John Eason – St. Barnabas Sermon, January 10, 2010: Baptism of Jesus

Text: Luke 3:15-16, 21-22
Luke portrays John’s ministry as a call to repentance.  Ministering in the desert in fulfillment of the prophecy of Isaiah, John preached “a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.”  John’s ministry was intended to get folks ready for the arrival of the salvation God would offer, as they responded in faith to the coming Messiah.

John, we might say, “redefined” the concept of baptism.  Judaism knew only of repeated baptisms, or ceremonial washings, for temporary cleansing.  But the baptism John offered was a one-time event, in honor of the arrival of a new era of salvation.

John preached in the manner of the Old Testament prophets, asking for a turning of hearts.  To be prepared for God’s salvation, one’s heart must be opened up to His message.   We might see John here as a sort of “sentry,” keeping watch over God’s plan, and blowing a trumpet in announcement of the coming of the Messiah.

John warned the crowds not to rely on their heritage or professional status to guarantee them a blessing.  I think the gist of what he was telling folks here was what you’ve heard me say before – “God doesn’t have any grandchildren!”  It’s not your family’s faith heritage, your baptism, your confirmation, or your church membership that assure you of a place in the Kingdom.  It’s whether or not you’ve made a decision to embrace Jesus as the Messiah – as your Savior, and as your Lord.  This is what truly matters for eternity!
John told people what they needed to do to get ready for the coming of the Messiah.  But the most important thing is that he pointed them towards this Messiah – the one who was coming after him, the one who was greater than he, himself – the one he was not even worthy to stoop down to untie the thong of his sandals.

John’s baptism was a baptism with water.  But John indicated that the one who was coming after him – would bring with him a baptism of the Holy Spirit, and fire!  This baptism with the Spirit and with fire are for a filling and a purging.  The Spirit fills us with God’s presence, and the fire purges us of those things which stand in the way of our living fully into the potential God has for us.
I’m thinking here of Jesus’ words in the 12th chapter of Matthew, beginning at verse 43, when he says, “When the unclean spirit has gone out of a person, it wanders through waterless regions looking for a resting place, but it finds none.  Then it says, ‘I will return to my house from which I came.’  When it comes, it finds it empty, swept, and put in order.  Then it goes and brings along seven other spirits more evil than itself, and they enter and live there; and the last state of that person is worse than the first.”
So getting one’s house “ready” is only a part of the process.  Allowing the Holy Spirit to come in, bringing with him the “fire” to cleanse, and to purge, and to keep one’s life aflame for Jesus is what enables and empowers us to live into the Kingdom life God intends for us!  Amen?!
Terry and I watched a TV program recently about some folks who were “hoarders.”  And, for these people, this wasn’t just a case of being sloppy or lazy – it was a case of an actual mental & emotional disorder.  The places – the homes these people lived in were virtually uninhabitable!  

And, we might think, just send in a team of folks to clean things up, and put them in order.  Well, that was a part of the process.  But without changing their mindset, and redirecting their thinking – through professional counseling – these folks would be headed back in the same direction, or even worse!

And on a spiritual level, unless the Holy Spirit comes into our lives and does the “housecleaning” you & I need in our lives – with fire – we’re soon back on the same track we were before – or even worse!  “The one coming after me will baptize you with the Holy Spirit – and with fire!”

Luke tells us that Jesus was baptized along with the others who had come to John that day.  And as Jesus was praying, heaven was opened, and the Holy Spirit descended on him in bodily form, like a dove.  And a voice came from heaven – God’s voice – saying, “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.”

The key feature of this portion of the text here is the endorsement itself – God identifies Jesus as His Son, as He anoints him for ministry.  Not to confuse the issue here, this event does not all of a sudden, in a moment in time, make Jesus what he was not before.  This endorsement is intended to provide recognition for who he already is – God’s Son – His Beloved – and serves to actively launch him into his ministry … with all of the Father’s authority and power!
The question is often asked, “So why did Jesus need to be baptized, anyway – since he was without sin?”  To begin with, in his baptism, Jesus identified fully with humanity, and provided an example of the way each of us who chooses to follow him should walk.  I don’t believe Jesus would ever ask us to do anything he wouldn’t be willing to do himself – including laying down his life.

Also, Jesus’ willingness to undergo baptism endorsed the ministry of his cousin, John-the-Baptist.  Jesus’ baptism gave validity to John’s professed calling – preparing the way for God to do a mighty work in those who willingly came to him, with repentant hearts – seeking forgiveness for the ways they had fallen short of His expectations.  
And then finally, as I mentioned before, our Lord’s baptism was a way of God expressing His full approval of Jesus and his ministry.

*Story about the town drunk, who fell asleep on the park bench across from the river on Saturday night …

Unless something happens in the heart of the person who has been baptized, as I heard an old Pentecostal preacher say – a dry sinner just comes up a wet sinner!  

When I was in seminary, a friend of mine and I had a discussion with one of our classmates about salvation.  This guy believed that the sacrament of baptism is what saves a person.  And my friend Barry and I took issue with him, and made it clear that God’s Word says that it’s the decision one makes to repent, confess their sins, and commit to following Jesus as Savior and as Lord that assures them of their salvation – which is what I believe with all my heart – and what I’ll go to my grave preaching and teaching!

Now, as a sacramental Christian – as a believer who has faith that God’s grace & Spirit are present and active in all the sacraments, including baptism – I believe the act of Baptism is more than just a ceremony, ritual, or rite of passage.  But without a profession of faith from one’s heart – it’s not an assurance of one’s eternal future.
But, Fr. John, how about the babies and young children we baptize?  I’m glad you asked that question, because I believe Jesus meant what he said, when he spoke those words, “Let the little children come unto me; prevent them not – for to such as these belongs the Kingdom of heaven.”

I baptized 2 of my 3 grandchildren.  And I believe God’s grace and Holy Spirit began a work in Lana’s and A.J.’s lives the moment they were baptized.  But I also believe a time must come when these 2 precious grandkids of mine and Terry’s will make a decision to own their faith, and ask Jesus Christ into their hearts & lives, as Savior, & as Lord.

Our Lord set an example for us when he was baptized in the Jordan River, by his cousin John.  And God expressed his approval of His Son, and the ministry for which he had been sent into the world.  And we’re called to follow our Lord in the path he has shown us.
If you’ve never been baptized before, or if you’re not sure whether or not you have been – let’s talk about it, because I firmly believe it’s God’s will that all of us in the Body avail ourselves of this sacrament – and live into the fullness of our baptismal covenant.  If you have children or grandchildren who’ve never been baptized, we can talk about that, too.

But even more important – if you’ve never repented of your sins, confessed them to God, asked His forgiveness in Jesus name, and committed your heart and life to His Beloved Son as your Savior, and as your Lord – then don’t put it off any longer!  Do it this morning, as we pray.

*Open your Prayer Books to page 304, before we pray …

Heavenly Father, thank you for the path your Beloved Son has shown us in his baptism.  Thank you for the opportunity you give each of us to repent, ask your forgiveness, and receive him as our Savior & Lord.  Thank you that this takes all the “guess work” out of our eternal future!  We claim for your Kingdom anyone here this morning who comes to you in faith, trusting in Jesus.  And we come before your throne, right now, renewing our Baptismal Covenant together (BCP, 304). 
