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The First Sunday after Epiphany: Holy Trinity Church: January 12, 2020 

The Feast of the Baptism of the Lord: Matthew 3: 13-17 

You are Beautiful in God’s Eyes 

Preached 

By 

The Rev. John E. Higginbotham 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, Amen. 

Have you ever been around someone who is not particularly concerned with 

personal hygiene say, in a crowded elevator on a hot day? If so you can be 

grateful that you didn’t live 2,000 or 200 or even 100 years ago. One of the 

changes that have taken place over the centuries that we can be thankful for is 

the concern for personal hygiene, indoor plumbing and clean hot and cold 

running water. Thank God for showers. Today we talk about a different kind 

of cleansing waters. Today we celebrate the Baptism of Jesus. 

The Gospel of Matthew tells us that Jesus made a journey from Galilee to the 

Jordan River for the purpose of being baptized by John the Baptist. It would 

have probably been between 60 to 70 miles from Jesus’ home in Nazareth, and 

it would have required a difficult journey of several days on foot. Here was 

Jesus going to all this trouble to present himself to a wild man, an  itinerant 

preacher screaming at the top of his lungs calling for repentance,  living off 
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the land out in the wilderness for the rite of baptism.  It seems like to be an 

unnecessary expenditure of time and effort that it begs the question, why? 

Here was the only man in the world without sin undergoing a rite which 

symbolized in part having your sins washed away. John the Baptist preached 

a baptism of repentance and a change of direction for your life. Yet here came 

Jesus, fully human and fully divine to be baptized; a divine human being 

whose life path had been mapped out since the beginning of creation. Quite 

naturally, John tried to talk Jesus out of undergoing this rite. He said, “I need 

to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?” John knew that there was 

something special about Jesus. Remember that John was Jesus’ cousin. Mary 

stayed with John’s mother, Elizabeth and father, Zechariah for a while before 

both boys were born. The two boys probably had contact over the years. 

Maybe they played together as children. Maybe they hung out together as 

teenagers. Whatever their relationship, it is evident that John held his 

younger cousin in awe. It would only be later, when John was in prison facing 

death that he would desperately ask Jesus if he were the Messiah, but John 

knew Jesus was closer to God. John recognized Jesus as one who didn’t need 

repentance or forgiveness in baptism. John knew that Jesus was much greater 

than he was, and that he wasn’t even fit to untie Jesus’ sandals. John’s 

thinking, ‘This is all backwards! This shouldn’t be happening this way!” In 
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spite of John’s misgivings about baptizing Jesus, Jesus says to him, “Let it be 

so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness.” And so, John 

did it.  

As soon as Jesus was baptized, the Gospel tells us, he came up from the water 

and suddenly heaven was opened to him, and He saw the Spirit of God 

descending like a dove and alighting upon him. And a voice from heaven said, 

“This is my Son, the Beloved; with whom I am well pleased.” Today, so close to 

the beginning of a New Year, I would like to talk about two aspects of 

baptism: the first is our need to be made clean and the second is how baptism 

claims us for Jesus Christ thereby sealing our identity as children of God. By  

virtue of your Baptism you know who you are. By virtue of your Baptism you 

know what you are. By virtue of your Baptism you know to whom you belong. 

I read a story about Queen Victoria of Great Britain. On one occasion she 

went to visit a paper factory. The owner was pleased to show her through his 

workplace. He explained all of the features and diverse procedures of paper 

production. He took her into one large room packed with rags. Many of these 

rags had been carried in by beggars and were filthy. The rags were being 

organized by the workmen. “Are you using these dirty rags to make paper?” 

the Queen asked. “Yes my Queen,” the owner answered. “Our finest paper is 
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made out of rags.” The Queen appeared to be in profound thought, but a 

while later she explained what was going through her mind. “How could these 

filthy rags ever be transformed into spotless snowy white paper?” she asked. 

The owner explained, “We have launderers who eliminate all the mud and 

dirt. We also have chemical procedures, my Queen, with which all the tint is 

removed from even the colored rags.” After a couple of days, the Queen found 

a mysterious package on her counter. She was astonished to discover inside 

some of the most stunning, snowy white paper she had ever seen. On each and 

every piece of paper she found her name and a watermark of her 

resemblance. She also found this note from the owner of the paper mill. “Your 

Majesty, I hope you will accept a sample of my paper, with a declaration that 

each and every sheet was factory-made out of the rags which Your Majesty 

saw in the storeroom on her latest visit to my factory. I believe that the 

outcome is such as even the Queen may appreciate. Your Majesty let me also 

say that I have had many upright sermons expounded to me in my factory. I 

have come to comprehend how the Lord Jesus can take an unfortunate outlaw 

and the most dreadful of the dreadful and make them spotless. It doesn’t 

matter how dark their sins are, he can make them white as snow. I can also 

see how he can put his name upon them, and just as these rags, transformed, 
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may go into a royal palace and be admired, so poor sinners can be received 

into the palace of the Great King. 

