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The beginning of the good news.                                 Pulaski Heights Presbyterian Church

Baptism of the Lord

TEXT (English translation: NRSV) 
The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. 
As it is written in the prophet Isaiah, 

“See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you,
who will prepare your way;
the voice of one crying out in the wilderness:
‘Prepare the way of the Lord,
make his paths straight,’”

John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of
repentance for the forgiveness of sins. And people from the whole Judean
countryside and all the people of Jerusalem were going out to him, and were
baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins.

In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in
the Jordan.

(1)
It was given to John the Baptizer to see how at odds with the will and way of God the world has
become. He saw with prophetic clarity that humanity’s sinful shunning of the aims and purposes
and commands of God had put the world that God created good onto a path of self-destruction.
And, he saw with prophetic clarity that there will be no real counter-movement to sin’s intrigues
on earth apart from repentance, which is to say: apart from confession of our sinfulness to God
and trust in God’s forgiveness to open up new possibilities for human life. 

John’s prophetic response to a world on the eve of destruction was to invite people to wade out
knee-deep or maybe waist-deep from the riverbank, and let him pour Jordan River water over
their heads as they confessed their sin and professed their trust in God to meld them into the
kind of community that would be a counter-movement to what sin is doing in and with the world.

Jesus, too, went out to John and was baptized by him. Jesus, whom we in the church look to as
the sinless Son of God, before going public with his own mission, submitted to John’s baptism
of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. Which raises the question: Why? How are we to
understand the sinless Son of God submitting to John’s baptism of repentance for the
forgiveness of sins?

(2)
This morning I want to underscore two things Jesus’s baptism by John gives us to see. 

First: In submitting to being baptized by John, Jesus confirmed the rightness of what John was
doing. He confirmed that humanity is insidiously entangled in sin – is perniciously awash in
opposition to God; he confirmed the importance of admitting the justice of God’s judgment
against sin; and he confirmed our need to confront sin in reliance on God’s forgiveness. In his
baptism by John, Jesus confirmed that, while sin really and truly must be identified and
opposed, it is not by our own strength but only through God’s forgiveness that that happens.
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Secondly: In submitting to being baptized by John, Jesus demonstrated that he stands in
fellowship and solidarity with sinners. Yes, he soundly condemns sin, but not from astride a
moral high-horse or standing in some holier-than-thou pulpit looking down on others for their
sins. Jesus condemns sin without separating himself from sinners. He condemns sin while
refusing to let sin diminish people’s importance to him or lessen his affection for them. He
condemns our sin – he challenges our unreadiness for God and our unfitness for God’s coming
kingdom. But, he does not look down on us for being sinners; he does not deplore our
waywardness, frailty, and faults from a finger-pointing distance. Rather, he enters the waters
with us in a demonstration of incredibly compassionate mercy and love. He enters the waters
with us, set, not on condemning us, but on saving us and turning our life on earth into a life of
real and true faith and hope and love and courage.

We even can put it this way: Jesus’s baptism by John is a summary demonstration of the
gospel. That is to say: He came as God’s word of judgment against us all. He came to convict
us for turning a cold shoulder to the will and way of God. And, he came doing this as God’s
grace- and love-filled promise that God is not out to see us perish for our sins, but to redeem us
from sin’s power over us. In beginning his mission with his own baptism of repentance for the
forgiveness of sins, Jesus declares to us: “Your sins I take upon myself, so that, as you learn to
trust my love and, through my love, to trust the mercy and forgiveness of God, you might begin,
in your hearts and in your world, preparing the way for the justice and peace to come – the
justice and peace of God’s own kingdom.”

(3)
You and I – more so than we’re ordinarily ready, willing, and able to recognize and
acknowledge – need what Jesus came bringing. We need clarity for seeing the ways in which
and the extent to which we have let our relationship with God, our relationship with one another,
and even our relationship with our own self, become diminished, distorted, and made superficial
by our entanglements in webs of sin. And, we need assurance that we were not born just to be
sin’s pawns, but, rather, to thrive and flourish as heavenly God’s eternally beloved children,
born to do God’s goodness justice in this world that God so loves.

Particularly on this day when we are ordaining and installing ruling elders into active service on
our church’s session, I want to urge us all to keep on our heart and in our mind that that is the
mission we’re here to serve. It is our mission as Christ’s church to participate as faithfully and
as responsibly as we can in God’s mission to transform humanity through the clarity and the
assurance that Christ came bringing – through clarity regarding our entanglements in sin, and
through assurance regarding just what God’s love ultimately is up to with us.  Indeed, when we
look closely at Jesus’s submission to baptism by John, we see him, right there at the start,
setting the course for precisely that mission.  

Look and listen one time more:

Jesus goes out to John to submit to his baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. In
doing that, Jesus insists on the absolute importance of living righteously before God; however,
he refuses to let people’s unrighteous ways come between him and them. Jesus insists on the
absolute importance of being godly; however, he refuses to let people’s ungodliness come
between him and them. Jesus insists on the absolute importance of resisting what sin has done
and is doing with us and our world; however, he refuses to let people’s yielding to sin come
between him and them. Jesus insists that true life is the life of righteousness, the life of
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godliness, life that embraces the will and way of our Creator and that resists the indifference,
flight, and rebellion that sin is ever out to entangle us in; however, Jesus does not let the
unrighteousness of others, he does not let the ungodliness of others, he does not let others’
sinfulness make him pass them by on the other side of the road, as if fearful that something
bad about them might rub off on him. No, Jesus reaches out precisely and repeatedly and
constantly to all such persons, as persons who are deeply important to him, whom he desires to
see thrive and flourish as God’s beloved children.

Which is to say: Though we be up to our ears in sin, though we be awash in unrighteousness,
though our hearts and minds be at odds with God, though our life be lost to all kinds of
distorted, corrupt, and injurious ways of being, still, Jesus nevertheless embraces us with
compassion, understanding, and mercy. He embraces us with the promise never to leave us
behind. He embraces us with a love and acceptance that will never desert us. He takes us by
the hand and he shares table fellowship with us as the one who truly knows just what it’s like to
be in our shoes, as the one who really can and really does empathize with us, and as the one
who genuinely can and does open our future to a better and braver and more joy-filled way.  

All that is there, in the event of Jesus’s baptism by John – his baptism of repentance for the
forgiveness of sins. In taking up his own mission in this way, Jesus set himself in fellowship and
solidarity with sinners. Rather than letting our sins be only ours – rather than letting our
confusion, corruption, faults, and failures be ours alone – he took them into his own life as the
price he had to pay for loving us so intensely.

And that is the beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.  Amen.


