Text of Sermon
The Baptism of Jesus
(Based on the Gospel of Luke 3:15—16, 21—31)

Preacher: The Reverend Jo-Ann J. Drake

Church of the Redeemer, Providence, Rhode Island
Today, this first Sunday after the Epiphany, we celebrate the baptism of our Lord. Luke’s gospel, which we heard read today, does not go into some of the details that the other gospel writers do, or he tells the account a little differently.  In the other gospels, we get a more dramatic physical effect of Jesus’ baptism.  Luke simply says, “When Jesus was baptized.”  One of the pieces of the account of Jesus’ baptism that we hear is an exchange between Him and John the Baptist.  John the Baptist says to Jesus, “Why are you coming to me to be baptized?  I should be baptized by you.”  John recognizes that Jesus is the Messiah.  John professes that he is not the Messiah, as we heard today.  He recognizes and accepts Jesus as the Messiah.  To John’s query, Jesus responds (in contemporary language), “Do it anyway…Do it anyway.”  What we have in the English translation of the Bible is, “Let it be so for now,” but actually what Jesus said was, “that’s OK…even if you should be baptized by me, not I by you, do it anyway.”  
Jesus did it for a very specific reason:  For us to have baptism as the sacrament through which, by which, we are united with Christ, Christ must also have had to experience baptism.  Christ doesn’t call us to do or experience anything he himself has not, does not, do and experience.  So, for us to participate in his baptism, he must also have had to be baptized, so that when we participate in his baptism, we also are given the assurance that we will participate in his resurrection.  He is baptized and resurrected; we are baptized and united with Him so that in unity with Him we may be resurrected.  It is a process that begins when we are baptized and begins again…begins again…when we enter the new life, the resurrected life, in the Kingdom of God.

But there is everything else in the middle. We are baptized, we are born again in Christ; we die, and are resurrected in Christ, and we have our whole life in between those two saving events.  And here’s where such an important and significant impact of our baptism can be realized.  Because, if we go all the way back to the book of Genesis and we read the story of how the human race rebelled against God, acted contrary to God’s will, and how God again, and again, and again tried to call the human race to return to him, to be reconciled to him; called Jacob, who was renamed Israel, to become a people to him to make his life known; called Moses to gather his people to bring them to the promised land; Joshua to bring his people into the promised land; whether we look at the royal line of David and the kings that were raised up to  try to rule and direct the people; the prophets who called the people again and again to return because no matter what they were told, what they did, they insisted on acting contrary to the will of God. 
When we take all of that knowledge, all of those events recorded in scripture, we sum them up with one term:  Salvation History.  From the moment of our fall, the history of the human race became the history of God seeking to save His people, seeking to redeem His people, seeking to call His people back to Him.  All of our history is salvation history, culminating in the coming of the Messiah, and in the baptism of the Messiah, and the crucifixion and resurrection of the Messiah.  The reconciliation that all of salvation history taught and sought to bring about is fulfilled.  In our baptism, we participate, we are united to, we are brought into the saving history of God.  And when that is understood, when that is perceived, then we see that the time between our baptism and our own resurrection is nothing less than a call for us to participate, not just be a part of, not just the end product we are saved, salvation history culminated in Christ, but to be an active part of bringing the good news of salvation history to the world.  
We hear now, and in recent years the Church has reclaimed the understanding, of the “priesthood of all believers.”  That by baptism when we are united with Christ and brought into the Christian Church, we are also given a priesthood, not a priesthood necessarily to preside over sacraments, but a priesthood in that we are called to make the Kingdom of God known, to live our lives so that the Kingdom of God is spread through our good works, through worship, through fellowship.  That is nothing short of our personal participation in salvation history.  
So when we hear names like Jacob and Moses and Joshua and Isaiah and Jeremiah and Micah, we can add our own.  We are one with all the people; all of God’s people, throughout the ages that have sought to move forward to help bring God’s salvation about.   And even though we now know it, we have claimed it, we have been baptized into it, nonetheless…nonetheless, as long as there are those in the world who do not know it, who have not experienced it, who have not come to believe in it, then our role is to spread that good news.  Our role is to be instruments of salvation history.  So whether you want to call it the “priesthood of all believers” or “instruments of salvation history,” nonetheless between our baptism and our resurrection is our responsibility and call to be instruments of God’s salvation.  Amen.

