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The Call of Our Lord 
Mark 1: 4-11 January 8th, 2012

Intro: 
Well it’s a new year.  I know that last Sunday marked the first Sunday of 2012. I was downstate with family so I did not get the opportunity to worship with you last week as the New Year was ushered in. 

So let me begin then by saying Happy New Year to everyone and also a special thanks to Carol Little and Deb Bradford. Carol brought the message while I was gone…and Deb helped out with the rest of the service.  I’m appreciative of their service because while it’s good to be back here with you, it’s also nice to know that God’s work still goes on while I am away.   I give thanks for them sharing their ministry.  That’s actually an important lesson from the scripture today.
 
All of us have a ministry.  All who follow Jesus are called to some kind of ministry. Throughout January and February that is in fact what our focus will be on.  We will be looking more closely at God’s call upon our lives.  What does it mean for you and I to live out our faith?  This passage touches on that very thing.  Baptism is about living out God’s call on our lives and is the beginning of ministry. 

We see in the scripture that before Jesus began his public ministry he first began by being baptized.  It not only marked the beginning of his ministry with his disciples but it also marks what it means for us to be his followers and take part in his ministry. Jesus’ call into ministry began with baptism … and shows us how God’s call upon our life is to begin

As we think of beginning a new year, often this time is seen as opportunity for a fresh start.  It’s a time to recommit…a time to reenergize for the job ahead. No matter what occurred in 2011 we have an opportunity to begin again.  That’s what our baptism is about.    

In thinking of the need to have a fresh start, I was reminded of another baptism I heard about. There was a young pastor who was nervous about performing a baptism. He had performed a number of baptisms, yet this was his first baptism by immersion. Having grown up in a Methodist church he was not very familiar with immersion baptisms. So he called some of his Baptist friends to find out what preparations he needed to make. He had made sure everything was set. He even had to call another church in order to borrow a baptismal pool. Everything was set for the service. And everything went well up until the final part, when he concluded with "I baptize you in the name of the Father, and of the Son and ... holy moly, I forgot to take off my watch!" 



This story reminds us that even when we try to make all the needed preparations to have a powerful ministry we still can often mess up.  Yet that’s why baptism is so crucial.  It’s having a clean slate in life.  It’s about being called into Christ’s ministry and empowered for that ministry.    

Before we even begin to answer God’s call to go out and do something for Christ, first we need to understand what Christ has already done for us.   Only then will we be able to have the clean slate which gives us the strength to do what God has called each of us to do.   Let’s consider why was Jesus baptized and what it means for us.  

1) identify with us  
Well first off Jesus was not baptized for his sins or any imperfections.  It was not him who needed the clean slate and fresh start.   Instead he was baptized for our sins so that he might identify with us.   

The scripture begins with a challenge.  John the Baptist confronts the people by calling them to repent for their sins. In the midst of a dry and desolate wilderness, a strange man from God comes to the people. He comes with a simple and direct message, “to turn away from sin and turn towards Jesus, the one who is to come.” Understand, John proclaimed a baptism of repentance for the people because John knows that in order for the people to have a fresh start they needed that old slate to be washed clean. In order to move forward like we would like to do this New Year first we need the past to be forgiven. We need not to hang on to all the junk of what went on before… but to let it go. So John comes proclaiming to the people to repent and turn to the one who can forgive us and wash us clean.  

As John does this the one he proclaims comes to him to be baptized. 
 We might wonder why Jesus would need to be baptized by John.  Jesus does not need a clean slate, He is the one who comes to give us a clean slate … so why be baptized?    
In the other Gospels John the Baptist even wondered why saying, “No Jesus I need to be baptized by you.”  Jesus was coming for baptism not because he needed to repent… and not for his own behalf, but in order to stand in our shoes. In order to begin his ministry which would bring us healing and give us a new start in life, Jesus first begins by placing himself where we need to begin.   Baptism is about God claiming us as his own.   It’s about Jesus identifying with us that we might identify with him and therefore have an identity as a child of God.   This is what God says about each of us when we are baptized. "You belong to me." Christ comes to us in our wilderness as well. Through our repentance and acceptance of Christ our sins are forgiven. We are made clean! Clean enough to stand with Christ in the presence of God. It's not anything we do. It's what Christ did for us that made it possible.



