The Baptism of Our Lord
January 9, 2011
Text:  Matthew 3:13-17
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; Your Word is Truth.
_______________________________

Are you ready for this?  A history of the world, Reader’s Digest Condensed Version, with simplified sign language:  

· In the beginning God created the heaven [horizontal left hand] and the earth [vertical right hand].  

· God fashioned both sides of his creation, both heaven and earth, to be in harmony with each other [bring the two hands together]. 

· But sinful humankind has turned away from heaven in order to exist on its own, alone [lower the right hand].

How will God reconcile heaven and earth?  God’s Word from the very beginning always pointed to Someone who would be called Emmanuel, “God with us.”  Where will this Emmanuel come from?  From heaven?  Or from earth?  From both!  Remember how the Holy Spirit overshadows the young girl, Mary, and a seed is planted in her womb?

Will this Emmanuel come down from heaven as a divine being?  Or will he come from the earth, from among the human beings who fell away from God?  Again, from both!  We just heard that Gospel story where the human being, Jesus, comes up out of the earthly waters of Baptism, and the Holy Spirit comes down from the heavens.  Jesus the man is proclaimed the Son of God.  And heaven and earth are joined!

Thus ends the history of the world, Reader’s Digest Condensed Version, with simplified sign language.  The musical version of that history of the world is sung every year at our Easter Vigil service:  O night truly blessed in which heaven and earth are joined, things human and things divine.

Matthew’s story of Jesus’ baptism by John the Baptizer is the first chapter in the story of God’s reconciliation between heaven and earth.  The cross and the resurrection are the middle chapters.  The coming of the Kingdom which establishes a new heaven and a new earth is the last chapter.

Today we look at chapter one, the Baptism of Our Lord.  Of course, the big question is the one which is not only on our minds, but also on Matthew’s mind, and it’s John the Baptizer who spits it out:  I need to be baptized by you, Jesus, John says, and yet you come to me?
Why does Jesus, the sinless one, why does he need to be baptized with John’s baptism, which Matthew has already made clear to us, was a baptism for the repentance of sins?  What sins would Jesus have to repent of?

Jesus himself gives the answer….and realize….these are the first words out of Jesus’ mouth in Matthew’s Gospel; his first words would be important words, wouldn’t they?  Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness.  Righteousness is one of Matthew’s favorite words.  Used over and over again in his Gospel, it always refers to an act of human submission and obedience that carries out a divine command.

Submission and obedience….not popular words in our culture these days, are they?  We live in America, the land of independence, the land of the free!  Don’t tread on me!  Nobody tells me what to do…I decide that for myself.  And yet Matthew’s Gospel opens, not with a declaration of independence, but with an act of obedience.
John the Baptizer tries to prevent Jesus’ baptism, and that is no small error.  It is the greatest conceivable error.  Not just some little thing, but everything was at stake.  All righteousness was at stake….including yours and mine.  All the doing of the will of God, on our behalf, which was to be done personally by Jesus, was at stake.  All of Jesus’ readiness to offer his own life as a sacrifice for the world was at stake.

The baptism of Jesus is very plainly his act of obedience, the right first step of his entire ministry.  This was Jesus’ YES to his ministry!  Here the significant fact is that Jesus is human and he perfectly obeys the Father.

And the Father answers with His YES:  This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.  And heaven and earth are joined, things human and things divine.

And what does all that have to do with us?  Well, the good news for us is, that in His baptism, Jesus chooses sides.  And He not only reaches up His hand in obedience and submission and chooses God, but He also reaches His hand out in solidarity and He chooses us!

Jesus chooses to be identified with the sinful crowd.  He does not surrender his identity as the Sinless One, but He makes an identification with sinners.  He accepts their corruption, their sinfulness, as His own.  He is, in Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s memorable phrase, the Man for others.

Do you see?  When heaven and earth are joined in Jesus Christ, we are included in that joining!  So we have these two significant facts about Jesus’ baptism:  

· The one we already mentioned….that here in His baptism Jesus is fully human and yet he perfectly obeys the Father.

· The other significant fact is this:  here in His baptism Jesus is fully divine and yet he attaches Himself to us!  

And heaven and earth are joined, things human and things divine!

And we all know where this is going, don’t we?  Our sign language has made it perfectly clear!  It all is moving toward the cross!  Jesus’ baptism almost seems to be a rehearsal for the cross.

· Jesus obediently submits in His baptism and meets the approval of the Father; Jesus obediently goes to the cross and the Father’s approval is spoken in the Resurrection!

