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Sermon

Grace to you and peace, from God our Father and the Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen.

It is good to have you with us on this festival day. We celebrate “The Baptism of Our Lord”
every year on the first Sunday after the end of the Christmas season, and the beginning of the
Epiphany season. It is a day when we remember that Jesus, at the very start of his public
ministry, joins the crowds of people who are making their way out into the wilderness to hear
John preach.

John is a fiery preacher; and powerfully effective. He helps many people see how their
living isn’t what it ought to be, and he challenges them to make things different. Lives are
changed because of John'’s preaching. People understand what he is saying, they believe it,
and they make the commitment to follow where he is leading them. They walk with him out
into the waters of the River Jordan. They allow him to dunk them under the surface,
symbolically putting to death the life they are leaving behind. And then he raises them up out
of the water, symbolically bringing them back to a new and more faithful experience of life. In



this way, he accomplishes two goals. He convinces them of their sinfulness, and their need for
things to be different. And he commits them to repentance and renewal, and a life of growing
in God’s direction. It is a powerful ministry. It changes many lives. John is immensely popular
in his day, and a deeply influential leader in the faith. He is about the most exciting thing going
in first century Palestine.

That is, until Jesus steps into the waters of the Jordan with John. It is then that everything
changes. John and Jesus go into the water together. John thrusts him down beneath the
surface and brings him back up again. But as Jesus comes up, all heaven breaks loose. St.
Mark’s Gospel tells us that the heavens are literally ripped apart, the Spirit comes down and
rests on Jesus, and a voice from above proclaims that he is the son of God. It is an awe-filled
experience; a dramatic beginning to Mark’s story. And it helps us to see that for all his power
— for all the ways he touches people — John is exactly what he claims to be: a minor player,
compared to the one who is to come.

That is actually a remarkable perspective for John to maintain.

And sadly, a perspective that is all too rare in our day. In these fiercely self-centered times,
we seem to be able to call to mind far more stories of those who have experienced some
attention and adulation, and let it go to their heads. Musicians, actors, athletes, politicians,
pastors... the story seems all to familiar. Someone begins in relative obscurity and has a fairly
healthy attitude about faith and life and work. But they become successful. They become well-
known. They become powerful. Maybe they even become wealthy. All of a sudden, things
begin to change. They begin to imagine that it is all about them. They begin to imagine that
they are at the center of the universe — at least at the center of their own. They begin to
imagine that everything they do and say is very important, and that they deserve the praise
and adulation and wealth that is showered upon them. Soon enough, they begin to imagine
that they are invincible.

What comes next is often predictable: a moral or physical or emotional breakdown, that
dramatically changes the trajectory of their lives. We quickly think of people like Charlie Sheen,
or Tiger Woods, or John Edwards, or Jim & Tammy Bakker.

The truth is, whether we are known by many, as John the Baptist is, or known by few, as is
probably the case for most of us, it is not all about us. We, as Christians, should know that
better than anyone. It is not about us: it is all about the one to whom we point; the one who
is anointed by Spirit and Voice in this morning’s Gospel lesson. That may be one of the most
remarkable aspects of John’s ministry: that despite the fact he was so loved by the people of
his day, despite the fact that “people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of
Jerusalem were going out to him,” he continued to remember that it wasn'’t all about him. It was about
Jesus. His call was to point to Jesus. And that’s what he wants us to remember.

There is a “me-centered spirit” in this world that is is more pervasive than we sometimes
realize. It permeates the world that surrounds us. And sadly, it has become very much a part
of the church as well. It takes hold of leaders in some very visible and public ways. But it also
can have an impact on even the least visible among us. It can cause us to imagine that our
own faith — that our own relationship with God — is all about us. We hear, too often, people
asking: “What can I get out of my faith?” *What can I get from my relationship with God?”
“What can I get out of my membership in the church?”



Some of you know that I've been doing a bit of reading this past Fall. I have become
interested in what some writers are calling, “Moralistic Therapeutic Deism.” ! This is a system
of belief that at first glance seems to be a form of Christianity, but upon closer inspection it
becomes clear that it actually moves in the exact opposite direction of Christian faith.

There are three central movements in this system of belief. It is “moralistic” — in other
words it has something to do with what is right and what is wrong. The believer is expect to
choose what is right, at least more often than not. It is “therapeutic” — in other words, it has
to do with making our lives better, or richer, or more enjoyable. And it is “deistic” — it has
something to do with belief in God, although God is most often described as someone who
leaves us alone until we need something. It is a pretty good fit for our “be-all-that-you-can-be”
world. It is a system of belief that ends up sounding very appealing to someone who thinks his
or her faith and relationship with God is “all about me.” But it is not a very good fit for the
message of Jesus Christ; the message that John’s witness reveals in this morning’s lesson.

