9th January 2011
Thinking about Baptism as we Remember the Baptism of Christ
Readings:
Isaiah 42 1-9

The Servant of the LORD

 1 “Here is my servant, whom I uphold, 
   my chosen one in whom I delight; 
I will put my Spirit on him, 
   and he will bring justice to the nations. 
2 He will not shout or cry out, 
   or raise his voice in the streets. 
3 A bruised reed he will not break, 
   and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out. 
In faithfulness he will bring forth justice; 
 4 he will not falter or be discouraged 
till he establishes justice on earth. 
   In his teaching the islands will put their hope.” 

 5 This is what God the LORD says— 
the Creator of the heavens, who stretches them out, 
   who spreads out the earth with all that springs from it, 
   who gives breath to its people, 
   and life to those who walk on it: 
6 “I, the LORD, have called you in righteousness; 
   I will take hold of your hand. 
I will keep you and will make you 
   to be a covenant for the people 
   and a light for the Gentiles, 
7 to open eyes that are blind, 
   to free captives from prison 
   and to release from the dungeon those who sit in darkness. 

 8 “I am the LORD; that is my name! 
   I will not yield my glory to another 
   or my praise to idols. 
9 See, the former things have taken place, 
   and new things I declare; 
before they spring into being 
   I announce them to you.” 

Matthew 3 13-17 

The Baptism of Jesus

Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to be baptized by John. But John tried to deter him, saying, "I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?" Jesus replied, "Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfil all righteousness." Then John consented. As soon as Jesus was baptized, he went up out of the water. At that moment heaven was opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and lighting on him. 
And a voice from heaven said, "This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased." 

Sermon
A new study by Australian scientists shows that a person’s birth date may affect his or her odds of becoming a pro-athlete. 33% more Australian Football League players had January birthdays than expected and there were 25% fewer December birthdays.

The Australian school year begins in January, so Australians born in January have up to 12 months’ growth ahead of classmates born in December. Being older they tend to be taller and all other things being equal, the taller get picked for sports teams more readily. Sport demands  practice so the taller play more often, get more practice and get more proficient, and get to play more and more games, and so on. From a statistical viewpoint, they have an increasing advantage.

Think of it as the difference of one hour around your wristwatch.  The gap between the 12 o’clock and the 1 o’clock on my watch is small. Less than a centimetre.  But extend that out onto a church clock face a metre across and the gap is 26 centimetres.  And that gap gets bigger the further out you go. A small difference at the beginning makes a lot of difference later. 
A couple of days difference in when you are born could put you in a different year group at school and have a huge effect on your life.
A small difference as a child changing the way things work out as an adult.
I want to talk this morning about one such difference. One thing in the life of a child that changes how things work out. It used to be a very regular feature of church life, but is less frequent now. Infant baptism.

Boxing Day 1954 was on a Sunday.  I was 5 months old so don’t ask me to give you all the details of who was there, but I was baptised that day. It’s a fair bet that there was water involved and that my parents loved me, their firstborn son, and were well pleased. 
As it turns out, they were sufficiently well pleased with the process that they called it a day there! They never got round to having my brother baptized when he was born just over a year later and they never took us back to church other than for weddings or school services. 
So perhaps I shouldn’t be surprised and disappointed to find that many who bring their children for baptism today take the same approach and that - like me - many, probably most, youngsters don’t get to experience church on a regular basis. 

Often we hear parents say, ‘well that’s alright. We wouldn’t want them to get brainwashed. We want them to be free to make up their own minds when they’re old enough’. 
And, because we live a society which regards the individual as paramount, we can find ourselves nodding and leaving it at that.  Even though we know that being brought up in the church gives youngsters a head start in finding our God and eternal life for themselves. 
Even though we’d soon do something about it if a parent failed in some other life-preserving area such as teaching them how to cross a road safely or not to play with matches.
The trouble is that, in one critical way, society is right about the individual being paramount. 
Think for a few seconds about how God relates to the world. 

Does he relate to it as just a beautiful blue planet, one of the so many he has brought into being and sustains in their orbits?

Does he relate to it as a globe with lines drawn on it to mark national boundaries?

Does he relate to it as a global nature reserve where humans and other creatures compete with each other for resources?

No to all of those. Like us, God could choose to observe the world in all those ways, but observing isn’t the same as relating is it?
So how does God relate to the world?

He relates to people, individuals such as Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph and, later, through Moses and then on to all of Israel through the Commandments and the law that showed the people a way to live in relationship with God. 
And you know how he continues, you know how the relationship becomes absolutely personal.  He already knew us inside out and loved us. But he so much wanted us to know and love him too that he set aside all the privileges of divinity and came and lived among us.

We celebrated that coming at Christmas. At Epiphany, we shared in the wonder of a dawning realisation of what that coming might mean.   

