We Have Come to the Waters

We move today officially from the season of Chriago the season of Epiphany. The Feast of
Epiphany, celebrated by many of our Christian bertland sisters around the world, falls on
January 8 each year and is the celebration of the arrivahefthree kings with gifts for the
Christ Child. On a deeper level, the Feast of BEpity commemorates that visit as the time
when Jesus was first recognized as the Son of @oddresentatives of the nations of the
Gentiles. Epiphany, some of you may remember, sdnoen a Greek word meaning
manifestation or the appearance of a god. TheaByyrant who caused so much bloodshed for
the Jews in the Intertestamental period, AntiodBpiphanes, adopted that second name because
he believed himself to be the manifestation of & go earth. But in our Feast of the Epiphany,
we rejoice over the true Incarnation of the truel@be Second Person of the Trinity, Christ
Jesus.

The manifestation or revelation of Jesus as “GothWs” is the theme of the entire season of
Epiphany, stretching from Januar{} ® the moveable feast of Mardi Gras, Fat Tuesaigy

which Ash Wednesday takes us into the Season df Ueaditionally, the Church has returned
each year to the remembrance of some specific @uedesus’ life during this season — events
which helped reveal him to his contemporaries angstas the Son of God. The final Sunday in
Epiphany, for example, is the customary time ta tlea story of the Transfiguration, when Jesus
appeared to his closest companions envelopedmmsghivhite light and accompanied by those
great servants of God from centuries before, MaselsElijah. This first Sunday of Epiphany is
tied to the event that marked the beginning of ggzublic ministry, his baptism.

The story of Jesus’ baptism is one that is alnmapoissible to resist preaching for a lifelong
Baptist like me. Nevertheless, | intend to do jhstt this morning. I’'m going to assume that
most of us know that story pretty well. If you degerefresher, you can find the narrative in the
third chapter of Matthew or Luke, the very begirgnof Mark’s Gospel, or by allusion in the

first chapter of John. Instead of re-telling thaty familiar tale, |1 want to focus this morning on
another baptism story in the Book of Acts and oagery in the Book of Isaiah that relates to
baptism. The question | want us to consider tresnimg is not, “why was Jesus baptized,” or
“how is our baptism like or unlike his,” but rathéas those who have been baptized in
accordance with Jesus’ command, how are our limgscted by that event?” We are those who
have come to the waters. How then, shall we live?

Let’s start with that story in the Acts of the Ales. Just prior to the passage | read a few
moments ago, there is a story of an eloquent ardée Jewish-Christian named Apollos.
Apollos was from Alexandria in Egypt and had app#yeencountered followers of Jesus and
found their way of life to be compelling. In thesarly days of the spread of the Good News,
there were, as there are today, many differenchewnthe adherents to the Way of Jesus
practiced their faith. Luke, the author of Actd|g us that although Apollos “spoke with burning
enthusiasm and taught accurately the things comzpdesus ...he knew only the baptism of
John.” As a result, the converts he initially manl&phesus were also baptized in the style of
John. This is the group that Paul encounterednenod his visits to Ephesus.

Now, this raises the following questions: What waes baptism of John? How did this differ

from baptism in the name of the Lord Jesus? Ang sttould we care? In the Gospel according
to Luke, the author of Luke and Acts records theseds of John the Baptizer: “I baptize you
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with water; but one who is more powerful than ¢@ning... He will baptize you with the Holy
Spirit and fire.” For these early Christians, agded for us, the understanding was that baptism
served in a number of ways. First, the immersias symbolic of sin and an old way of life
being washed away. This was also the understamditigppse who came to John for baptism at
the Jordan. Second, baptism was an act of sdlydand initiation into a new community. This
was true for Jews even before John as baptism sexbas part of the rite for proselytes into the
Jewish faith. For those baptized by John, the cawmunity was that of those renewing their
commitment to the God of Israel and, indeed, thageunderstandings continue for Christians.
We, too, by baptism enter into a community pledigethe God of Abraham and Sarah, Isaac
and Rebekah, Jacob and Leah and Rachel. But ib@aRd for all Christians who have
subsequently followed his teaching, the act of isaptlso marks us as members of the Body of
Christ. We now carry, along with the mission of dscended Lord, the same Holy Spirit which
descended on him as he emerged from the watehng dbrdan.

| want to follow these same threads for a bit tigtothe wonderful poetic language of the Book
of Isaiah. I've had a wonderful time for the pssveral months working my way through that
longest of prophetic books in the Bible in ordetdach from it on Wednesday nights. Itis a
book that Jesus quoted from often and his veryelifigoed and manifested Isaiah’s vision — the
Word, if you will, made flesh. The passage fromds that we used as this morning’s Call to
Worship (Isaiah 12:2-6) and the two passages trestd earlier all contain references to baptism
and to its deep meaning in our lives as Christians.

