Text: Luke 3:15-22

Introduction

We will be having a baptism here in a couple of weeks.  Adam Girard Waring will be brought forward to receive that washing.  In one of those mismatches of time – today on the church calendar is the Baptism of Jesus.  What that could mean is two sermons on baptism in three weeks.  Hopefully I’ll make better use of this, because today’s event, the baptism of Jesus is not exactly the same thing as ours.  Instead one enables the other.  The life and actions of Jesus open the heavens to the sacrament we will perform in a couple of weeks.
Problems

First I want to take a look at a couple of puzzles the texts of Jesus’ Baptism throw up.  In Luke’s description, who baptizes Jesus?  Go ahead and look at the text.  I ask that question not to call into question if it was John or not, but notice the sequence.  First, Luke tells us about John.  When all the people are wondering if John is the Christ, he says nope.  What I’m doing is just water.  The coming one – I’m not worthy to loose his sandals, which means I’m not worthy of being his slave.  That coming one will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with Fire.  Then Luke moves John off the stage and into prison.  And then He recounts Jesus’ baptism.
John, who is not worthy to be the slave, baptizes the Lord, with his baptism of water alone.  All the gospels are a bit queasy at that.  It is like they don’t know what to make of it or don’t want to look too closely.  Matthew has John insist that He needs to be baptized by Jesus.  Luke kinda removes the Baptist from the scene to focus solely on Jesus.  John the disciple has John the Baptist say I didn’t know him until I saw Spirit descend.  Mark, in a gospel about big acts and immediate action, uncharacteristically understates it – “and Jesus was baptized in the Jordan by John” – not even an immediate dove.   All four gospels record this event.  The feeding of the 5000, the passion account, and this baptism.  Those are the only things related by all four evangelists.  And all 4 of them look away as it were.  Why is that?

Second puzzle, John is out talking about the coming one baptizing with the Holy Spirit and Fire.  No gospel records Jesus baptizing anyone with water, let alone fire.  Was the prophet wrong, or how are we supposed to take that statement?

And the last puzzle, is probably the one that most people have.  Why did Jesus go silent between that confident 12 year old teaching the teachers and this man standing in the Jordan?

Solutions

Why the Silence?

On that last one, I’m afraid I don’t have a solid answer other than it was in the course of Jesus growing.  The last we saw Jesus the text said he continued to grow in wisdom and stature and grace with God.  Being the Son of someone in the ancient world and not completely lost in the modern world, often means following in the steps that the Father wants you to go.  Being the son implies obedience to the Father.  It is at that point in our lives that great pain often happens.  When the son doesn’t want to go down that path, and the Father insists.  When the dutiful son sells himself short and the Father doesn’t see it.  Or when the Father doesn’t care enough to set a goal for the son.  I imaging that we all know people, maybe even ourselves, who would fit into each of those conflicts.
Being truly human often means agonizing over decisions and paths in life.  When you are a Christian, it often means praying over them, struggling for discernment.  When you are the Son of God, truly God and truly man, and the path the Father wants you to walk heads through the cross, could that not bring some serious agonizing?  Nobody else in that entire society expected a suffering messiah.  Would that not have taken a long time of study and discernment?  Ultimately this is speculation, the gospel’s are silent on it – the silent years.  But given the number of times we see Jesus praying, including here, and at gethsemane asking for the cup to be removed – being truly human means some agonizing over decisions – including our Lord, who Luke will portray as steeling his face to go to Jerusalem and the cross.
Why do the Evangelists “look away”?
Why do all 4 evangelists look away?  Here I think we are on more solid ground.  I can’t answer for the evangelists themselves, but if you know what is happening, here is where I look away in shame.

The sinless Son of God who has discerned the path His Father wants Him to take, presents himself to be counted among the sinners.  Luke’s words are poingent – and it happened when he was baptizing all the people…Jesus was baptized.  In the middle of the crowd.  In the middle of tax collectors who were stealing, and soldiers who were raping and extorting and in the middle of peasants who were just scraping by by hook and crook…in the middle of the great mass of sinners…Jesus says count me.  Everything that is washed off by this water and repentance put it on me.  Father, I’m here to do your will.  I accept this baptism of repentance.  Put the sins on me.
Everything after this baptism was necessary and secured our salvation – but here, in those waters of the Jordan, Jesus chose to be counted among us.  Here he accepted that burden of sin.  Here we see the son of man completing all righteousness that we find so difficult.  And he is doing it for us.  Why do the evangelists look away?  The staggering immensity of the choice is too much.
So What happened to the baptism of the Spirit and Fire?

So what happened to the baptism of the Spirit and Fire?  The great exchange.  The flipping that Luke loves to talk about.  The rich and powerful being reduced and those with nothing being lifted up.

We, all mankind, deserved that baptism of the Spirit and Fire.  The Spirit that would judge our works as not enough and the fire that would engulf them.  If we stood under that baptism we would have been the chaff burned with unquenchable fire.  But Jesus took that baptism in our place.  Here in the Jordan he was baptized with the Spirit.  And on that cross he was baptized with the fire.  Jesus took the fire of the wrath of God at our sins.  Jesus stood in the waters of the Jordan and accepted our baptism of the Spirit and Fire.

The rich and powerful – the one through whom all things were made – was reduced to a criminal.  Jesus was baptized and crucified in our stead, and because he did this freely of his choice, the Father raised him from the grave and gave to Him all authority and power.
And the poor have been raised up.  Because Jesus took our baptism – we get his.
Because the sinless Son of God chose to stand with sinners and take their sins – He sanctified those waters.  Those waters are now His.

Because Jesus took the fire of God’s wrath, we get the Fire of the Spirit.  Jesus took Good Friday and we get Pentecost.

Closing

Jesus’ Baptism in one way was ours.  It was the baptism we deserved.  We deserved the judgment.  We deserved the fire.  But by the choice and grace of God – Jesus took that baptism.

So we get a much better baptism.  We get the washing of regeneration that puts God’s Spirit in us – not for judgment, but for consolation and strength.  We get not the fire of the Spirit that burns away the chaff – but the fire that warms our heart with the love of God and that refines us and prepares us for the world to come.

The two baptisms are linked.  Jesus baptism makes our baptism possible.  The poor in these sanctified waters definitely become rich.
