Text: Mark 1:4-11

Focus Statement: God anointed Jesus for the multitude of us.
Function Statement: That my hearers would rejoice in the power of baptismal waters cleansed by Christ.
Problems posed by the Text

The baptism of Jesus is a difficult text.  You might not believe me – baptism, Jesus, John – what is difficult about that.  In fact – doesn’t it look pretty clear.  It is something we actually have in common – we still baptize.  Stop being confusing preacher.

Ok, but give me just one question.  Our text today says some things about John’s baptism.  First, John preached a baptism of repentance for forgiveness of sins.  [Ok, but that is what baptism does, it forgives sins.  I’m not sure where you are going with that].  Well hold on, second, the text says that all of Judea and Jerusalem (the entire people of God) were going out to John and after confessing their sins he baptized them.  [Again, confession makes sense, although there might be some problems with multiple baptisms if you read too much.]  Hold on, and it says that John baptizes with water, but the greater one will Baptize with the Holy Spirit.  If all that is true, why does the sinless son of God get baptized by John?  Did the sinless Son of God need to repent?  The text says the Spirit descended to Jesus as He came up from the water. What happened to the stronger one baptizing with the spirit?  Misunderstanding – maybe a harsher word – Heresy - lurks in all kinds of directions from this text.

We could make the conclusion that Jesus was not sinless and needed forgiveness.  [Excuse me for making sure I’m not going to be struck by lightning just for saying that line from the pulpit.]  That conclusion is wrong – the lamb of God is spotless.  But why is Jesus receiving the baptism of repentance?
We could make the conclusion that the Father adopted Jesus as his son in this act.  Again this conclusion would be wrong – the son was eternally begotten of the Father, of one substance with the Father in the words of the creed.  Adoptionism is wrong.  So why is Jesus receiving the Spirit at baptism?

Think about that for a pause.  Maybe I’ve got something that would help.

Insight from the Creation

In 9 days the United States will be inaugurating a new President.  The man who is going to be inaugurated has been fond of saying – “we only have one President at a time”.  Which is true, but given the current troubles and the, dare I say, messianic images used in the campaign, is less than the immediate triumph some expected.  What people are confusing is a true state – being President – with an office – holding and executing the Presidency.

If you follow pictures of the Day the picture a couple of days ago was of a breakfast held in the White House with every living President.  Jimmy Carter was there, and so was George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton and G. W. Bush and Barack Obama.  Barack Obama is already a President.  Each one of those men can be called the President.  It is something that they are by having been elected.  Three of them have held the office, one of them holds the office, and in a few short days the other will hold the office, but they are all Presidents.
Does the inauguration of Barack Obama change his status as a President?  No, not really.  Then why do we have an inauguration?  To declare the start of or the installation of one person into an office.  We inaugurate Presidents and Governors.  We seat congressmen and women through oaths of office.  All members of the military take an oath.  Within the church we hold installations or ordinations.  All of these things are done for good order.  They declare the beginning of an office holder.

How the Text Answers

Let’s now go back to Jesus in that Jordan River with John.  How can those lesser examples from our politics help us avoid those heretical leaps?  Jesus from all time was the Son of God.  That was the evangelist Mark’s declaration in the first verse of his Gospel and that is backed up by the Voice of the Father Himself – ‘You are my beloved son, in you I delight.’  So, put aside any thoughts of adoptionism – the Father did not make Jesus the divine son through baptism.  Jesus was always the divine son.

What the baptism did do was inaugurate or using an even older term, anoint, Jesus into the office of messiah.  Had Jesus been the Son of God and the Messiah before?  Yes, absolutely.  We saw last week the 12 year old Jesus in the temple – looking to the things of his Father.  The nativity stories that we celebrate around Christmas also declare that.  Magi come and worship the King.  Mary is told about what Jesus will do to save his people.  Just like those Presidents once elected are always a President – but they don’t always actively hold the office; Jesus was always son and messiah, but this Baptism inaugurates the active office.  Immediately after this Jesus will be tempted and begin his preaching.
But that doesn’t completely explain the sinless Son of God being inaugurated by a baptism for sinners.  For that, the question must be, what is the office of the messiah?  That answer could and has filled volumes of books, but Isaiah’s servant songs cut to the quick.  Isaiah 53:11 – “my righteous servant will justify many, and he will bear their iniquities.”  The office of messiah – the beloved, the righteous servant takes the iniquities of many.
Of the many – all of the region of Judea, and all of Jerusalem (all the people of God) were going out and were baptized by John in the Jordan, after they had confessed their sin.  Then one – Jesus from Nazareth in Galilee – came to John and was baptized.  The beloved son of God – inaugurated, anointed, baptized in the office of messiah – took all those sins of the people of God washed in that water and put them on himself.  The one sinless Son of God standing in place of the many sinful children of God.  

We don’t hear it from Mark but from Matthew.  The Baptist immediately recognizes the problem.  No Jesus, I won’t baptize you, you don’t need it – I need to be baptized by you.  And Jesus does not deny it, but says to John – Do it, that all righteousness might be fulfilled.  John, Baptize me, that I might take the office of messiah, that we can do this in the proper order.  
Application to Our Lives

At the first exodus of God’s people - the signs and wonders of the 10 plagues turned the water to Blood.  In the OT Naaman the Hittite washed leprosy into the water.  John’s baptism washed the sins of the people into the waters.  Before Christ the water was the enemy.  The flood killed everyone but Noah’s family.  Moses and the Israelites walked on dry ground because God parted the waters, but those waters collapsed on Pharoah.  Before Christ the water was polluted and full of our sins.  We could wash and wash and nothing every really came out.
But Christ sanctified those waters.  The sinless Son of God entered the waters and removed all that blood, and sickness and sin and took it upon himself.  The waters were purified.  No more would water mean death.  Instead in the name of Christ, now the water would be the gateway to life and the font of the Spirit.

When you were baptized, you joined all the region of Judea and all Jerusalem and all the people of God.  That baptism was no longer with the foul waters of the Jordan, but with the water cleansed by Jesus.  And that baptism was no longer just with water – it was no longer John’s baptism for repentance.  No, that baptism has power.  That is Jesus’s baptism with water that he cleansed.  That is Jesus’ baptism with the Spirit that once descended up him from the Father – now proceeding from the Father and the Son into your heart.  That baptism that claimed you as a child of God is full of the power of the office of the messiah.  That baptism was an official act of the messiah holding that office.

By the power and authority of the Son of God – the messiah in office seated at the right hand of the Father– I claim this one.  I have washed this one in waters I have purified.  I have put the Spirit in this child of God.  This one is mine.  

And that is what I want you to remember.  We will sin and stumble – sometimes badly, but that water has power.  We might stray and wonder – but that water has power.  We might get lost in heresy or bad thinking – but that water has power.  Where ever you find yourself – that water was cleansed by Jesus.  You were washed with water that contained the Spirit which has power.  When you find yourself in one of those dark places – recall that water of baptism.  That was your inauguration as a child of God.  It is never revoked.  Jesus purified that water.  There is a sure power in it to wash the darkest of stains.  Amen.

