Jesus Revealed- The Son of God

The Baptism of our Lord

Mt. 3:13-17

Jan. 9th, 2011

Dear friends in Christ,


This morning we begin a new season in the church year we call Epiphany.  Epiphany covers that time between Christmas and the start of Lent.  The word Epiphany literally means to shine forth.  It’s a time of the year when we look at different ways that Jesus is revealed as the Savior to the world.  This year, this time of Epiphany is quite long, all of January through the first week of March, because Easter is not until April 24th. So we’ll have many opportunities to see how Jesus is revealed as a light to the nations.


We begin today with what happens in the Baptism of Jesus.  In his Baptism, we see Jesus clearly revealed as God’s own son in at least these three ways.  First, by being baptized, Jesus identifies with all human beings.  He’s God’s son, who is also one of us. Second, in his Baptism, the Son of God is empowered for his mission in the world.  And then third, we see in his Baptism, how much Jesus is loved by God the Father.  I’d like to talk about each of these three ways Jesus is revealed as God’s Son today.

Let me begin with Jesus’ identification with us in Baptism.  Just to kind of keep you on track with the gospel story in Matthew, remember that after Jesus was born, the wise men came from the East following the star.  After their visit, Joseph was warned in a dream to flee Bethlehem with his family and go to Egypt, because Herod the King wanted to kill this newborn king.  Joseph and Mary did so, staying away until it was safe to return to Nazareth.  At this point there is about a 30 year time gap.  The next thing that happens in the gospel is that John the Baptist comes on the scene.  He proclaims a Baptism of repentance, preparing the way for Jesus, who will baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire, and whose sandal John is not even worthy to untie.


Enter Jesus and today’s lesson.  Jesus comes to be baptized by John.  This makes no sense, not even to John.  The greater one, Jesus, should not be submitting to the lesser one, John.  Kings don’t submit to servants, nor masters to slaves. Yet Jesus wants to be baptized by John.  Furthermore, in baptism, John was washing people of their sins, getting them ready for the Messiah.  Of what sins does Jesus need to be cleansed? There are none.  So it doesn’t make sense for John to baptize Jesus.


But Jesus tells John why this must be done.  His reason is a bit mysterious, even as Baptism itself can never be fully understood.  He says it is to fulfill all righteousness.  It is to do the right thing.  It is to do what God the Father wants them to do.  The son must become the servant.  The son is to be fully human, Emmanuel, God with us, in every way, even in Baptism.  In Christ’s obedience in Baptism, we see glimpses of the cross to come, when Jesus will once again  be obedient to the Father, even unto death.

As you think about your life and what lies ahead in 2011, is there anything God may be calling you to do, simply because it’s the right thing?  Is there a place you’re supposed to be, someone you’re supposed to see, a change of heart that needs to be made?  Are you willing to do so in faith, submitting to God’s will, even as Jesus did so in obediently being baptized?  


The second way we see Jesus revealed as God’s Son is that he is now filled with and empowered by the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit of God, of course, has been with Jesus all along, but in his Baptism, the Spirit is poured out upon him in a fresh way once again. The Spirit descends in the form of a dove for all to see.


It’s interesting that it is not until his Baptism and the pouring out of the Holy Spirit anew, that the mission of Jesus begins.  His Baptism becomes his call to action.  The Spirit becomes his guide and his driving force, his energy if you will.  From this we understand that Baptism is never and end in itself, but the beginning of the life of faith and a call to service in the world.

Author and radio personality Garrison Keillor tells the story of Larry the Sad Boy. Larry, a Lutheran, was saved or committed his life to Christ, twelve times, which, Keillor humorously suggests, is an all-time record in the Lutheran Church.  For you see, in the Lutheran Church, unlike a Baptist or some non-denominational church, there is no altar call, no organist playing "Just As I Am," and no minister with shiny hair manipulating the congregation. These are Lutherans, he says, and they repent the same way that they sin,  discreetly and tastefully.  Keillor writes, "Granted, we're born in original sin and are worthless and vile, but twelve conversions is too many. God didn't mean us to feel guilty all our lives. There comes a point when you should dry your tears and join the building committee and start grappling with the problems of the church furnace and the church roof and make church coffee and be of some use."

