Children’s names have changed a lot over the years.

Bob, John, Shirley, and Jane have given way more to Aiden, Logan, Alexus, and Nevaeh.
Do you know what the most popular children’s names for 2009 are thus far?  

· “Ethan” for boys.

· “Isabella” for girls.

Names obviously mean a lot to us.  They’re part of our identity.  

Many times the names we’re given convey our parents’ hopes and dreams for us.  

· To carry on a family heritage…

· Or to communicate qualities of beauty, value, success, and even spirituality.
But sometimes that identity held within our names is something we want to change.
· Consider the couple who got paid $15,000 for letting their baby be named after a casino.  

· I kid you not the child’s real name is “GoldenPalaceDotCom Silverman.”
· Other times we want to change our names because it reminds us of bad memories.

· In a recent article of Readers’ Digest, a woman says she changed her name from “Tammy” to “Teajai” because: “When I hear the name Tammy, all the horrible stuff that I went through comes up, but when I hear Teajai, I think fresh, bright, hopeful, intelligent – all the things I didn’t think I was when I was younger.  Changing my name was like getting an eraser and starting over as this new person.”

Whatever our name means to us – whether we like it or not – whether we think it’s cool or we’d rather change it – we need to know this:  

· There is more to us than just a name.
Today, we’re here to celebrate the baptisms of several youth.
· Each one is special.

· Each one is saying yes to their belief in God and to their desire to stay with God.

But Courtney, Brittany, Robin, Kaylee, Ashley, Kayla, and Payton will not have an easy road.

· Many different influences will challenge them to believe that their hopes and dreams will be limited to their family situations, life choices, and even their names.

· But that’s not true.
· You are more than just a name and whatever it means to you or others. 

First, you are made in God’s image.

· That means that you are special and beautiful – not because of your grades or your behavior or your talent, but because you came from God. 
I want to show you a pillow I made back in the 7th grade when I was in Mrs. Polk’s home economics class.
· I kept the pillow, because not only did I like the fabric and color, but I did a good job of sewing up the ends (if I do say so myself) ( 
· It reflects the care, effort, and pride I have for something I made.

· That’s how God looks at each of us.

· He made us with care, effort, and pride – smiling with love over the unique colors and patterns he gave to each of us.
· I don’t love this pillow because it is valuable.

· This pillow is valuable to me because I love it.

· Why do I love it?  Because I made it.   
· You too are loved and valuable, because you’re made in God’s image.

· And nothing in your life that you’re called or that happens to you can EVER take that away.

The second reason we are more than just our name is because God wants to have a relationship with us.

· God made us, yes.  But WHY???
· So that we can be with Him – both receiving His love for us AND giving our love
      to Him.

· In your baptism today, you are saying you not only believe in God and in His love for you, but also that you want to give Him your love back.

· Do you like hugs?  I do.  Hugs are cool.

· But a hug is only meaningful when the person you hug squeezes back.
Our Gospel lesson this morning (Mark 10:17-31) can help us understand this idea of a relationship with God a little better.

· Some folks think being a Christian is just about doing what’s right – obeying a
         bunch of rules.  
· That’s what this man who came up to Jesus thought. 
· He says he wants to live forever, and he tries to impress Jesus by essentially saying, “I know what’s right and what I’m supposed to do.  I’ve kept the rules ever since I was young” (cf. v. 20). 
· But Jesus tells the dude, among other things, “Leave your possessions and
 follow me” (cf. v. 21).
· In other words, Jesus is inviting the man into a relationship with Him – to actually be WITH Jesus – and to stop just staying home with his things, trying to live a moral life. 
· Unfortunately, the man decided not to hug Jesus back.  
· He was sad and left (cf. v. 22), because he cared more about his things than he did a relationship with Jesus.

I always felt sorry for the guy in this Bible passage.  
· I mean the man was a good guy.  He was sincere.  
· He wanted to go to heaven.  He recognized Jesus as a good teacher.  
· So what gives??  
Does this mean that we too have to give all our stuff away in order to have a relationship with God??
· NO.  
· But it does give light to the fact that nothing – not even our most prized possession (whatever that is) – should get in between us and God.
· Jesus saw through this man’s desire and confidence to think he could do anything. 
·  And Jesus hit him where he was most vulnerable.  
· “Sell what you own, and give the money to the poor…; then come follow me.”
I think, if we’re honest with ourselves, we’d all walk away sad too if Jesus were to ask us our own individual question about what we still lack.  

