Who’s Holding up the Line?
Old Testament:	Isaiah 42: 1-7
New Testament:	Matthew 3:13-17, Luke 3:21-22

As I was preparing for the sermon, this week, I wasn’t sure which way I wanted to go. Epiphany was celebrated on Tuesday and today according to the lectionary for today, is the day that Jesus was Baptized. Now in the life of the church, both of these events, are important and we need not to pass them over. So, as I was sitting in my study pondering what I wanted to preach on, a thought came to mind. Let me just preach or teach on both subjects as they relate to us as Christians. 
Now as I mentioned to Nathaniel last week in the children’s sermon, a simple definition of an Epiphany is a surprise. It’s a sudden realization. It’s a shock to our system. Now what do we do when we don’t know what a word means? We google it or go to a dictionary and find out. Now years ago when I was teaching, I learned that you can’t always trust the internet. How did I come to realize that? Well, a student wrote a paper and used some big words that I knew that they did not understand. So, in class I asked the student about the word and they told me a general google answer. The word? Vegetative Electron Microscopy. This is actually not a word. It’s a google made up word with a Google made up answer.  If you were to google Epiphany, this is what you would find. “The manifestation of Christ to the Gentiles as represented by the Magi (Matthew 2:1–12). The festival commemorating the Epiphany on January 6.” Then Google gives you three examples; first, "many submerge themselves in ice water to celebrate Epiphany,” second, a manifestation of a divine or supernatural being. And finally, "many believe this scene to represent an epiphany of the goddess"
So, as I was sitting and reflecting about Epiphany and the texts associated with it, I wondered if today’s Christians really understand the meaning of Epiphany or are they simply satisfied with a general definition from Wikipedia that’s says Epiphany is a feeling.  “Generally the term is used to describe scientific breakthrough, religious, or philosophical discoveries (defined earlier as experiences of sudden and striking realization), but it can apply in any situation in which an enlightening realization allows a problem or situation to be understood from a new and deeper perspective” The article goes on to note that originally the word referred to an insight through the divine, but today the concept may or may not include a connection to God, although most people still believe that the fundamental nature of an epiphany is that it is a supernatural event.  It is important to understand that the church celebrates Epiphany as the sudden realization of not just the wise men, but of all disciples of Christ in every age, that Jesus is the physical manifestation of God. In the early church (and in eastern churches today) the day of Epiphany marked the culmination of the Advent-Christmas-Epiphany cycle and was a day for celebration, gift-giving, and most important, baptism into the Christian faith. This day, even more than Christmas, is the day-of-days for followers of Jesus Christ. Now, whether it be google, or Wikipedia just be careful because what you might find is not always true. A fine example is last week Ellen told me about one of our guest, going to the website and seeing that our website has the church’s office hours and a phone number. They were trying to find out what time the service was and it said the church is closed on Sunday. It also listed a phone number. Now I instantly knew that this person did not go to our website, but went to google. When you google Jackson Center Presbyterian church, you find, the address, the phone number, and office hours: Monday thru Friday as 10:00 – 3:00. Church is closed Saturday and Sunday. Mind you that we do not have a phone number here at the church, and no office hours, and yes, the church is open on Sunday. Now I can’t change what google says but what I can say is go to our website which is on the back of the bulletin. Thejcpcpa.com.
Keeping in mind the popular definition of epiphany as well as the liturgical definition. This week as I left Cardiac Rehab on Tuesday, I had an Epiphany. I walked out the door to go to my truck, and I saw blue skies and a big orange ball in the sky. Someone later told me that was the sun. I know my Lord answers prayers. So, in the midst of a dark and cold winter, lets be mindful of the Epiphany story of the wisemen. And isn’t that what Epiphany is about? It’s about proclaiming the gift of God’s grace that was given without merit to each one of us. It is about living in the light of that grace so that it shines on all people. I hope you will share your Epiphany stories with me later.
