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Sermon 3

Matthew 3:13-17

THINGS CAN NEVER BE THE SAME AGAIN

“Things can never be the same again.”  Those were the words of the chief of a people called Kwanja in the country of Cameroon, West Africa.  The Kwanja were celebrating the dedication of the new translation of the Scriptures in their native language. Hundreds of people had gathered; speeches were made; the missionaries who did the translation work were honored and thanked for their dedication and service.  
And then the chief got up to speak.  As he held up a copy of the new Bible—the Word of God, for the first time in the language his people—he began by saying, “Things can never be the same again.”  
While some of the people had learned some vague things about God’s grace in Christ Jesus before, communicated to them in a foreign language, they never had the ready access to it that they have now, where they can, as Martin Luther said, “read, mark and inwardly digest” God’s Holy Scriptures for themselves, in their own language.  And so for the community of the Kwanja people, in that corner of the world, things will never be the same, for their eyes see and their ears hear of the grace of God in Jesus Christ—what was not plain to them before has now come to light. Who Jesus is and what He has done for them have become manifest, have come to light, and so, as the old chief said, “things can never be the same.”
During this season of the year, we often focus on Jesus becoming manifest, becoming known to the world. And so in our lesson from the Gospel according to St. Matthew, we hear about an incredible event, an event that changed everything, when John the Baptist was out in the wilderness, and all the people from the surrounding areas were coming to him, confessing their sins and being baptized in the River Jordan by him. Something happened that would change everything, for then Jesus, the very son of God, perfect and without sin, also came to John to be baptized by him.  
Imagine that; John says he was not fit even to untie the strap of His sandal, not even fit to carry His sandals, and yet Jesus comes to be baptized by him, and the heavens opened, and the Spirit descended upon Jesus like a dove, and a mighty voice came from heaven saying: “You are my beloved Son, with Whom I am well-pleased.”
And you know what, nothing has been the same ever since, because with this event, the Baptism of our Lord Jesus, He would openly and plainly, for all to see, begin the three years of His public ministry, which would culminate with His death and resurrection, for us and for our salvation. And it is all there, for all to see.  And you know what?  Just like the Kwanja chief said:

WHEN YOU SEE JESUS, THINGS CAN NEVER BE THE SAME AGAIN

Because He was baptized for us.

Because the Triune God accepted Him as our Substitute.

Because baptism transforms our lives by the power of the Gospel.

As we look at the record of the Baptism of Jesus, as it is recounted by St. Matthew, we see just how strange it is that Jesus would come to be baptized by John.  John had been out in the wilderness, preaching a baptism of repentance.  “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand!”  People from all around the city of Jerusalem and all Judea and the entire region around the Jordan were going out to him, confessing their sins and being baptized by John. 
But there were some who came, who were willing to go through baptism, but they didn’t see the need for true repentance.  People like the Pharisees and Sadducees came forward, but they put their hope in their birthright.  They trusted that since they, in their own minds, had “Abraham as their father,” they did not need to repent.  John tried to warn them they’d better bear fruits of repentance.  But they did not want to.  

You see, to repent literally means to “turn around.” You are going in one direction, the wrong direction, and you just turn around. Theologically it means to recognize that you are full of sin and darkness, that you cannot do anything to save yourself, and you turn from trust in yourself, in your own ability, to a trust in the mercy of God, Who is able to forgive and restore you. Therefore, we say that properly speaking, from a theological point of view, repentance involves two things, contrition and faith.  Contrition is sorrow for having sinned against God and to confess that sin. Faith, properly speaking, is to trust in God and God alone for everything, including your salvation. That is why Dr. Martin Luther wrote:
Confession, too, cannot be false, uncertain, or fragmentary.  A person who confesses that everything in him is nothing but sin includes all sins, excludes none, forgets none.  Neither can the satisfaction be uncertain, because it is not our uncertain, sinful work.  Rather, it is the suffering and blood of the innocent Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world.” (SA III)

The Pharisees and the Sadducees did not want to give up on all their pride and arrogance as a prerequisite to John’s baptism.  And so John continues to warn them that there is another coming, Who is much mightier than he, Who will “clear His threshing floor and gather His wheat into the barn, but the chaff He will burn in an unquenchable fire.”
And this brings us to the strange part: that this One, Who is mightier than John, Whose sandals John is not even fit to carry, will come to be baptized by John!  John tried to stop him. “No, you need to baptize me!  I’m not worthy to baptize you!” But Jesus responded, “Let it be so now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness.”
Do you see what is going on here?  We know that Jesus is the perfect Son of God, Who lived His entire life in obedience to God, from the first day, and throughout His entire life He never succumbed to the temptation to sin, and yet He comes forward to repent of sin and be baptized by John.  Do you see what is going on here?
Jesus has no need of baptism, but here He is being baptized for us.  He is here taking upon himself the sins of the world, confessing them, and being baptized for us, to fulfill all righteousness. His love for the world, for you and me, was so great that He was willing to do this, for us.  Martin Luther captured the primary meaning of Christ’s baptism when he said:
Christ accepted the baptism from John for the reason that he was entering into our stead, indeed, our person, that is, becoming a sinner for us, taking upon himself the sins which he had not committed, and wiping them out and drowning them in his holy baptism. (AE 51:315)

