Pre:

Last Thursday was the Day of Epiphany (the twelfth day of Christmas), which is a celebration of the revelation of Jesus to the world. Christmas celebrates his birth, but the real point of course is to enter into the whole story of who he is and why he came. And how it is that we can enter into his life and his work. 


So today we fast-forward, moving away from the baby in the manger, beyond the toddler visited by the Magi, beyond the pre-teen Jesus in the temple, all the way to the adult Jesus, at about age 30, ready to begin his ministry. 


We meet him on the banks of the Jordan River, a great symbolic place for him to cross over into his public ministry. 


John the Baptist is here, preaching hell-fire and brimstone, and baptizing people as they come repenting of their sins. And God is here as well, waiting for this moment when God’s son presents himself for baptism. 


As I worked with this passage, I decided to make a two part message. Part one today, and part two next week. 

The Baptism of Jesus

Matthew 3:1-17


In Psalm 24, David asks this question: Who can ascend the hill of the Lord? And who shall stand in his holy place? 

This is a classic question asked by people in many ways in various times. Who can approach God? Who can be saved? Who is good enough to be a member of God’s family or to be with God in heaven? 


Are you good enough? Am I? 


Can you think of anyone you know who is outstanding enough to qualify for this? Someone from history or someone that you personally know?  

Mother Teresa may come to mind for some people. Mother Teresa died in 1997, but she is still revered as a person of great faith and commitment. A Hindu professor said this: “On this confused Earth, which is busy with materialistic goal-achieving, there was only one person closest to God: Mother Teresa. She cannot die. She simply merged with the Supreme Being.”  John Cardinal O’Connor said, “If she is not in heaven, then I am really terrified of dying, because of all she did.”  And an editor of a small town newspaper had this to say: “If Mother Teresa doesn’t have a nonstop ticket to Heaven, no one does.” (T.A. McMahon, “Death,” The Berean  Call, November, 1997)

So, listen to this apocryphal version of what happened when Mother Teresa died and went to heaven. She was greeted warmly by God and all the angels celebrated. That evening God made tuna sandwiches for the two of them. Meanwhile, Mother Teresa noticed that down below, in hell, they were serving filet mignon and lobster. The next day, God again served tuna sandwiches, while a party seemed to be going on down below. This went on for a few days, and finally Mother Teresa got a little annoyed, and she said, “How come all those people down in hell are eating steak and lobster while we’re eating tuna sandwiches?” And God said, “Let’s be honest. For two people, does it really pay to cook?” 


“For the gate is narrow,” Jesus said, “and the road is hard that leads to life, and there are few who find it.” (Matt. 7:14)


The gate is narrow and the road is hard. But it’s not narrow and hard in the way people usually think about it.  

You don’t get there by your hard work or by being a saint in your behavior. Because as the great “theologian” Mark Twain said, “Heaven goes by favor not by merit. If it went by merit, your dog would go in and you would stay out.” Indeed, if people got into heaven based on their behavior, heaven would not be very well populated. Maybe Mother Teresa would not even be there! I think I could venture to say that not one of us in this room would qualify. 


The gate is narrow and the road is hard. 


The grace of God is the narrow gate and repentance is the hard road.  

In today’s Bible story, droves of people have come to John the Baptist to be baptized, and Matthew says that they have come confessing their sins. These people are from the highways and byways of life. They are the ones who have been around the block more than once. They know what it means to struggle and to fail. They are sinners and they know it. And finally, someone has come around who has a way to deal with that reality! 


John’s baptism requires repentance. Turning around from an old and  ineffective way of life and turning to God. It requires repentance, and it offers a new beginning.

John’s baptism is a sign of what God is doing in the world. God is opening the narrow gate.  


The interesting thing about this narrow gate is that there’s room for everyone to walk through. But it is narrow in the sense that people want to walk through a different door.  One that does not require the hard work of repentance! 

Among the crowds of people on the banks of the Jordan River are some Pharisees and Sadducees. They have also come for baptism, but you will notice that Matthew doesn’t mention that they have come confessing their sins! An omission not taken lightly by John the Baptist! His words for them are harsh, not because they are necessarily any worse sinners than anyone else, but because they presume they are better than others. They keep the law. They are the pure-bred descendents of Abraham. But those behaviors and those presumptions are counterfeit coins in God’s economy. They are of no worth unless there is evidence of repentance. 

John says, you’re looking at me now. You think I’m something? You haven’t seen anything yet. One is coming who will do all this and more. John warns them of the ax laid at the root of unfruitful trees, the winnowing fork that will separate wheat from chaff, and the fire of God that will burn up all the worthless chaff.

Getting involved with God is powerful stuff. This story makes it clear that this Christianity business is not about Sunday-go-to meeting. It’s not about making yourself look presentable. It’s not even about believing the right stuff. It’s about making tough choices.  It’s about transformation. It’s about integrity. It’s about repentance. Turning away from the old life and turning to God.  


So many people, both then and now have wanted to be on God’s side without having to go through the narrow gate of grace and without having to walk the hard road of repentance. And as a result they have lived lives that are unproductive and unfulfilling. A life that pretends faith but produces no fruit. 

There is a story about a man who was unemployed. One day when he came home from his job-hunting experience, his wife asked him, “Did you find a job today?”  


“No,” he said, “but I heard Eddie lost his job, so I went down to apply for the vacant position.” 


“And what did they say?” 


“They said when Eddie left he didn’t leave a vacancy.” (parables, etc., 15.10.8)


What John the Baptist was saying to the Pharisees and Sadducees was something like that. They thought they were big stuff, spiritually speaking, but if they left, there would be no vacancy!


Bear fruit worthy of repentance! No more pretence. Live a life of faith.


It is in the midst of John’s fiery preaching, surrounded by honest sinners and dishonest sinners, that Jesus comes. 


And he also comes to be baptized by John. 


John knows Jesus. They are cousins. But John knows Jesus on a deeper level than family relationship. John knows that his younger cousin is also God’s chosen one. The messiah.  The one whose sandals he is not worthy of carrying.  


I spoke of Mother Teresa earlier; she was a wonderful person of faith, but like John the Baptist, she was just a warm-up show; Jesus is truly the one who is worthy to ascend the hill of the Lord. John feels quite all right baptizing sinners, he doesn’t hesitate to shout insults at the Pharisees and Sadducees, but his soul quakes when Jesus asks to be baptized. 

This isn’t right. It should be the other way around, John insists. And indeed it should. Yet Jesus insists that John baptize him. Because on a very deep level it is right because it fulfills all righteousness. 


How does it fulfill all righteousness for the sinless one to submit to the baptism of repentance?    

He is identifying with ordinary sinful human beings—with you and with me—by taking on this baptism of repentance. He will one day take our sins to the cross, and here in this event, he opens himself up to that mission. This is where it all begins. 

And this is where you and I must begin as well. Jesus is the narrow gate, and repentance is the hard road.  So, as the people by the Jordan River did, we are challenged to come as we are, acknowledging sin, weakness, and struggle. We are challenged to turn away from old and ineffective ways of life, in order to receive a new life from God. 


(Part 2 next week!)  
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