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“One with Us”

Matthew 3:13-17
January 13, 2008

Sometimes questions get in the way of my listening. Just the other day my son-in-law David and I were thinking out loud about his plans for his next wood fired pizza oven. As he began to describe the three inch thick poured concrete counter top he planned to make I began to think about the weight, the tendency for concrete to crack, the fire’s effects on the concrete, all kinds of things, while he was talking. Consequently I didn’t hear much of what he had to say and had to ask questions that he had already answered. Sometimes questions get in the way of listening.

I mention that because when I read Matthew’s story about the baptism of Jesus by John I got hung up on the first verse. I immediately begin to wonder. I wondered why Jesus felt he needed to be baptized. John’s baptism was for the forgiveness of sins but we believe Jesus had no sins to repent of or be forgiven for. With that question still rattling around in my head I read on and discover Jesus’ answer in verse fifteen, “to fulfill all righteousness”, which just stimulated another question, “do what?” 

Once again I had to pause in my reading. I knew that righteousness is the condition of being right with God, which means without blame, sinless, keeping God’s laws, perfectly being who God created you to be. And so that bit of knowledge raised still another question. Jesus was all of those things, perfectly righteous, so how could being baptized by John add anything to who Jesus already was?

Let me point out something before I begin to answer some of those questions. When we read God’s word the idea is not to get through a particular passage but to understand it. When we come to a word or thought that doesn’t make sense to us we should pause there and try to understand, try to reason or study it through, otherwise we may miss a blessing from God. A Bible dictionary can be a lot of help when a word hangs us up. For instance, in this reading I looked up the word “righteousness” and the word “baptism” even though I was pretty sure I knew what each meant. The dictionary added some depth to my knowledge.

Jesus said to John that he wanted to be “baptized to fulfill all righteousness”. Once we get past the way to baptize, the mode, immersion or sprinkling, then we begin to see the idea for baptizing. Baptism is an act of getting in sync with or coming along side another. When we are baptized we declare to everyone that we are a disciple of Jesus, we believe in Him and in what He believes, we come along side Jesus. Just maybe what Jesus was saying to John was that He wanted to walk along side and identify with you and me, and baptism was a way of demonstrating how important we are to Him. Jesus didn’t need to be baptized for the forgiveness of sin since He had none. He could have simply ignored John’s preaching. He could have just avoided joining the crowd out at the Jordan. But he didn’t because he wanted to be identified with what John was preaching and he wanted to be identified with you and me. Water baptism is a symbolic act for an emotional, physical and spiritual choice.

We Cumberland Presbyterians baptize our babies as a sign that we want our children included in the Christians family. We baptize as parental commitment to raise them in the Christian faith. In a way our infant baptism is very similar to the Jewish act of infant circumcision. Both are symbols of inclusion in the faith. And both recognize that the act has no saving power for the infant. The Jewish child still must make his profession of faith, the Bar Mitzvah. And when our children are of the age that they can understand faith in Jesus they will make their own profession of faith. And, as an aside, we baptize babies and children because it seems pretty evident that the very earliest Christian church included children in baptism.

But every once in a while a person who was baptized as an infant rededicates their life as an adult and wants to be baptized again. They have no memory of their first baptism so baptism has little meaning for them. We Cumberlands believe one baptism is sufficient, and some Cumberland pastors just won’t perform a second baptism. But it seems to me that if a second baptism helps that person being baptized better identify with their commitment to the Lord then it can’t hurt. After all, it seems that was part of the reason Jesus wanted John to baptize him. He wanted to identify as much as possible with you and me.

Lets get back to the idea of “righteousness”. The Bible dictionary has several pages devoted to the word since it appears in many places in the Bible. But here are three ways that word can be interpreted that help us understand what Jesus may have been saying to John. Righteousness means “to conform to God’s will” or “to fit into God’s plan”, or “to fulfill God’s promises”. Thinking along those lines it is easy to see what Jesus was saying to John. He wanted to be baptized to fulfill God’s promises and to conform to God’s plan. The baptism of Jesus was the starting gate for Jesus’ ministry. In baptism Jesus perfectly identifies with us, and coming out of baptism God clearly identifies Jesus as our Savior.