This, then, is how Jesus begins His public ministry.  This is the beginning of the end, so to speak, because here is where He begins, in a public way, for all to see, His three-year journey to the cross, where He would not only experience a baptism with water, but where He would finally make the ultimate sacrifice, giving His life for us and for our salvation.  His baptism, you see, was not because He needed it, but it was for us. 

II. So John consented, and Jesus entered into the waters of the river Jordan, and was baptized.  But what happened next was startling and completely unexpected.  It shows the importance of this event in the life and ministry of Jesus, and the importance of this event in our lives as well.  For when Jesus came out of the water, the heavens opened wide, and He saw the Holy Spirit descending upon him like a dove, and behold…

“And behold.”  To say “behold” is to alert us that something incredible is about to happen. Something of great significance is about to happen.  Behold!  Something will happen that will change everything!  Behold!

A voice from heaven said: “This is my beloved Son, with Whom I am well pleased.” We see two important facts being presented here.  This is said, not just for Jesus, and not just for those around Jesus 2000 years ago when He was baptized, but this is said for our assurance and comfort.  There are two important things to take note of here. The first is that this Jesus Who was baptized was the very Son of God!  He was true man, but He was more than true man.  He is true God as well.  
He was true man so He could take our place—so He could enter into our world and live and dwell among us; so He could take the place of sinful human beings like you and me.  But very importantly, and that is what is made clear here in His baptism, He is also true God.  

And so we see not only something about the work of Christ here, that He obeyed God for us, but we see something about the person of Christ as well. Just Who He is: not only a good teacher, although He was that, not only a good man, although He was that, but the very Son of God, or as the Nicene Creed states it:  “I believe in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father before all worlds (æons), God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father.”

What a marvelous assurance we have here in knowing that Jesus is true God, for when He was baptized, when He obeyed the Father, when He suffered and died and rose again, all of what He did had an infinite value. Even if it were possible for a mere man or a woman to live in perfect obedience to God, to obey all of God’s commands completely, such a person could thus only save himself.  What He would do would earn His salvation, but nothing more.  But the fact that Jesus is the Son of God, the very God of very God, means that His work takes on an unlimited proportion.  It means that what He did, He did for you and for me.  What we couldn’t do, He did for us.

The second thing to note about this surprising message from heaven is that God declares for all to hear that He is well-pleased with His Son. As the Father’s beloved Son, Jesus fulfilled all righteousness. God is well pleased with His Son.  The work of His Son as our substitute is affirmed.  God the Father accepts what the Son has done, and is well-pleased because of it!

III. And that, my brothers and sisters in Christ, makes all the difference in the world! Once you see Jesus for Who He is and for what He has done, nothing can ever be the same! 
After all, have you ever asked yourself, What difference does the Gospel make?  What difference does it make in your life?  What difference does it make in our everyday world of hardship, suffering, worry, our families, our health, our future?  
Well, it means that because Jesus is our Substitute, we need not fear God’s wrath and punishment for our sins.  We are washed clean by the blood of the Lamb, Who prepared the waters of baptism for us too.  Because in baptism, we too are united with Christ.  We are brought to an intimate union with Christ, as the Apostle Paul says in Romans chapter 6:
Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?  We were buried therefore with him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life.

What a wonderful thing, to know that our baptism connects us with Christ’s work, clothing us in His righteousness!  That changes everything for us, doesn’t it?  Martin Luther said this:  
Imagine there was a doctor somewhere who understood the art of saving people from death, or, even though they died, could restore them quickly to life so that they would afterward live forever.  Oh, how the world would pour in money like snow and rain.  No one could find access to him because of the throng of the rich! But here in Baptism there is freely brought to everyone’s door such a treasure and medicine that it utterly destroys death and preserves all people alive. (LC IV)

