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Here is my servant, whom I uphold 
 
Isaiah 42:1-9 
Psalm 29 
Acts 10:34-43 
Matthew 3:13-17 
 
Text: Isaiah 42:1; Matthew 3:16-17 
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. 
… suddenly the heavens were opened to him (Jesus) and he saw the Spirit of God descending 
like a dove and alighting on him. And a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved, 
with whom I am well pleased.’ 
 
Introduction 
Do you find that the question “how was your weekend” functions largely in the same way as the 
question “how are you doing”?  We don’t really want to know too much detail; it functions more 
like a greeting.  So when you are asked “how was your weekend?” what comes to your mind as 
you respond?   I don’t typically find myself saying, “Well, I went to church on Sunday and 
experienced an inspiring worship service and the ruler of the whole universe met with us there.”  
Maybe we perceive that such an answer is more information than people want to hear or too 
uncomfortable to hear. 
 
I invite you to think about those who were going out into the wilderness to hear John the Baptist 
preach.  Did they treat attending such religious event as a well-guarded secret?  Did it get 
mentioned when people asked them “how was your weekend?”  The truth of this story is that we 
wouldn’t have ever heard of John the Baptist’s wilderness ministry except that Jesus came from 
Galilee to John at the Jordan to be baptized by him.  Matthew wants his hearers to know that on 
this day when Jesus came to be baptized the very Son of God was standing in the Jordan River 
with John.   
 
I don’t know much about rap music but it is pretty hard to miss the name of Kanye West, a 
popular rapper, singer and songwriter.  Last November his name was in the news because of his 
public turn to faith in Jesus Christ with the release of his album Jesus is King.  On Sunday, 
November 17 Kayne was in Sunday service at the Lakewood Church in Houston, Texas where 
Joel Osteen is pastor.  It is rare to see the news media so interested in someone attending church.  
Many opined that Kayne West was just seeking publicity to sell his music.  I note with you, in 
passing, that Jesus was there too. 
 
Is this what it was like for people going to see John the Baptist in the wilderness; catching a 
glimpse of the famous? John wasn’t a rap singer (as far as we know) but his choice of wardrobe 
and diet advice may have attracted attention.  And then there was those sermons, maybe some 
enjoyed hearing the Pharisees called a “brood of vipers.” (Matthew 3:7)  Matthew’s point is that 
the ministry of John the Baptist finds its purpose not in the size of the crowd that gathered but 
that on this one particular day standing in the line of people to be baptized by John was Jesus, the 
Son of God. 
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Whether a carefully guarded secret or a wildly popular event, Matthew’s point is that John the 
Baptist’s entire ministry was for this moment when Jesus came to be baptized.  John had been 
preaching relentlessly about the one more powerful who was coming after him; the one who 
would baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire; that One John had so faithfully proclaimed was now 
standing in front of him. 
 
The gospel asserts that this same Jesus stands among us in our worship today; the one who said 
“Listen! I am standing at the door, knocking; if you hear my voice and open the door, I will 
come in to you and eat with you, and you with me.” (Revelation 3:20) 
 
1. It was the title of an October 2019 news article that caught my attention; The bright side of 
narcissism.  “Their over-inflated sense of self-love and self-importance,” writes Sharon Kirkley, 
“can be supremely irritating. But narcissists may also be surprisingly, and perhaps 
counterintuitively, more mentally resilient, new research suggests. According to work out of 
Queen’s University Belfast, narcissism may be a buffer against stress, depression and other 
forms of “psychopathology,” because narcissists possess more mental toughness. … The 
researchers are not saying that it’s all good, but rather that everyone might benefit from certain 
dimensions of narcissism.” 
 
I remind you that Narcissus, the mythological Greek hunter who fell desperately in love with his 
own reflection, is the origin of the term narcissism.  Jean-Jacques Rousseau, a Genevan 
philosopher whose political philosophy influenced the progress of the Enlightenment throughout 
Europe, wrote his book Confessions in 1789 and dedicated it “to me, with the admiration I owe 
myself.”  In the Western world, the influence of this kind of thinking has had wide ranging 
influence in how humans understand themselves as autonomous beings.  I often wonder if the 
emphasis of our current culture on the importance of self-esteem arises from such thought.   
 
The gospel—as is evident here in Matthew’s telling of the story of Jesus’ baptism—focuses our 
attention away from ourselves to Jesus Christ.  The story is that Jesus came to be baptized.  We 
are directed to look at him.  The gospel isn’t presented as a better philosophy or the path to a 
more significant sense of self.  Jesus Christ is the gospel and faith is relationship with him.  In 
calling us to look away from ourselves, the gospel doesn’t say that you are unimportant.  Quite 
the opposite.  God’s love for us is without limits, so much so that he will pour himself out 
without remainder for our sakes in the Son on the cross.  The gospel asserts that through this 
focus away from ourselves to Jesus Christ who we truly are emerges—a person created by God 
for relationship with him.   
 