Now from time to time, I always seem to get myself into a bit of trouble. This week at Bible study, I opened a can of worms. I was asking the participants some questions about the baptism of Jesus. I really need to just show up, listen to the leader, who by the way is Wayne, and keep my big mouth shut. But anyways, the discussion turned into a real, deep, intellectual, discussion, but a meaning one none the less. Now who out there is an expert on the baptism of Jesus? Show of hands. Hmm just as I thought. Now who has ever been in line at the store or bank, and there is always that one person that seems to be holding up the line? Either, they won’t stop talking to the clerk about what they had for lunch, or they had an item that won’t scan, or just too many items period. Show of hands. Now this is my interpretation of what happened the day Jesus was baptized. Let us set the stage. First, we don’t know a lot about the teen years of Jesus leading up to this point. We do know that he lived a sinless life. Let me say that again. He was sinless. We are told that in Matthew. We see his birth, we have an Epiphany, and then we are at the river of Jordan some 30 years later. Now are you confused yet? You can probably figure out at this point what question I asked at the bible study. Next, who is this John the Baptist? Just so I don’t keep you until noon today, let me just tell you he was Jesus’ cousin, and someone entrusted by God to go out and perform baptisms. According to Google “John the Baptist was a Jewish prophet and ascetic who preached repentance and baptized people in the Jordan River, famously baptizing Jesus, whom he identified as the Messiah, preparing the way for Christ's ministry. John the Baptist was born to Zechariah and Elizabeth, a relative of Mary, John lived in the wilderness, eating locusts and wild honey, and his message of spiritual cleansing preceded Jesus' arrival.”
Keep in mind that John the Baptist, was not John the apostle. Two very distinct men. So why was John the Baptist baptizing people? He performed a "baptism of repentance" for the forgiveness of sins, a ritual to prepare people for the Messiah. In the Christian church today, isn’t this what we believe, that our baptism whether it was done as an infant or as an adult we are made cleaned and our sins are forgiven? Just let me say that’s only a part of it. That’s a discussion for another day. So here we are at the river of Jordan, and there is a long line of people lined up waiting to get baptized by this Baptist, I mean Prophet. If you ever been in a line at the DMV or doctor’s office where you record your name, then you wait until they call your name you know the scene. So, I can hear someone calling people from this line to the river to be baptized by John. Simion from Samaria, Levi from Jerusalem, Rebecca from Jerusalem, Jesus from Nazareth of Galilee.  Now this line which was moving right along a few splashes of water a few words has now stopped. People are looking to see who is holding up the line. It’s this man from Nazareth, and someone close by can over hear the conversation and they hear John arguing with Jesus, because at this point John recognized Jesus and knew of his spiritual superiority and questioned why the sinless Messiah needed a baptism of repentance. John stopped him saying I need to be baptized by you and you come to me. Jesus responded, "Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness,"
Now what is the sinless man doing in this line waiting to be baptized for the repentance of sins? Jesus' baptism wasn't for His own cleansing but to fulfill God's perfect will and inaugurate His mission, aligning Himself with humanity's need for redemption. This is what got Jesus into trouble. He hung out with the wrong crowd so to speak. He could have hung out with the Kings and High rulers but he didn’t He was with sinners. The tax collectors, the thieves, the unfaithful. We will talk more about this as we move towards Jesus’ ministry and ultimately his death on the cross. In Matthew gospel lesson today, verses 16 and 17 says “As soon as Jesus was baptized, he went up out of the water. At that moment heaven was opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting on him. 17 And a voice from heaven said, “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.” And where is Jesus today? He is at Zacchaeus’ house, and David’s house, and Solomon’s house. Just where he was sent to be. And there you have it. You now know the rest of the story.
So let me close with this. I am certainly no expert on the baptism of Jesus, but I do know this, He was sent by God the Father to pay the price for the sins of the World, or fulfill all righteousness. It is because of Jesus’ baptism that we can be reassure of this. So, the next time you are in a long line, waiting, and the line has stopped, have patience and think about the line at the Jordan. A-men