Just as John would later call for people to comagdaptism of repentance, just as Jesus would
command his disciples to baptize others, so Iszadih all people to the waters and foresees a
time when God'’s people would be blessed by themsati® our Call to Worship this morning,
we affirmed, “With joy we draw water from the weti§ salvation.” In Isaiah, this is phrased as
a promise for the future: “With joy yowill draw water from the wells of salvation.” As with
every good metaphor, these words evoke multiptagruOur salvation ultimately lies in God,
who is the true well of salvation. Jesus namedsklfras the Water of Life, the water which,
when drunk, brings eternal and abundant life andrahto thirst. We followers of Jesus have
symbolized this deep truth by an act of enteririg amphysical well of literal water in baptism.
Jesus’ offering of himself as that water that gimescour deepest spiritual thirst also evokes the
words of Isaiah 55:1, “Ho, everyone who thirstaneato the waters...” We invite those who are
spiritually parched to come and be baptized, tereinto relationship with our God and with us,
and to find in those relationships the pathwayhtorich and everlasting life we term

“Salvation.”

This new life, into which we are raised to walkeafour symbolic dying and being buried in
Christ in the waters of baptism, is marked by thespnce in our lives of the Holy Spirit. Now
the gifts of the Spirit to each of us can be qgdiféerent. Luke says that when Paul baptized the
twelve believers in Ephesus, “the Holy Spirit campen them, and they spoke in tongues and
prophesied.” Now, in all the baptisms I've seemarticipated in, I've never known anyone to
emerge from the water making ecstatic utterantedeed, | wouldn’t expect such a thing
around here. Thanks to the Scandinavian herithgeny of you and the Nordic influence on
Seattle culture, | think the most ecstatic utteeale ever heard in these environs is the
occasional “Uff da!” But we have been known teseaour voices in song in this place and even
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occasionally to clap our hands. Personally, | thieas a powerful sign of the Holy Spirit's
movement, just as Isaiah said, “...the mountainsthedhills before you shall burst into song,
and all the trees of the field shall clap theird&ih This is not to imply that y’all are either
stone-faced or wooden.

Seriously, though, I do find in this congregationpde evidence of the movement of the Holy
Spirit, what Paul called the fruits of the Spifiave, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity,
faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.” Wivemave see these attributes in the lives of
others, it means the Holy Spirit is moving in tHaies, whether they recognize it as such or not.

It is a reminder to us who are baptized that weeshmathe experience of Jesus. Just as the Spirit
came upon him at baptism, so it is with us. Theds®f Isaiah 42:1 are echoed in the Gospel
accounts of Jesus baptism, “Here is my servantpwhaphold, my chosen, in whom my soul
delights,” but they are rightly applied to eactusfas well. When we choose to follow Jesus,
we, too, become God’s servants. God chose usf afi, and the Spirit of God delights in us.

We are truly the joint heirs with Christ to the igalom of God, the inheritors of the Beloved
Community.

When we think of the Christian life in this way,tivthese blessings, it is easy to understand the
call of Isaiah in chapter 55 as he addresses thd efdGod to those who are living without the
blessings of the Spirit in their lives: “Why do yepend your money for that which is not bread,
and your labor for that which does not satisfyzdnscarefully to me, and eat what is good, and
delight yourselves in rich food.” Jesus told hscgples that he was the Bread of Life. In our

life in Christ, we experience a foretaste of thavenly banquet of God that awaits all creation.
Why indeed should we put our time and our energytinings that do not ultimately satisfy?

This is the old life from which we have been reézhas signified in baptism; we are buried in
Christ and raised to walk in newness of life.