As powerful as he is; as popular as he is; as influential as he is; John realizes that it is not
all about him. Faithfulness, for him, doesn’t mean success and wealth and power and honor. It
means pointing away from himself and to another one; to a greater one. It means stepping
away from the center of attention, so that people can see Jesus instead of him. It means
staying true to God, no matter the cost: even if it costs him his head. The humble, faithful,
sacrificial model of John the Baptist is a reminder to us that life of faith is not all about us.
Instead, it is all about the one who saves us, who heals us, and who calls us to faithfulness.

This may not be an easy message for us to hear. We are surrounded by cultural norms and
commercial interests that want us to believe it is all about us. Join this club, and your life will
be better. Purchase this product and your life will be better. Attend this show and your life will
be better. Send your kids to this school and your life will be better. Take this diet supplement
and your life will be better. Embrace this religion and your life will be better. Join this church
and your life will be better.

Yet the message we hear from Jesus, and from John, sounds remarkably different from al
of that, doesn't it? Turn away from your self-centered ways. Confess that you are not what
God wants you to be. Open your heart to the transforming power of the Holy Spirit. Pick up
your cross and follow me. Those who lose their lives, for my sake, will gain them. What does it
profit a person to gain the whole world, but lose their soul? As the Father has sent me, so I
send you. These words of John and Jesus don't invite us into a faith that gives us some rules
to follow, helps us feel better, and puts God at our beck and call. They invite us into a faith
where we are transformed by God’s grace, and called to spend the rest of our lives drawing
attention to our Savior, no matter what the cost.

Today we are thankful for the humble, faithful, sacrificial model of John the Baptist. He
invites us into a life that the world may neither know nor appreciate. He introduces us to a
Christ who is willing to die for us, and who calls us to come and die, with him, for the world.
He reminds us that when it comes to life and faith, it is not all about us. It is all about the one
who created us, who loves us enough to die for us, who forgives us and renews us, and who
calls us to be a bold and faithful presence in this world.

1 This concept was first introduced by Christian Smith and Melinda Lundquist Denton in their 2005 book, “The Religious and
Spiritual Lives of American Teenagers.” It is further developed by Kenda Creasy Dean in her 2010 book, “Almost Christian;
What the Faith of Our Teenagers is Telling the American Church.” It is based on findings from the “National Study of Youth
and Religions” (2003-2005).



May we be inspired by John’s example. And may we live as humble, faithful, sacrificial
servants of our Lord.

Amen.
David J. Risendal, Pastor

Gospel Lesson; English Text 2

1.4 John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the
forgiveness of sins. >And people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem
were going out to him, and were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins. ® Now
John was clothed with camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild
honey. 7 He proclaimed, “The one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy
to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals. 8 I have baptized you with water; but he will
baptize you with the Holy Spirit.” ° In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was
baptized by John in the Jordan. 1° And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the
heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him. 1! And a voice came from heaven,
“You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” 3

Gospel Lesson; Greek Text
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First Lesson; English Text

13.1 While Apollos was in Corinth, Paul passed through the interior regions and came to Ephesus,
where he found some disciples. 2 He said to them, “Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you
became believers?” They replied, “"No, we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit.” 3 Then
he said, “Into what then were you baptized?” They answered, “Into John’s baptism.” 4 Paul said,
“John baptized with the baptism of repentance, telling the people to believe in the one who was to
come after him, that is, in Jesus.” > On hearing this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord
Jesus. ® When Paul had laid his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came upon them, and they spoke in
tongues and prophesied — 7 altogether there were about twelve of them. >

2 Alist of Bible lessons for the coming weeks is available at http://www.elca.org/Growing-In-Faith/Worship/Lectionary.

3 St. Mark 1:4-11, New Revised Version Bible (© 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the
Churches of Christ in the United States of America).

4 St. Mark 1:4-11, The Greek New Testament, Aland, Kurt, Black, Matthew, Martini, Carlo M., Metzger, Bruce M., and
Wikgren, Allen, (© 1983, Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft Stuttgart).

5 Acts 19:1-7, New Revised Version Bible (© 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches
of Christ in the United States of America).


http://www.elca.org/Growing-In-Faith/Worship/Lectionary.aspx
http://www.elca.org/Growing-In-Faith/Worship/Lectionary.aspx

