
Lay Reader Sermon Series I

The Second Sunday after the Epiphany


psalter:
Psalm 118
1st lesson:
Zechariah 8:1-8, 20-23
2nd lesson:
Mark 1:1-11
The Baptism of Jesus
"John did baptize in the wilderness, and preach the baptism of repentance for the remission of sins . . . And it came to pass in those days, that Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee, and was baptized of John in Jordan." (Mark 1:4, 9)
John the Baptist's preaching at the Jordan River led to a great national response of repentance in preparation for the coming of the Kingdom of God, which John warned was imminent. The number of people responding was unusual, but it was also unusual for Jews themselves to be baptized. That ceremony was used for the admission of Gentile converts to Judaism, but John's message was so urgent that his own people submitted to baptism as a sign of repentance and preparation for the coming Kingdom.

"Jesus came . . . and was baptized of John in Jordan." Why did He accept this baptism of repentance for the remission of sins? John didn't think it was fitting for Christ to do so, and protested, Saint Matthew tells us, saying that Jesus should baptize him. The Lord replied, "Suffer it to be so now: for thus it becometh us to fulfil all righteousness." (Matthew 3:15)
Christians have seen several ways in which Jesus' acceptance of baptism fulfilled "all righteousness." By joining this great movement of repentance and preparation. He identified Himself with those He came to save. He did not stand aloof from others. In His ministry. He reached out to "all sorts and conditions of men." He was known as a friend of outcasts and. sinners, but didn't restrict Himself to them.

By submitting to John's baptism, Christ has been seen as here taking upon Himself the burden of the sin of human beings, a burden He carried to the cross, where He died that we might be free from the heavy load of our sin. As Isaiah wrote, "Surely he has borne our griefs . . . he has carried our sorrows . . . he was wounded for our transgressions . . . he was bruised for our iniquities . . ." (Isaiah 53:4-5). So to fulfill all righteousness, our Lord identified Himself with us, and took up the burden of our sin.

Saint Mark reports that, as Jesus came up out of the water, "He saw the heavens opened, and the Spirit, like a dove, descending upon him." John the Baptist also saw the descent of the Spirit in bodily form, and it was the signal to him that here was the Son of God. For John had been told, "He on whom you see the Spirit descend and remain, this is he who baptizes with the Holy Spirit." Then he said, "And I have seen and have borne witness that this is the Son of God." (John 1:52-54)

John was the last of the prophets of the Old Covenant. All of the others had looked forward to the coming of the Messiah, but it was John's great privilege to proclaim that He had come. As he said to two of his disciples when he saw Jesus, "Behold the Lamb of God, that taketh away the sin of the world." (John 1:29). It's also the great privilege of the Church to proclaim that the Messiah has come.
With the descent of the Holy Spirit, there was also the voice from heaven, which said, "Thou art my beloved Son, in whom I am will pleased." In last Sunday's Gospel, the story of the twelve-year-old Jesus in the temple in Jerusalem, we saw that He had become aware that in some way He had a unique relationship with God as His Father. Perhaps it was here at His baptism that He fully realized His character as the Son of God, because the heavenly voice said to Him, "Thou art my beloved Son."
Christians have regarded what happened at the Lord's baptism as His ordination to His ministry. To the divine voice and the gift of the Spirit to Christ, we can compare these words from the Prayer Book service of Ordination to the Priesthood; "Receive the Holy Ghost for the Office and Work of a Priest in the Church of God." (Book of Common Prayer, page 546) or words from an ordination hymn: "Lord, pour thy Spirit from on high, And thine ordained servants bless; Graces and gifts to each supply, And clothe thy priests with righteousness." (Hymnal 1940; hymn 219)
The voice from heaven recalled the second psalm, which was a psalm of the Messiah: "Thou art my beloved Son . . . Desire of me, and I shall give thee the nations for thine inheritance." It also echoed the first of the Servant Songs or passages from Isaiah: "Behold my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights; I have put my spirit upon him, he will bring forth justice to the nations." (Isaiah 42:1) These Servant Songs culminate in the 53rd chapter of Isaiah, where we learn that the Servant will bear the iniquity of all mankind. So when the heavenly voice recalled this first Servant poem, it must have been an indication to Christ of the kind of Messiah He would be – a suffering One, not a conquering king in the way the world thought of such a person. As someone has said, He would be a king, but His throne would be a cross; He would be a conqueror, but His weapon would be suffering love.

In the Old Testament lesson, we heard these words from the prophet Zechariah; "Thus says the Lord of hosts; In those days ten men from the nations of every tongue shall take hold of the robe of a Jew saying, Let us go with you, for we have heard that God is with you!" (Zechariah 8:25) Jesus of Nazareth is the fulfillment in the greatest degree of this prophecy, because He is the Word of God incarnate, as Saint. John teaches us; and the descent of the Spirit upon Him at His baptism is further evidence that we can turn to Him with confidence that God is with Him.

Last of all, Christ set the example by His own baptism for every follower's admission into His kingdom. This began with the first converts to Christianity on the day of Pentecost. At the end of his sermon, Saint Peter urged his listeners to repent and be baptized, and about 3,000 people heeded his words. In Jesus' baptism, a rite with water is closely linked with a giving of the Holy Spirit, and a unique realization of divine Son-ship. The same gifts, in their proper degree, come to His followers in baptism and confirmation. "By one Spirit," wrote Paul, we were all baptized into one body." (1st Corinthians 12:13) We all become children of God through faith when we are baptized into Him, wrote Paul to the Galatians (Galatians 3:26-27).

Christ talked to Nicodemus about baptism in terms of a new birth: "Unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the Kingdom of God." (John 3:5) To be born in .this way is to be born of God, and to become His children by adoption and grace. It is the answer to the prayer and affirmation made in the baptismal service that God receive the candidate for baptism as "thine own Child." (Book of Common Prayer, page 280) We have followed Him, our Lord and Savior, into the waters of baptism, and there we received in our proper measure the same blessings made known to Him.

Today, we see our Lord at His baptism, in which He identified Himself with us; was made known to John the Baptist as the Messiah; was ordained for His work as the Anointed One; and where He set the example for all of His people to follow.
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