· About what still gets in between us and our relationship with God.  
· We all believe in God and think Jesus is a good teacher – hopefully even our Lord and our Savior.  
· But do we really desire His relationship more than say a good reputation, our family’s health, a well-paying job, or a comfortable life??  
· Where are we most vulnerable? 
· What is Jesus asking us to “sell,” so that we can follow Him in a closer relationship??
· Whatever it is, by our baptism we are asked to lay it down.
· By our baptism, we are to surrender its control on our life, so that we may arise to a new life with Jesus.  
(Addressing the youth) Do you remember this guy??  (Hold up toy figure) 

· We used this guy to talk about how we all have things in our life that keep us away from God – making us dirty before Him. (put dirt on him)  
· And we can’t do anything ourselves to clean us up. (arms and legs are immobile)     
· But when we allow ourselves to come into a relationship with Jesus – laying our lives with all our dirt down with him, Jesus cleans us. 

       (lay him in small water tub)  
· The guy doesn’t scrub himself, he just lays there and the water dissolves the dirt – making him clean again.  
· Jesus described himself as the Living Water (John 4:10).  
· By your baptism today, you are showing others that you really do trust Jesus to wash away your sin and make you clean. (remove from water)  
· This is the sign that you are in a relationship with God.  
· Not because you are sooo good and right yourself, but because you give yourself to God, who freely does it for you.  
This new relationship with Him is a gift – you didn’t earn it by coming to church, Sunday School, KIDS club, or youth group enough times.  

· It’s yours by faith in Jesus who cleans and forgives you of all the dirt in your life.

· And now He asks you to come and follow Him – STAYING in that relationship.
To help you, God says I will live within you.
If anyone thinks they can just be a good person without God’s help, they’re mistaken.  
· A child is dependent on their family for food, shelter, clothing, education, and love.

· The child must stay with the family in order to continue to receive the good things that they WANT to give the child.
· What parent wants their kid to say, “I know tonight is the night when you aren’t going to give me any more dinner.  I want to trust you as my parent, but I just can’t. This is the night I will starve to death.” 
· We would be offended and angry at such a decision. 
· Such a comment would be a slap in the face for the child not to trust a good parent.
It’s the same with God.

· When we come with faith in Him, God wants us to STAY dependent on Him.

· That way He can closely talk with us, share with us, give to us, and love us.

· And all the while, we can thank, serve, and love Him in return.  
· We can stay in a dependent relationship with Him, because God is good and trustworthy.  

· We don’t need to go to anyone or anywhere else.  
The problem is we tend to want to run off with someone or to somewhere else. 
· We decide we’re gonna do our own thing and no one is gonna tell us otherwise.
· So to help us remember what God thinks about a situation, when we trust in Jesus, He comes to live in us by the Holy Spirit.
· He helps us to change from the inside out.

· As long as we keep renewing our relationship with God, we’ll find ourselves more and more familiar with God’s ways, His voice, and experience His power and love even better! 

· It’s like having a personal guidance system inside of us! 

· You see, God NEVER abandons His children.  
You know, over the years, this pillow I made has faded and gotten lumpy. 
· It’s lost its shape too – become kinda saggy. 

· But recently, I actually cut open the pillow carefully on one side, took out the old lumpy stuffing, and put newer stuffing in it.  
· I also packed it a little tighter too.  
· The fabric and pattern is still the same on the outside, but I’ve changed the pillow’s firmness and shape by working on it from the inside.
Well, because God lives in us by our faith in Jesus, when we stay with Him in a dependent relationship, God changes us from the inside too.  
· On the outside we may look the same, but on the inside, God is making us new. 
· The Bible says, “If anyone belongs to Christ, they are a new creation.  Behold, the past is forgotten.  The new has come” (2 Corinthians 5:17).
So don’t let the things of this life limit you to think you’re just a name or a number or stuck with what you have. 
· God made you special and beautiful in His image.  
· You have a free relationship with Him to experience His saving love from the dirt of this world.

· And by your faith in Jesus Christ, God calls you beloved, accepted, and chosen to stay with Him and be guided by His very presence inside you.

And over the years, those names and purposes for your life will never change.  AMEN.  
