I BELIEVE IN JESUS THE ONLY BEGOTTEN
John 3:16

+++

When Carmen Mariano was quite young, his family lived next to a big closeout store called THE BARGIN CENTER.  They shopped there for the first 20 years of her life – and only there.  It was always an adventure.  Shopping for shoes was the most fun.  “Bargie” shoes were always on sale for $5.00 per pair.  The challenge to this was most interesting:  There were no pairs!  Carmen’s mother and she would stand on opposite ends of the shoe bin.  When Carmen found a shoe in her size, she would call out the color to her.  If she found a shoe in the same color they were almost home – all they needed was to match the style.  It took time, but they always went home with a pair.  The word irregular was always stamped on the sole of every shoe in THE BARGIN CENTER.  In fact, the word irregular was stamped on everything in the store.  If you were looking for perfection, you were in the wrong place.  

You could stamp the imprint of irregular on Jesus in a way.  Not because he is odd, but in the sense that he is referred to in our creed as “his only Son our Lord.”  He is unique in that respect, irregular if you will.  What does it mean to claim that this Jesus is God’s only Son?   Last week we saw Jesus as God with skin on.  But what does it mean to call Him ‘the only begotten of God?’ We need to understand that because it has everything to do with his identity and, as we will see I hope in this message, our identity.
Only begotten is the phrase from John 3:16.  It is one word in the Greek:  monogenes.  It is a word that appears 5 times in the New Testament, all in the writing of the Apostle John, all speaking of our Lord, and once in Hebrews 11:17 when it speaks of Isaac being the only son of Abraham.
When the word is used of our Lord three things pop up:

1. As the only begotten of the Father, Jesus reveals the characteristics of his Father God.

Jesus is unique in this:  When we see Him we see what God is like.  In Christ, as in no one else, our Faith teaches us that we find the sole representative of the being and character of the one who sent Him.  

There is a phrase that over my 30 years of ministry I have had to live and deal with.  The phrase I’m speaking of is used of me, usually by ministers in our Conference who are older than I am and at this point in my ministry are usually retired.  The phrase I’m speaking of is this:  Virgil’s boy.  Now I want to say this about being called Virgil’s boy:  Early in my ministry it genuinely bothered me.  I wanted to be know, not so much from where I came, but where I was; not so much for my Dad as for myself.  There were many times I didn’t want to be known as Virgil’s boy but Paul Fryman.  But the older I get and the longer I live – especially 24 years after his passing at the tender age of 57 – the more I want to be called and referred to as Virgil’s boy.  I see it now with different eyes.  I see it as the greatest compliment that can be paid to me as a minister of the Gospel.  If I can be half the minister my Father was – I will not have ministered in vein.  Coming down the Isle of this church this morning, I recalled my Father’s procession into the church, my home church, at Shelbyville Centenary UMC when he pastored there in the late 60’s and early 70’s.  He came in with the choir, just as we do here at State Street UMC, and then he would pause by his pulpit chair and every Sunday – every Sunday – he would follow his ritual:  He would kneel by the chair, bow his head and say a private prayer.  What an act of humility!  What an act of reminder to all who his source was!  What a reminder to the congregation as to why they were there.  
I’m proud to be called Virgil’s boy and it is my prayer that I will look like him more and more each day as a minister of the gospel such as he was.  Jesus was God’s boy and as such when we look at him we see God with new eyes.
2.  As the only begotten of the Father, Jesus reveals relationship with God the Father.

A young man of 17 years of age lost his father.  After a period of time he confided to a friend, “I can go to the youth director or to the pastor.  I can share some of my feelings with a friend.  Or I can talk to an uncle about some of the things that bother me.  But I still feel an emptiness.  I can’t call those guys ‘Dad.’”
There is a yearning in all of us to be in relationship and especially in relationship with our parents.  We go through waves and cycles in that relationship, but ultimately we are looking for it with them and we deeply miss it when it is out of kilter or gone.  In Homer’s classic The Odyssey, we are introduced to Telemachus who lives with his mother.  When he turns 20 years of age, his mother comes to him and says, “Go find your father.”  That is the theme all through the stories of this classic.  It is the theme of our lives:  a yearning for relationship.  

Jesus reveals that relationship with His father and urges us to find it also.

3.  As the only begotten of the Father, Jesus reveals an affection with God the Father.
This phrase ‘the only begotten of the Father,’ is used in the Old Testament with special significance.  It is used of only one, only son, only beloved, and – get this – darling (See Psalm 22:20 and 35:17).  It is a term of endearment. 
Do you have a pet name or nickname for one you love?  There is a site on the vast World Wide Web, where you can go online, type in your name and the name of the one you care for on their Nickname Generator, and they will give you the perfect nickname for them.  Hear are some of them:

Adorable, angel eyes, baby doll, booboo, cuddle bunny, huggy bear, muffin, and my favorite twinkle toes
 This phrase ‘only begotten’ is a term of endearment between Father and son.  As such we see Jesus as the ‘darling’ of God. Such a name placed upon Jesus by the Father reveals a relationship that is not static or stale.  No, quite the contrary, quite the contrary!  It reveals a relationship that is full and overflowing, full and overflowing.  There is a depth of relationship there we cannot fully understand, but stand in awe and amazement when looked upon.

Conclusion
There is a passage in James Michener’s The Fires of Spring that says this:

“For this is the journey that men make:  to find themselves.  If they fail in this, it doesn’t matter much what else they find.  Money, position, fame, many loves, revenge are all of little consequence, and when the tickets are collected at the end of the ride they are tossed into a bin marked FAILURE.  But if a man happens to find himself…then he has found a mansion which he can inhabit with dignity all the days of his life.”

Jesus knew who he was and in knowing who he was he found that mansion.  His discovery of identity should stir us to find our identity in that same loving fatherly God as well.  

In 1939, as the Nazis were moving into the Netherlands, Henry Kramer, a Dutch theologian, was asked by a group of Christian lay people, “Our Jewish neighbors are disappearing from their homes.  What must we do?”  Kramer answered with this response, a response that began the Dutch Resistance Movement and was credited with saving many, many Jews from death and destruction.  This is what he said to them:


“I cannot tell you what to do.  I can tell you who you are.  If you know who you are, you will know what to do.”

Jesus knew who he was; so can we.  And when we know who we are we will know exactly what to do amidst life’s many difficult decisions.  And so I close before communion which truly tells us who we are in Christ with those words of Kramer again:
“I cannot tell you what to do.  I can tell you who you are.  If you know who you are, you will know what to do.”