I think that is a magnificent metaphor for the meaning of baptism. One of the 

great joys of my priesthood is to wrap my stole around the body of a baby and 

on behalf of the church present to claim that baby for Jesus Christ. At our 

baptism Jesus claims us for himself and by the waters of baptism cleanses us 

of our sins and puts his name upon us. We are then marked and sealed with 

holy oil by the power of the Holy Spirit. 

 One of the meanings of baptism is to be made clean before God and by that I 

mean for you to have a clear conscience towards the Almighty God who 

forgives your sins and loves you like a child. For some of us that is the greatest 

need we have. We need to be forgiven and we need to be loved. We need to 

forgive and love ourselves as well. Our problem may not be rooted in an 

addiction. I feel safe to say we are not criminals. For the most part we try to 

be good moral and ethical people at home and work and school. But, it just 

might be the memory of a past sin that still haunts us. It may be the memory 

of a past hurt that still handicaps us because we have never be able to let it go 

and forgive ourselves. We hold onto it tightly and we deprive ourselves of 

God’s love and forgiveness because we may feel unworthy of God’s 
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forgiveness.  In the Broadway musical Camelot, a dying Lancelot clutches his 

wounded side and confesses to King Arthur, “It is the old wound sire, the old 

wound which has never healed.” Many of us have the old wound that has 

never healed that still haunts us. It is the old wound that we hold onto 

sometimes for many decades that has never been cleaned that festers and 

stinks and fouls our lives.  

My sisters and brothers in Christ, You and I need to remind ourselves, “You 

and I have been baptized!” You and I have been made clean by Christ’s 

sacrifice for us on our behalf. You and I are sons and you and I are daughters 

of God. You and I have been claimed and named for Jesus Christ by virtue of 

our Baptism into the life, death and resurrection of God’s Son. So, like those 

dirty rags that filled that paper factory, my sins, though they are many, have 

been made as white as snow. You and I have been given a new identity and a 

new spiritual life. In Baptism, we have been claimed for Christ. We have been 

marked and sealed by the Holy Spirit as God’s own daughter and God’s own 

son. 

I read a beautiful story about an African American woman named Fayette. 

Fayette struggled with mental illness and lupus erythematosus. She lived on 

the streets in Chicago. One day she came and sat on the steps of the church. 
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She refused to come in. She just listened from outside. It was hot and the door 

was open. She heard singing from within. She kept coming to those church 

steps, arriving late and leaving early, and for weeks never coming in the door. 

Eventually, she did come into the church and even joined an Inquirers Class. 

In this class, the priest talked about baptism and what it meant to be named 

and claimed by God. He told them that it was a holy moment, a moment when 

you could hear God saying, “You are a beloved and precious child of God, 

and beautiful to behold.” 

Fayette heard this and said, “Oh Yes,” and from that day onwards would 

bring it up again and again in conversation. She eventually was baptized and 

as she came up out of the water, she drew in a new breath, looked around and 

said, “And now I am . . .” and everyone joined in, “You are a beloved and 

precious child of God and beautiful to behold.” Two months later, Fayette was 

beaten badly by a bunch of thugs and taken to the hospital. When the priest 

arrived, he could hardly recognize her face it was so badly bruised and 

beaten. But when he got to the door, she looked up and declared, “I am a 

beloved and precious child of God . . .” She hesitated as she looked in the 

mirror, and then she said “. . . and God is still working on me. If you come 

back tomorrow I’ll be so beautiful it will take your breath away!” Fayette’s 

bruises may have been many, but she knew who she was, she knew what she 
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was and she knew to whom she belonged. She was a child of the Almighty God 

and she would always be beautiful in God’s eyes. 

My dear sisters and brothers in Christ, This is what baptism is all about. It is 

a sacrament, a sign, that our sins have been washed away. Our sins no longer 

can separate us from God because we have been made a child of God and we 

are beautiful in God’s eyes. So this week, I challenge you to remember your 

Baptism and claim and affirm your identity. If you remember nothing else 

from this sermon, remember that by virtue of your Baptism you know who 

you are, you know what you are,   and you know to whom you belong .You 

have been blessed, claimed and named by God to be God’s child and that can 

make all the  difference in your life and that can mean a difference in the 

world.  Amen. 