· Jesus obediently submits in His baptism and joins Himself in solidarity with the rest of us sinners; Jesus obediently goes to the cross where he is crucified between two thieves, once again in solidarity with sinners.

· At His baptism, a divine voice from heaven, from the mouth of the Father, speaks the words of approval, This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.  At the cross, a human voice from earth, from the mouth of the Roman centurion, speaks the words of approval:  Truly this was the Son of God!
No wonder we sing, O night truly blessed in which heaven and earth are joined, things human and things divine.  The good news for us is that our obedience and submission to God is made possible because of Jesus’ obedience and submission to God.  Do you see what that means?  Every time that you and I submit in obedience to the will of God…heaven and earth is joined, things human and things divine!
Perhaps some may object.  It may have been very well for Jesus to speak and to live all the obedience and submission stuff, they might say.  That may have gone over very well in his own day….but today, in the 21st century, it just won’t fly!

Well, to be honest, people, I am not so sure that all the obedience and submission of Jesus went over all that well in his own time.  Exactly how well it was received back then is perhaps best suggested in the end of His story…he went to the cross for it!

But that is what Jesus asks us to do:  Deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow me.  That is the way to the Father, that is the way heaven and earth are joined, things human and things divine.

Tom Long, a teacher of preaching, tells about a visit he received one day from a former student.  “I have a secret to tell you,” she said.

“What is it?”

“I’m pregnant,” she said.

Tom was overjoyed.  She and her husband had a seven-year-old daughter, and they had been trying since their daughter had been born to have another child, but had been unsuccessful and had finally given up.

“That’s wonderful news,” Tom said.

“Well, we just got the test results and we know two things about our child.  Our child will be a boy, and he will have Down’s syndrome.  I don’t know how we are going to handle it,” she said, “but we are trusting in God to help us.”

That following Christmas, Tom received their Christmas letter and in it she wrote:

After nine long months of unmitigated discomfort, at four in the morning on August 18, I knew the magic moment had come.  At last at 10:55 a.m. Timothy Andrew took his first breath and let out a hearty yell.  He’s strong, alert, beautiful.  He has the sweetest disposition.  He shatters daily our images of handicapped and special needs.  He may need special help, but already he is no slouch in giving special love.  We are blessed.

Kate [that’s their daughter] is Tim’s champion.  Hearing our concerns about how well Tim might be accepted by other kids, Kate informed the kids on our block, “My brother has Down’s syndrome and everybody’s going to play with him or else!”  One evening we overheard her 
talking to Tim:  “I’m so glad you’re here, Timothy, I will always love you, I’ll never leave you, I’ll always be nearby.”

[She concludes her letter]  Christ came to identify with us, especially those most in need.  We know miraculous blessings.  We’ve experienced them firsthand.

Obedience to the will of God, rather than being an oppressive burden, can be seen as a great gift.  It is a great gift to have our lives caught up in something larger than we are.  Richard Foster tells us:

Obedience is not as burdensome as it seems at first blush.  We are doing nothing more than falling head over heels in love with the everlasting Lover of our souls.
Isn’t it true that there is a sense that we often become most fully ourselves when we lose ourselves?  Think of a basketball team.  That basketball player who is always asking, “How am I doing?  Am I getting my share of the shots?  As I going to be the star in tomorrow’s newspaper? “  Such a player as that never plays to full potential.

On the other hand, we have all seen the games, and some of us maybe had the luck to take part in them, where the players lost themselves in a team effort that involved a kind of self-forgetfulness….a submission, dare we say?...that paradoxically made them the best players, as individuals, that they had ever been.

You could tell similar stories about artists being lost in their work, lovers lost in their beloved, workers lost in the excitement of a common enterprise, a contemplative monk lost in God.  In our obedience and submission heaven and earth are joined, things human and things divine.

You realize, don’t you, that that’s what the Lord’s Prayer is all about?  It is our prayer that heaven and earth be joined!  Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.  The Kingdom come.  God’s Kingdom is wherever God rules, wherever God’s will is followed and obeyed.  God’s Kingdom is all around us, and whenever we follow and obey God’s will, we are joined to that kingdom!  Heaven and earth are joined, things human and things divine.
Only because Jesus Christ joined himself in obedience to the Father….and joined himself in solidarity with us…only because of Jesus Christ, are you and I able to be obedient.  Only through Him are heaven and earth joined, things human and things divine.