What difference does the Gospel make in how we live our lives in the “real world,” in the concrete situations of life today?  Sometimes people get the idea that Christianity is not about the here and now, like it’s about some afterlife, but doesn’t relate to our lives today in this world.  Well, Christianity has tremendous power for today also, because it shows us that, being united with Christ, we have the power of baptism, the power of the Gospel, in our lives, in the here and now. 
It may seem like something too easy, that our sins are forgiven simply by trusting in Jesus.  Many people have difficulty believing that God could forgive them, that in Christ Jesus they are cleansed from their sin.  
There was a young wife and mother who had betrayed her husband, who had committed adultery with another man. At first she tried to hide it, to ignore it, to forget it. Eventually, the guilt and the shame just became too heavy for her to bear, and she sought out a pastor. Now most people today will just try to cover up their shame. They say things like, “It’s not so bad.  Everybody’s doing it.  Times have changed.  I didn’t hurt anyone. What’s the big deal?” People will tell themselves all kinds of things to try to save face, to convince themselves that their sin, whatever it is, is not so bad.  
But this young mother didn’t try to cover it up or make excuses; she knew she had sinned grievously against her husband and against God, but it was very difficult for her to believe that God could forgive her, not to mention that her husband would ever be able to forgive her. She admitted she felt so dirty that she would literally scour herself in the shower trying to make herself clean. But it didn’t help.

She needed to hear the Gospel, the Gospel of the cleansing from sin that is spoken of here in our reading today—the cleansing that is accomplished by being washed in the waters of baptism.  The forgiveness of sins, the cleansing, that is so powerful that it can overcome even the worst of sins, and that makes us pure and holy and blameless in the sight of God, in spite of what we have done.  It is only by that cleansing that we, or anybody, can become clean and holy in God’s sight. Only by that cleansing which God provides can we enjoy a clear conscious here and now!
She is not the only one ever to feel the way she felt. Many people find it hard to believe they could be forgiven.  All around the world, on every continent of this planet, there are men, women and children walking around feeling ashamed and guilty all the time.  
Jesus came to remove that guilt and shame from us. It is interesting that the word for “forgiveness” in the Bible really means “let go” or “release.”  We can let go of our guilt and shame because we know that God has let go of it.  The baptism that Jesus underwent for us, and the baptism that we undergo, is a baptism of repentance for the “letting go” of sins!  And being able to live knowing that the guilt and shame of sin has been washed away makes all the difference in the world.  It changes everything.  Nothing can ever be the same for us.

When the pastor shared the Gospel of cleansing with that young wife and mother, it was so powerful in her life that she was able to go to her husband and confess her sin to him, and even though he was hurt deeply, he too, by the power of the Gospel, was able to forgive her, their relationship was restored and their marriage was preserved. This was possible because they were washed clean by the power of the Gospel. It was possible because they knew that Jesus had even taken that sin of adultery upon His shoulders and drowned it in His own baptism.

A final word about the power of the Gospel in baptism. Have you ever asked yourself, How is it possible that the Gospel of Jesus Christ has taken root all around the world, among every people, on every continent, among “all nations?” It is because there is a universal dimension to this work of Christ for us.  
Martin Luther once said he was really glad that in passages such as John 3:16, the Bible did not name him by name.  If the passage were to read, “For God so loved Martin Luther that He gave His only begotten Son,” he said, he would terrorize himself wondering if there wasn’t another Martin Luther out there somewhere, and that maybe the passage referred to the other Martin Luther and not to him.  No, Luther was comforted much more by words like “For God so loved the world,” or “He died for all,” because then it is very clear.  The salvation earned by Christ Jesus was meant for all—no exceptions.  And that brought great comfort to Luther because he knew he was included under the category of “all.”

And of course this has tremendous implications for our mission, doesn’t it? The Gospel of the kingdom is meant for all humanity, from every nation, tribe, people and language.  Such things like culture and language and political borders, things that sometimes are so difficult for us to overcome, that become such huge barriers, things that serve to divide us from one another as human beings, these are all overcome also by the power of the Gospel, which is “the power of God to salvation for everyone who believes.” This certainly should be a motivation and encouragement to us, therefore, also to proclaim this salvation from our God far and wide, not to let political and cultural or linguistic barriers stand in the way.  

When you see Jesus, nothing can ever be the same again—just as everything changed for the Kwanja people when they heard the news of what God has done for them through the life, death and resurrection of His Son, our Lord, Jesus Christ.  Their whole worldview changed from one of fear, of ignorance, of misdirected devotion, to a comprehension of the meaning of God’s release of their sins, of His love, and the mysteries of the kingdom, and worship of the one true God. 

Imagine that.  God’s kingdom has come to those people.  They have seen Jesus, the Son of God, with Whom the Father is well pleased.  Now, blessed are their eyes for they see, and blessed are their ears, for they hear.  And blessed are our eyes and ears, for we see and we hear, and when that happens, nothing can ever be the same again.

INI

Amen!
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