Our experience of baptism sets challenges befoas ugell as promise. There is an ethic to
baptized life that is heightened as compared tavéngof life followed by those who are not yet
alive to the Spirit. John’s baptism, experiencgd\pollos and those believers in Ephesus, gives
witness to this. Luke records that the crowds g&tth to hear John asked him, “What then
should we do?” “In reply he said to them, “Whoekas two coats must share with anyone who
has none; and whoever has food must do likewiseo. n®@ extort money from anyone by
threats or false accusation, and be satisfied yathr wages.™

Likewise in Isaiah 42, we find the broad strokesofl’s charge to God’s servants. When these
words were originally delivered, Isaiah likely mé#mem for a contemporary servant of God.
Perhaps, as we've discussed on Wednesday nightssdnaientioned in a sermon a few weeks
ago, he was speaking to Zerubbabel, a descend®&avid who had been appointed governor
over Judaea by Cyrus of Persia. Later, Isaiah®slsvavere associated with Jesus, the ultimate
Messiah of God. But now that we, the followersle$us, are Christ's Body on earth, | hear
these words applying to all of us. Listen. “I bgwt my spirit upon him; he will bring forth
justice to the nations.” If the Holy Spirit is cemipon us, as promised by the Scriptures, just as
it did upon Jesus, then God’s justice is now osk.taHow do we define that justice? “A bruised
reed he will not break, and a dimly burning wickviié not quench...” Just like God’s servants
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throughout the ages, just like Joseph of Nazapes$h)ike Jesus, compassion and mercy are to
guide us always. We must support the weak anbrbieen and nurture them to wholeness. God
says, “l am the Lord, | have called you in rightsess, | have taken you by the hand and kept
you; | have given you as a covenant to the peaplight to the nations...” Jesus said to his
disciples, “You are the light of the world... let ydight shine before others, so that they may
see your good works and give glory to your Fathdraaven.” Through Isaiah, God gives us
specifics on how to be that light to the natiorie:dpen the eyes that are blind, to bring out the
prisoners from the dungeon, from the prison thoke git in darkness.” Jesus quoted Isaiah in
giving his mission statement to the people at yfimagogue in Nazareth and now, Body of
Christ, his mission is ours: “The Spirit of the Hds upon me, because he has anointed me to
bring good news to the poor. He has sent me tdgimcelease to the captives and recovery of
sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go fregroclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”

It may sound daunting, to be that lamp on the laamuk giving light to the whole house, to be
among those bringing good news to the poor an@selé the captives and sight to the blind. It
may sound demanding, this ethic of the baptizedd yet, we can take heart because just as
with Jesus, the Spirit of the Lord is upon us.t &gswith those confused Ephesians, who didn’t
know quite what they were getting themselves intemvthey accepted the baptism of John, God
has blessed us in our baptism into Christ Jesusthét presence of the Holy Spirit, who
empowers us to do things we could not otherwise iaagined. For us, the baptized, all things
to which God calls us are possible because Chrestgthens us.

And what for those who are not yet baptized? Vitrathose who have not yet committed to
following Jesus, making his way their way throudé &nd trusting in him for abundant and
eternal life? There is good news for them, tagaidh brings a word from God saying, “Ho,
everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and lgatitave no money, come, buy and eat!
Come, buy wine and milk without money and withorte... let them return to the Lord, that he
may have mercy on them, and to our God, for heatillndantly pardon.” Jesus said, “Ask, and
it will be given you; search, and you will find; &k, and the door will be opened for you. For
everyone who asks receives, and everyone who s=aficials, and for everyone who knocks, the
door will be opened... Come to me, all you thatvaeary and are carrying heavy burdens, and |
will give you rest.” John the Revelator had amisof Christ and his Church and they repeated
the invitation: “Let everyone who is thirsty contet anyone who wishes take the water of life
as a gift.”

My sisters and my brothers, the invitation is fiyy the challenge is for all; the promise is fok al
We are the baptized and we are charged to livéives so that people may look though us and
see our God, so that people may see in us the ahtlii@ that all desire. We are empowered to
live in this way by the action of the Holy Spinit our lives. All we need do is open ourselves to
the Spirit's working and begin to shine. And i fower of the spirit, we will find the love of
God and the joy of Christ and the peace of the Hwsence. Let us go out in joy and be led
forth in peace. Amen.
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