When parents bring their children for baptism they purpose to live their lives in such a way as to 
introduce their children to Jesus Christ.  You can give your children no greater gift than knowing 
Jesus Christ and his saving love.  Raise them to know the stories of Jesus.  Focus on him.   
 
2. Matthew is the gospel writer who tells us that John was shocked to see Jesus standing before 
him requesting this baptism of repentance.  John, at first, refused to baptize Jesus; “I need to be 
baptized by you,” John correctly noted, “and do you come to me?”  John had been preaching that 
this One who is coming would baptize people with the Holy Spirit and fire.  
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Jesus does not say that John is wrong about who needs to be baptized by whom.  Jesus does not 
disagree with John’s assessment that John needs what Jesus brings.  Jesus turns John’s attention 
to something else that must occur.  “Let it be so now;” said Jesus, “for it is proper for us in this 
way to fulfil all righteousness.”  John had been preaching that the judgement of God was 
immanent in the arrival of the one who was coming; “His winnowing-fork is in his hand”, 
thundered John.  Jesus indicates to John that what is to happen now is not what John was 
anticipating.  It is yet in the future, but first there is to be an interlude which is to begin with the 
surprising development that Jesus seeks baptism from John. 
 
The surprising development that Jesus seeks this ‘baptism of repentance’ from John  is part of 
the story of God coming among us in Jesus of Nazareth and of his complete identification with 
us sinners, an identification that will culminate at the garbage dump outside Jerusalem’s city 
walls where Jesus will be crucified and bear the sin of the world.  What John could not foresee 
was that the just judge of all would come among us and take upon himself the judgement of 
sinful humanity offering an amnesty for any who would believe.  Our Lord’s identification with 
us begins at his birth to the virgin Mary—as Matthew’s story has already indicated.  But here at 
the Jordan we see this surprising detail—Jesus purposes to identify with us sinners and in this 
way rescue us from our sinful rebellion against God. 
 
It is clear that Matthew has the prophetic word of Isaiah (42:1) in his mind as he tells us this 
story of Jesus’ baptism.  In Hebrew there is no word for justice.  The Hebrew word, in this Isaiah 
text for example, is MISHPAT, judgement.  The King James Version of the Bible translates “he 
shall bring forth judgement to the Gentiles” where our NRSV says “he will bring forth justice to 
the nations.” Judgement is very different from justice. Justice is a philosophical principle, an 
abstract category; judgement, on the other hand, is a personal category.  Judgement is the activity 
of a person.  Here judgement is the activity of the living God himself—whose heart is mercy.  
Judgement is therefore to be welcomed.  Why?  Because God judges us for the sake of saving us.  
In other words, there is mercy in God’s judgement; in fact mercy is the ultimate purpose of 
God’s judgement.  There is no mercy at all in sheer justice.  God bothers to judge us only 
because his compassion aims at saving us.  To put it another way, the great physician pronounces 
the starkest diagnosis only because he intends the greatest cure.  
 
The sacrament of baptism is the sacrament of initiation into the Christian faith.  In baptism we 
are identifying ourselves with Jesus Christ; to be baptized in the name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit is the action of our identifying with him. I invite you to take notice of 
the order.  Just as the scripture teaches that we love him because he first loved us, so too in 
baptism; we identify with Jesus in our baptism because he first identified himself with us sinners 
in his own baptism for our sakes.    
 
3.  Founded in 1836, Union Theological Seminary in New York City is the oldest independent 
Seminary in the United States.  Last September (17) at a chapel service students at Union 
Theological Seminary prayed to a display of plants set up in the chapel of the school, prompting 
the institution to issue a statement explaining the practice.  "Today in chapel, we confessed to 
plants," declared the institution on Twitter. "Together, we held our grief, joy, regret, hope, guilt 
and sorrow in prayer; offering them to the beings who sustain us but whose gift we too often fail 
to honor.  
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Needless to say the Seminary received a lot of questions about this chapel service.  To further 
explain another statement was released that read, in part, "In worship, our community confessed 
the harm we've done to plants, speaking directly in repentance. This is a beautiful ritual." 
 
There are countless voices in our world calling for our spiritual commitment; some come from 
surprising places like seminaries where we might expect something else. Matthew’s gospel—
along with Mark and Luke—makes the claim that the voice heard that day asserting that “This is 
my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased,” is the voice of God.  As Matthew tells us 
this story the details he offers about the spirit descending, the delight in the Son, and Jesus’ 
obedience to the Father in identifying with us show that he has Isaiah 42:1 in mind.  “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.”  The scriptures also witness that through the prophecy 
of Isaiah the voice of God is being heard.  Matthew is saying that the voice that we hear through 
Isaiah is also the voice Jesus hears at the Jordan. 
 
And Matthew records this for the sake of his hearers.  The gospel asserts that God is calling out 
to us and the place to hear his voice is here in Jesus of Nazareth.  Just as Matthew knew that and 
points his hearers here to Jesus at the Jordan, his gospel serves the same purpose among us now.  
God asserts still today, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.  Here is my 
servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


