
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


The Second Sunday after the Epiphany


psalter:
Psalm 118
1st lesson:
Zechariah 8:1-8, 20-23
2nd lesson:
Mark 1:1-11
Holy Baptism
In a famous statement in his Confessions, Saint Augustine of Hippo said to God, our heavenly Father, "Thou madest us for Thyself, and our heart is restless, until it repose in Thee." He knew the truth of what he wrote because of his own years of searching – for God, as it turned out.
The writer of the 42nd and 43rd Psalms said it this way: "My soul is athirst for God, yea, even for the living God: when shall I come to appear before the presence of God?" (Psalm 42:2) The author was evidently a priest who had been taken into exile in Babylon; he longed to return to the temple in Jerusalem to worship there, where he knew that God was present. He and other exiles eventually learned, through painful experience, to know the presence of God in Babylon, as well as having known it in Jerusalem.
Many people today are searching for something without really knowing who or what it is. They look for meaning, or purpose, or fulfillment in all sorts of places, activities and substances. They may not know it yet, but that meaning and purpose they long for will always elude them – until they know God Himself. Then they discover the happy truth that meaning, or purpose, or fulfillment is not the primary goal of life at all; but that God Himself, as made known in Jesus Christ, is that goal; and that these other things they once thought were so important take care of themselves as they turn to God.
It's the Christian belief and experience that a person enters into fellowship with God, and with His people, through Baptism. Last Sunday, we heard the story of Jesus in the temple, at age 12, already conscious of His unique relationship with His heavenly Father. But at His baptism, at about 30 years of age, He received an even deeper understanding of His relationship with God, and the gift of the Holy Spirit in a way He had not known before: "He saw the heavens opened, and the Spirit, like a dove, descending upon him: and there came a voice from heaven, saying, Thou art my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased." (Mark 1:10-11)
By God's grace, we shared in similar blessings in our own baptisms. The Prayer Book says, in the First Office of Instruction, that in baptism each of us was made "a member of Christ, the child of God, and an inheritor of the kingdom of heaven." (BCP; page 283). We will look at each of these in turn.
"A member of Christ" – Saint Paul reminds us that a human body has many parts or "members," but it's still one body. "So it is with Christ," he says; and then refers to baptism: "For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body." Like the human body, "Christ does not consist of one member," he states; and emphasizes that all the members of Christ are essential to the body of Christ. They care for each other and feel for each other in both suffering and joy. He concludes, "You are the body of Christ . . . and individually members of it." (1st Corinthians 12:12-13, 27)
It has been said of the Church as the body of Christ that it is "His outward and visible manifestation...the means of His self-expression...the instrument whereby He works." It is one of the ways by which He is present in the world. We as human beings are not disembodied spirits; we're present in the world and to one another through our bodies, and would be incomplete without them. In the Resurrection, that fullness of our being will be restored when we are given a risen body. So Christ is present in the world and to the world in and through His Body, the Church, the fellowship of those who through baptism have been made members of Christ.
Each of us in baptism was made "the child of God." The voice from heaven said to Jesus, "Thou are my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased." In baptism, we pray that God will give His Holy Spirit to the candidate "That he may be born again." All of us are children of God by creation, but this is something more. It implies the idea or metaphor of the second or new birth. Our Lord said to Nicodemus, "Except a man be born again, he can- not see the kingdom of God." Then He carried the idea further by saying, "Except a man be born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God." (John 3:3, 5). In other words, there must be a new beginning in a person's life to put him in the way of God, a new beginning comparable to natural birth.
In the Prologue to the Fourth Gospel, Saint John wrote that to those who received Christ and believed in Him, God gave the power to be His children, because they were born of Him (John 1:12-13). And Saint Peter said, "You have been born anew...through the living and abiding word of God." (1st Peter 1:23). The Lord said in the Sermon on the Mount that we can tell good from evil lives by the fruits or results they produce. A good tree can't bring forth evil fruit; "You will know them by their fruits," He tells us (Matthew 7:17-20). So the "born again" are not necessarily always those who proclaim themselves so to be; they are the ones who show in their lives the results of the spiritual process that began at their baptism, when each was made "a child of God."

And then, in baptism, each of us became "an inheritor of the kingdom of heaven." If we are faithful members of God's household; if we are faithful children, it follows that we will be His heirs. As Saint Paul explained to the Romans, if we are God's children through baptism – as we are – then we also receive the inheritance coming to those born of God. We are "heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ," he assures us (Romans 8:17).

New Testament writers show great confidence in their status as children of God and inheritors of His kingdom. They speak of the "earnest" or "guarantee" of that inheritance. That earnest consists in the fact that all who came into the Body of Christ through baptism "were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit." (Ephesians 1:13-14) When the New Testament speaks of being "sealed," it's referring to confirmation, the laying on of hands with prayer for the gifts of the Holy Spirit, which was originally a part of the service of baptism. So the Spirit working in the lives of Christians and in their fellowship is an assurance of that inheritance that those who are God's children and members of His Son's body will receive, the inheritance of the kingdom of heaven.
It is beginning through baptism that we find that rest that only God can give. In Him alone, and in the fellowship of His people, we find the true goal of our life. We become members of Christ, children of God, and inheritors of the kingdom of heaven, through the great blessing and privilege of Holy Baptism.
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