And today, the Baptism of Christ confronts us as Jesus, God but human, starts his ministry of revealing himself to the whole world.  A ministry of relating to each of us, personally. 
Our God is the God who relates to each and every one of us, individually. 
Our God is the God who adopts us into his family.

Our God is the God whose greatest desire is that we relate to him and follow his son.
Again, you know about the problem and God’s answer to it.  Human beings were trapped by sin.  Jesus, identified himself with our plight and transformed the situation from the inside. 

And that’s why he was at the Jordan.

Jesus was sinless. He didn’t need to be baptized for the repentance of his own sins.John the Baptist recognised that. He knew that he wasn’t worthy even to perform a slave’s job of untying his sandals. He tried to put Jesus off. ‘I need to be baptized by you, and you are coming to me? But Jesus answered him, "Let it be this way for now, for this is the proper way for us to fulfil all righteousness." (Matthew 3:15)

By submitting himself to that baptism Jesus identified himself with the sins of everyone else who came to be baptized. 
It was a pivotal moment, a moment when the divide between heaven and earth was bridged, a moment when the Holy Spirit descended on the man, a moment when the Father spoke in approval to his Son, a moment of supreme good, a moment which launched Jesus through his ministry and onward to the cross. 

And, like all that is good, it was attacked by all that is evil. Again, you know what happened next. Jesus in the wilderness The devil in the desert slithering and twisting and tempting Jesus with all that sinfulness with which he had identified himself on our behalf.

The devil would do so again in the garden. Why? Because Jesus baptism, that act of identifying himself with our sins, reached its culmination on the cross. 
The baptism of Christ marked the start of new beginning. 

And when we come to baptism we too find a new beginning as we embrace the promise of perfection. At his baptism the Holy Spirit came upon Jesus in power. When we come to baptism we also open ourselves to receiving that power.

If we come to baptism as adults, we recognise that it demands new commitment. And we make promises which reflect that. If we come as infants, others recognise that commitment  for us and make promises on our behalf which we can come to take ownership of at confirmation. Infant baptism and confirmation. Two parts of the same whole.

On Boxing Day 1954 some people made promises that they didn’t get around to keeping.  It wasn’t until forty-five years later that others took up the task and led me to own those promises myself, to embrace God’s promise of perfection, to recognize the power of the Holy Spirit planted all those years before. And it has led me to where I stand now.

My brother, unbaptized, has never discovered the wonder of a relationship with God.

Was my baptism the small difference which set us out on diverging paths? I don’t know, but I do know that if small differences in age and school year can give someone an edge in sport then the differences made at holy baptism can absolutely transform a life.  

On Boxing Day 1954 my parents and Godparents would have been asked two questions like those we use in baptism today: 

Today we are trusting God for this child’s growth in faith. Will you pray for him, draw him by your example into the community of faith and walk with him in the way of Christ?

and

In baptism this child begins his journey in faith. You speak for him today. Will you care for him, and help him to take his place within the life and worship of Christ’s Church?

They said ‘we will’ to both, but my parents didn’t do much about it. I think however, that my Godparents have indeed prayed for me. 
Small differences at the beginning of a life. 
We’ve thought today about things that change our lives.

We’ve seen that, like would-be Australian professional athletes born in January rather than December, lives can be enhanced and go in a different direction because of small differences at the beginning.
We’ve thought about how God relates to us, personally, and how that came home through the Incarnation and the Epiphany.  

We’ve seen how the baptism of Christ saw him identify himself with our sins and embark on his route to the cross.

We’ve reminded ourselves of the responsibilities we take on when we are baptized or confirmed and those we take on for others when we become Godparents or sponsors.

I’ve told you a little bit about my own baptism and family.

Perhaps my baptism and the prayers of my Godparents are why I now understand that Christ went down into the water to identify with our sins, to start what he would finish on the cross. Perhaps they are why I understand that, thanks to him, ‘Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved’ (Mark 16:16)  

If you believe and have been baptized (and confirmed – they go together like hand and glove) and you’ve stuck with the promises made, you are on that path to eternal life.

But here’s a question. What about those others for whom you have made promises or have an interest in? Children, Godchildren, grandchildren, adults you have sponsored, friends, relatives. Have you helped them grow in their faith, prayed for them, drawn them by your example into the community of faith, walked with them in the way of Christ? 

Have you cared for them, helped them take their place within the life and worship of Christ’s Church? 
Could you do more to help them believe and be saved? Are there others whom you could encourage toward baptism or confirmation?

Holy Baptism, whether at the beginning of a life or much later doesn’t just enhance a life, it transforms it in ways we can’t yet fully comprehend.

Jesus the Son was baptized, then spent the rest of his life teaching others the ways of the Father.

We who are baptized would do well to try to do the same.

Amen.
AW    