Well, I think there is some truth to that.  We ought awake each new morning and remind ourselves that we have been baptized, filled and empowered with the Holy Spirit of God.  We’ll never be perfect, but we are forgiven by the grace of God.  Baptism is a call to service, to get busy, to make coffee or clean up the coffee pots or do something for someone to demonstrate how God has touched your life.   Today, may God’s Spirit fill you anew and provide you with a new sense of mission and purpose.  As the Spirit given in Baptism guided and empowered Jesus, may it do so also for each one of us. 
And then finally we see in the Baptism of Jesus, just how much he is loved by the Father.  I want to take you back to a significant childhood memory of mine.  As a kid, I was a pretty good little baseball player.  Little League Baseball was for boys 10, 11, and 12 years old.  Each spring there were tryouts, and the better kids were assigned to the major league, all the rest to the minors.  If you made the majors, you got to wear a full uniform, play your games at night on a prepared field with chalk lines, and had an umpire who called balls and strikes behind home plate.  If you were in the minors, you were given a t-shirt, played your games at noon, and the umpire was a coach who called balls and strikes from behind the pitcher’s mound.  Obviously, every kid wanted to be in the majors.
Each major league team had three 10 year olds, 4 eleven year olds, and 5 twelve year olds.  To make the team as a ten year old, was a significant accomplishment.  I tried out as a 10 year old and was absolutely thrilled when I received a post card in the mail saying I had been assigned to a major league team.

I don’t remember a lot about the season, except for one game.  Every kid on the team, by rule, had to play at least one inning, and, that’s about all most 10 year olds ever played.  But this game, the 12 year old ahead of me who played first base, was sick.  And so, the coach told me, I would start and play the whole game at first base.  I was excited and very nervous.  

To the best of my memory, I played fine in the field.  But batting was another matter.  I struck out three times, every time I batted, in that six inning game.  We lost, and at the end of the game I was devastated.  I remember my dad driving me home in the car and I was in tears.  I had failed, I had let the team down, I was ashamed, I was embarrassed, I was angry.  Who strikes out three times in a little league game?  
I don’t remember exactly what my father said, but I know he reassured me and that just because I struck out three times in my first start as a 10 year old kid in Little League, did not mean I was a failure forever.  My father loved me, he wasn’t embarrassed by me, he wasn’t giving up on me, no one was abandoning me, he assured me there would be better days ahead.

Well, I still felt bad, but I knew I was loved.  Just to conclude the story, after I got home, still upset, I took a bat and some balls, went down into our unfinished basement, and tossed and hit baseballs against the brick wall for I don’t know how long.  I guess it was a way for me to get out my frustration.  And, never again, did I strike out three times in another baseball game.

The point is that my Father loved me unconditionally.  And that’s what I hear in this voice of God spoken at the Baptism of Jesus, “This is my beloved son, with whom I am well pleased.”   That’s a Father’s love for His son.  That’s a Father’s pride in his child.  That one  is mine.  No matter what lies ahead, no matter what the challenges he will face, he is mine.  This is my beloved son.
And what was true for Jesus is true for us and all the baptized.  In that holy and mysterious act, the water and the words spoken, we are promised the Father’s love forever.  I never struck out three times in another baseball game, but I’ve had plenty of other kinds of strikes and foul balls in my life.  I’ve swung and missed a lot, and will do so again.  But just as my own father comforted me and accepted me when I felt like such a failure, so also God our Father comforts and assures us of His love always.  That’s the promise we cling to in Baptism.  We are God’s beloved children.
In his Baptism, Jesus is revealed as God’s own son.  He obediently follows the Father’s will, submitting to Baptism by John to fully identify with us.  He is empowered by the Spirit for his mission as our savior.  And he hears the words of his Father’s love as he starts out on his journey to the cross.  As Jesus went forth from his Baptism in obedience, in power, and in love, so may we also go forth this day.  For that is both the calling and the promise for all the Baptized.  Amen
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