Our baptism is our act of clearly identifying with Jesus’ death & resurrection, (immersion baptism does that best). But our baptism is also a symbol of the coming of the promised Holy Spirit into the life of a believer, (sprinkling baptism does that best). Both are symbols of a new beginning, a new way of life, God’s way, and our desire to conform to God’s plan of salvation in Jesus.

In chapter three we find John preaching in the Desert of Judea. His message is simple, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near”, and has three main points, a warning, a disclaimer, and maybe a third point, a lifestyle.

The warning: The Kingdom of God will bring judgment on the way we live and the unrepentant will experience the wrath of God. John probably expected wrath and judgment to come soon. But God’s timetable and our expectations are often quite different. We live by the second, the minute, the hour, but God isn’t in time as we understand it. The Bible, God’s word, regularly speaks of something in the past as present and something yet to happen as already. The Bible clearly tells us that God considers this life we have a gift and expects us to use our time in such a way that we will be pleasing to God. John’s warning was to straighten up and fly right for judgment time is coming.

But that warning isn’t standing alone like a big red stop sign. The warning includes an invitation, like a “U” turn sign. Repent, change your ways, turn around and God’s wrath will not burn on you. Once you have made the decision to turn God will place His Holy Spirit in your life. The Holy Spirit will help you to live God’s way and not slip back into the old ways. Jesus, and later Paul, would call that “regeneration”, a renewing of your heart and mind by God.

The disclaimer: The second part of John’s sermon was a disclaimer. The Jews were proud to be the chosen people of God. But John warns them that God can easily create more chosen people, even out of the rocks. Belonging to a certain group doesn’t guarantee membership in the Kingdom. Neither can you and I expect to be a part of God’s kingdom because we had parents who were elders of the church or patriarchs of a congregation. Salvation isn’t tied to membership in a particular church. Eternal life isn’t guaranteed because you were raised Cumberland Presbyterian. A relationship with the Savior must be one on one, personal. It must be a decision you made. Ultimately we must each make the decision for or against Jesus.

The lifestyle: The final point is about the lifestyle of a Christian. This point isn’t a part of John’s actual sermon but is from observing how John and Jesus lived out their chosen status. They were both humble people. Appearances were irrelevant. Jesus was submissive to John. John was submissive to Jesus. Both were submissive to God’s will. Neither of them seemed to have an ego and both of them easily could have.

To be chosen by God to lead others to Him is a heady thing that has caused more than one person to become aloof from the ones he or she is called to serve. I mean, I struggle with MY notoriety all the time. Everywhere I go I am recognized! Just the other day Sheila and I were shopping in Wal Mart when suddenly a little boy riding in his mother’s cart cried out, “There’s Pastor Barney!” and pointed his little finger at me. And I was so tempted to place my hand on his head and say, “Bless you my child”. But I didn’t. Because my wife would have kicked me in my shin.
Seriously, sometimes we who are called to paid ministry begin to think that we are somehow special. And those chosen to be elders can begin to think of themselves as “better than” the others. But right regularly God reminds me that almost every person whose story is recorded in the Bible would have been voted by peers the least likely to succeed or be chosen for anything except menial tasks. God delights in calling unspectacular people to do His work. That is humbling but it is also very encouraging. Any of us can be a useful instrument of God’s power if we will humble ourselves before His will. If we won’t, God can easily find someone else!
The Son of God, the King of Kings and Lord of Lords humbled himself and became a simple carpenter, a person of few means and no status. He came down from heaven to become one with us. Lets do everything in our power, with God’s help, to become one with Jesus. Amen.