To put it into a more practical light it’s like a story I heard once about a monk and his apprentice. They used to journey back and forth from the abbey to a nearby village. One time they parted at the city gates and agreed to meet the next morning after completing their tasks. According to plan, they met and began the long walk back to the abbey. The monk noticed that the young apprentice was unusually quiet. So, he asked if anything was wrong. "What business is it of yours?" came the tense response.

Now the monk was sure his brother was troubled, but he said nothing. The distance between the two began to increase. The apprentice walked slowly, as if to separate himself from the teacher. When the abbey came in sight, the monk stopped at the gate and waited for the student. "Tell me my son. What troubles your soul?"

The boy started to react again, but when he saw the warmth in his master's eyes, his heart began to melt. "I have sinned greatly," he sobbed. "Last night I sinned and totally abandoned my vows. I'm not worthy to enter the abbey at your side."

The teacher put his arm around the student and said, "We will enter the abbey together and we will enter the cathedral together. Together we will confess your sin. No one but God will know which one of us fell." 

That’s a picture of what Jesus is doing.  Even more so Christ comes to the river Jordan to stand with us, that we might be forgiven.  So we can give over our past to him and move on into the future as one who is claimed as his own.  When we were baptized, this is what happened… we were washed clean by Christ because we are claimed by Christ as his own. 

2) Baptized by the Holy Spirit
Yet, it does not stop there.   In the scripture, John came with a Baptism for Repentance – which we do need. We need that forgiveness and clean start so that we can start anew … but we also need more than that. We need more than just to be forgiven for the past.  We need more than just a new year to face the future.   To really be able to answer the call of God in our lives for 2012 and beyond, our Lord Jesus knows we need something beyond ourselves and our own strength.  

Yes, the scripture calls us to a baptism of repentance. We are also called beyond John’s baptism. We are called into a baptism where we are filled with the Holy Spirit. John himself testified, “I have baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit." This is an amazing statement because it means that not only can we be forgiven for our sins but also the Holy Spirit lives within us giving us strength from our sinful ways. That is incredible.   

Shortly before his death, Timothy Richards a missionary to China told of an experience he had. He was in Shantung visiting with a Chinese philanthropist who mentioned that he had read the New Testament three times. Whereupon Richards asked what were his impressions and what ideas were generated. Reflectively he replied, “I think that the most marvelous thing that impressed me was this - that it is possible for us humans to become temples of the Holy Ghost.”

This scripture today invites it to be a song filled with the Holy Spirit.   
It’s astounding that God would choose you and I as vessels for His Spirit.   But that’s what we desperately need to live anew.  That’s what we need to be in ministry.  
Because the fact is to be able to answer God’s call God knows we cannot do it on our own … we need God’s Spirit to live inside us.

As we confess our sins we are also given the wondrous blessing of having God’s Spirit dwell in us. We are called to repent to turn from our ways. Thanks be to God that we do not have to do this alone or by our own power. Christ not only stands with us when we first admit our sins but also throughout our lives, strengthening us daily to turn from sin into a life led by the Spirit.   Christ’s baptism is not only for forgiveness, but also to give us a new life by His Spirit.  We desperately need the Holy Spirit to answer God’s call upon our lives.  

3) the love of God
The reality is that we do not just mess up one time.  Now that the New Year is here, no matter how many resolutions we make, we know that does not mean we will never mess up again.  We continually need that forgiveness and assurance.   That’s one more wonderful reason why Jesus was baptized.  In this scripture we see that Jesus was baptized that we might be assured of God’s love.

