
“A Good Start” 

Sermon – January 10, 2021 Stone Presbyterian Church 

R0 srl  1 

Jerusalem in ruins; the temple destroyed; the people in exile under the 

Babylonians and then a vassal state under the Persians.  In the 6th 

century BCE, the people are despondent and frightened and asking, 

where is God?  Should we still believe that our God is strong enough 

to protect us and bless us? 

The answer from Genesis 1 is—yes.  This version of the creation story was 

written not as a historical explanation, but as a statement of faith.  

The Living Bible paraphrases the first verse of Genesis as: 

“When God began creating the heavens and the earth, the earth was a 

shapeless, chaotic mass, with the Spirit of God brooding over the dark 

waters.” 

There’s stuff there and God, and God alone, is deciding what to create.  God 

gets a “brilliant” idea and says, “Let there be light!” And there was 

light. And God saw that the light was good; and God separated the 

light from the darkness. God called the light Day, and the darkness he 

called Night. And there was evening and there was morning, the first 

day.” 

As the end of the passage indicates, this is only the beginning of creation, 

but by God’s own assessment, God is off to a good start.   

As the days go on, God enlists his own creation to create: he lets the earth 

bring forth vegetation and lets the waters bring forth swarms of living 

creatures.  And humans he has be stewards of the earth. 

God's approach to creation was and continues to be communal and 

relational. 
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And that is message throughout the Bible.  Our fortunes may wax and 

wane, but God is always there, always desiring to work with and 

through us. 

But what does that mean?  We get an answer from today’s passage in Acts. 

Paul finds followers who are off to a good start.  They have been baptized 

with the baptism of repentance that John had preached, but Paul 

finds that they had not only received the Holy Spirit, but didn’t even 

know about it.  So now when they baptized in the name of Jesus, the 

Holy Spirit comes upon them and find the true meaning of baptism.   

It is not merely about the forgiveness of sins as in John’s water baptism, but 

about Jesus in whose name one may be reborn with the Spirit. 

Rebirth in Jesus’ name means one must follow his way. In other 

words, baptism is not a mere ritual but an event of transformation 

that needs Jesus who came to seek out and to save the lost. 

  A critical aspect of baptism is not what happens when we're baptized but 

what happens after we're baptized.   

If Paul came to those men a year later and asked them again, “Have you 

received the Holy Spirit?” they would say,  

“What are you talking about? Of course, we did—when you were here.”    

Then Paul would say, “Yes, but what have you let the Spirit do through you 

since then?” 

That, of course, is question for each of us. 

Today we celebrate the baptism of Jesus that Donna told us so well from 

the gospel of Mark.  As that version goes, nature itself is upended. The 

heavens are “torn apart.” All creation in the moment of Jesus’ 

baptism is altered.  
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Out of that rupture comes the Holy Spirit in a form that is described as a 

dove. That dove does not simply come upon Jesus, but as the Greek 

literally says, it comes into him. Jesus is infused with the Spirit from 

God. A new reality has come into the world, transforming all things, 

seen and unseen.   

And so, with us in our baptism.  Through the Holy Spirit, in baptism we are 

given the faith of Jesus. The presence of Christ’s faith in this world is 

the Church. Baptism opens our hearts and our minds to becoming 

instruments that bring unity and peace to our neighbors. 

God is the creator and his creation is good and he commands us to be good 

stewards of that creation and enables us to do that through the power 

of the Holy Spirit working through us—if we let it.  

With his baptism Jesus was off to a good start for his mission, but in the 

very next verses he driven off into the wilderness where he is tested 

by the devil. 

We also have been tested this week.  A day that for over a hundred years 

had been almost a footnote in the news, even with many contentious 

presidential elections, became one of the ugliest in our history.   

Wednesday was supposed to be a perfunctory tallying of the electoral 

college ballots that each of the states had already certified for the 

office of president and normally takes about a half hour.   

Instead, we had a violent assault on and occupation of our nation’s capital—

and not by foreign invaders but American citizens. And some of them 

brandishing Christian symbols and even having the sympathies of 

some Christians.   
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This is a perversion of our ideals as a people and as followers of Christ.  

Hate and violence are the opposite of what Jesus preached and did.   

 The Christian community professes a ‘faith which works through charity.’  

It is—or at least it ought to be—efficacious love, action, and commitment to 

the service of others.  So how should we react? 

On the TV daily talk show GMA3 on ABC, they have weekly segment called 

“Faith Fridays”.  This past Friday my wife happened to catch it when 

they were interviewing the Right Rev. Mariann Edgar Budde (buddy), 

who is the Bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of Washington at the 

Washington National Cathedral in Washington, DC. 

At the end of the segment the co-host T.J. Holmes asked her that, after such 

a tumultuous week, if she could give them a message to take with them 

into weekend.  This is what she said: 

“One of the things that we need to do as a country is we need to grieve this.  

This was a grievous assault on some of the most sacred symbols and 

hallowed halls of our nation, an attempt to interrupt the peaceful 

transfer of political power, so we have some things to grieve as a 

nation. 

And we need to look at them.  Because as James Baldwin said so 

powerfully, “Only those things that we examine and face can be 

changed.” Our corrective tendencies as a country, our capacities to 

self-correct are strong.  We have decency and love for one another in 

this country that we can reclaim.” End quote. 

A Buddhist saying goes,  

 “If you want to know your past, look into your present conditions.  

 If you want to know your future, look into your present actions.” 
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We can see from our past how we got here.  Our actions now will determine 

our future.  As people baptized in Christ, let us seek ways to promote 

the truth and the light, to be “repairers of the breach”, to love as God 

loves us. 

And let us do so with humility and prayer.  That would be a good start. 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 

 


