an everlasting covenant with them.
® Their offspring shall be known among the nations,
and their descendants in the midst of the peoples;
all who see them shall acknowledge them,
that they are an offspring the LORD has blessed.

191 will greatly rejoice in the LORD;
my soul shall exult in my God,

for he has clothed me with the garments of salvation;
he has covered me with the robe of righteousness,



as a bridegroom decks himself like a priest with a beautiful headdress,
and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels.

1 For as the earth brings forth its sprouts,
and as a garden causes what is sown in it to sprout up,

so the Lord Gob will cause righteousness and praise
to sprout up before all the nations.

New Testament
Matthew 3:13-17

3 Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to John, to be baptized by him.

14 John would have prevented him, saying, “| need to be baptized by you, and do you
come to me?” ¥ But Jesus answered him, “Let it be so now, for thus it is fitting for us
to fulfil all righteousness.” Then he consented. ** And when Jesus was baptized,
immediately he went up from the water, and behold, the heavens were opened to
him, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and coming to rest on him;
7 and behold, a voice from heaven said, “This is my beloved Son, with whom | am
well pleased.”

Sermon
Can anything good come from Nazareth?

Can anything good from Nazareth? The person who asks this question thinks that
nothing good can come from Nazareth. It is a question filled with cynicism and it
takes us to the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, when He called His first disciples. Jesus
had the first two, Andrew and Peter, and then He found Philip. Philip found
Nathanael.

Philip said to Nathanael,

“We have found him of whom Moses in the Law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus
of Nazareth, the son of Joseph. ” (John 1:45)

We hear joy in Philip’s words. However, the response to Philip’s enthusiasm is this,
4%“Can anything good come out of Nazareth?”
Philip is not put off, he says to Nathanael,
“Come and see.” (John 1: 45-46)

Nathanael went with Philip. When Jesus saw Nathanael coming towards Him He
said to Nathanael,

“Behold, an Israelite indeed, in whom there is no deceit!”
This was not what Nathanael expected. It threw him.

48 Nathanael said to him, “How do you know me?” Jesus answered him, “Before
Philip called you, when you were under the fig tree, | saw you.” *® Nathanael



answered him, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!” (John
1:47-49)

Here we have cynicism transformed into confession.

So, Nathanael moved from cynicism to confession of his belief that Jesus of
Nazareth was the Son of God, the One who was expected for a long time. This
profound change within Nathanael came from meeting Jesus.

Jesus, the Son of God indeed, was expected by the Jews, but He was so different
from how they imagined Him to be....

Jesus was humble.

Our New Testament reading tells us about what Jesus did before calling His
disciples. Something He needed to do first or rather, something Jesus needed to
have done to Him first: His baptism.

He came from Galilee to the Jordan, to John the Baptist, to be baptised by John.
Who was John the Baptist?

His appearance is a statement in itself. He does not look like anyone else, looks
weird, like a cave man, wearing the same outfit as the prophet Elijah was wearing
hundreds of years before him. He looks as if he has never shaved his beard and his
hair has never been cut. His diet is unlike anyone else’s as he eats locusts and wild
honey. And then, while standing in the wilderness, he speaks in a way that might
remind you of street evangelists:

Repent!

Now, John the Baptist’s clothes take us to the prophet Elijah, but John’s words take
us to the words of another prophet: the prophet Isaiah.

“The voice cries, in the wilderness
‘prepare the way of the Lord,;
make his paths straight.”” (Isaiah 40:3)

The voice of the one crying in the wilderness...that sounds like the voice of John the
Baptist. For he is indeed standing in the wilderness, telling people, urging them to
repent and so to prepare for the kingdom of God. People came to him to be
baptised.

John the Baptist speaks about God’s kingdom while pointing to the water in the
Jordan. In this way, John makes the connection between God’s kingdom and the
water of the Jordan. The water with which John the Baptist baptizes and the
Kingdom of God come together in baptism. John urged people to repent while
proclaiming that the One who was coming was mightier than him, and that he, John,
was not even worthy to carry the sandals of the One who was mightier than him.

Then, Jesus appears.



Jesus too wants to be baptised by John. To John, that is unacceptable. Would he,
who is not even worthy of carrying Jesus’ sandals, baptise Jesus?!

How does Jesus respond to John’s refusal?

By saying that it is fitting for both John and Himself to fulfil all righteousness. For
John that meant baptising Jesus.

Jesus’ words brought about a change within John.

What Jesus in fact said was that both He and John, each in their own distinct way,
had the God-given task to do what was right in God’s eyes. That is what Jesus
meant when He said,

“Let it be so now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfil all righteousness.” (Matthew 3:15)

Jesus too had to be baptised. His life on earth demonstrated what we pray when we
say the Lord’s prayer: Not my will, but Your will be done. Jesus’ path was immersed
in obedience to God, included immersion into the water of the Jordan, by John the
Baptist. From there Jesus faced opposition, cynicism, undermining, aggression and
eventually His death. For us.

Yet, in the midst of all that, Jesus showed God’s face; God’s love, when He healed
the sick, when He raised people from the dead, when He drove demons out of
people and so brought calm and peace. Glimpses of the Kingdom of God were
caught and felt by those who were touched by Him.

It was in humility that Jesus did His ministry with His disciples following Him. Jesus
stood firm in His obedience to God, until the very end, His death on the cross.

The choice to be baptised is the sign of the desire to have the things within you, that
go against God, to have those things washed away, through Jesus. It’s all the things
that we bring to God in prayer, when we ask for forgiveness: the choices we made
which, in God’s eyes, were not good choices; saying words that left others hurt
through cynicism; intolerance, impatience....denial, criticism of who God is in His
mysterious ways.

But God has patience with us.
He makes things happen in His time, not ours. He works in quiet, mysterious ways.

John proclaimed the Kingdom of God in a way that differed from how Jesus
proclaimed that same Kingdom. And so, they fulfilled righteousness in their own way.
They complemented each other in how each accomplished their task. John prepared
the people for the arrival of the One of whom Moses and the prophets wrote, and
when the time came of Jesus’ arrival, Jesus took over from John.

The choice to be baptised follows from a deep acknowledgment of and gratefulness
for God’s grace through Jesus Christ. It is His grace that brings peace that passes all
understanding; a peace that only God, through Jesus, can give.

So, can anything good come from Nazareth...?



When you meet Jesus as Nathanael did, you will have your own answer.

Amen