The scripture concludes with God the Father’s affirmation of Jesus. A voice came from heaven saying, "You are my son, the Beloved, with you I am well pleased." The Father was pleased with Jesus.  Notice that this is even though Jesus had not yet begun his ministry. He had not yet, healed the sick, calmed the storm, or fed the five thousand. Nor had he died and been raised from the dead. So even before all this, the fact is revealed that the Father is very pleased with Jesus. Not because of what he has done or said, but because of who he is, the Son of God. 

Likewise, as we are baptized by the Holy Spirit, the Father sees us as His child. As we hear these words of the Father to Jesus, I hope we also can make the connection that God is also pleased with us... not because of what we have done or said, but because of who we are, children of God through Christ.

When we repent of our sins and are filled with the Holy Spirit …we are also able to hear a loving affirmation of God, the affirmation that we are God’s child and loved. Long before we begin any ministry, long before we doing anything for God, even before we answer God’s call … God affirms his love for us in Jesus.  God knows that we constantly need the assurance of his love to have the strength for what lies ahead.    We are affirmed as a child of God, not because of what we have done or haven't done but because of God's love and acceptance of us.



There is a story told of a mom and a child that might help us to see how God sees us. The mom was a seminary student who had been thinking about this particular passage as she was about to go to a high school football game where her son was. As we hear her story may we also hear God’s voice of affirmation in our lives, she writes: 

A friend of mine and I had just arrived at the gate just in time. We got to the game just as the marching band was getting into position for the half-time show. Today was one of those rush-here-be-late-there days, so we missed the first half of the game. But the part I really wanted to see was the half-time show anyway. I scanned the band. Where was my son? Much to my surprise, he was right at the center point of the "M". Then my mouth dropped open as he stepped forward, leaned back and played confidently a solo… that's my son! I wanted to shout from the stands for all to hear, "You are my son, the Beloved, with you I am well pleased!"   There was my child ... at the point of the M ... full of self confidence ... full of talent ... full of hot air ... playing a solo for all the world to hear! He's my son... my beloved son ... How pleased I was with him. I wanted to shout to everyone and tell them he was my son. Instead, I just gently poked the person next to me and said, "The band is looking much better this year, don't you think!?!" 

What a contrast to last year I thought… the first game of the season when my son was a freshman. On that night, I also quickly scanned the band to see which one was my son. There he was... a little out of step, but catching up ... and the only one without a plume on his hat! The absent-minded-professor-personified had forgotten where he had put his plume, so there he was, plume-less, but he was doing it! He caught up and made it through the show... not too bad. It was easy to keep my eye on him, he didn't get lost in the crowd... he was the plume-less one. I remembered that night. And, I remembered how pleased I was with him... and how my heart swelled with love then. Sure, he was plume-less and a little out of step, but he was giving it a try and most importantly, he was MY SON. As I sat in the bleachers tonight and watched the band perform, I thought about how much my son had improved in one short year. Now he was the first chair in the trumpet section. Now he played the solo. Now he was at the point of the "M"... with a plume on his hat. I asked myself if I loved him more this year than last. The answer, of course, was no. Sure, I was proud of him this year, but I also was proud of him last year... maybe a tad bit embarrassed for him, but still so pleased with him and full of love for him. As I pondered my love and pleasure with my son, I began to realize how God must feel about us.” 



You see the Father looks at us with eyes of love. Because when God the Father sees us He sees His son. Whether we make mistakes or not, whether we are at the point for all to see or in the background stumbling, God still loves us. Our sins are washed away, and we are covered with Christ.  God sees us, as though he sees His Son.   He says to us “you are my child, whom I love.”  

This assurance is what will empower us to meet the tasks ahead.  This is what will allow us to move forward this New Year (and the years to come).  This is where our Lord’s call is to begin.  Before we do anything for Christ in service and ministry, we first experience what Christ has done for us.  Because Jesus walks with us, we are forgiven and given a clean slate and His Holy Spirit lives within us giving us a song of strength that is ready to meet what lies ahead.   We can go forth confident in ministry because of the assurance from Our Heavenly Father who says to us, “You are my child the beloved with you I am well pleased.”
