“Only Once”

Isaiah 42: 1, 5-9

Matthew 3:13-17

January 9, 2011

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer. Amen

We are baptized, claimed as child of God, once. But we are we are anointed by the spirit over and over again when we heed the call to serve God. Each year it is good to ask, what shall we do to make this New Year 2011 the Year of the Lord? Isaiah has some suggestions for us.

The Book of Isaiah is sometimes called the Fifth Gospel because the prophecies in its 66 chapters are fulfilled in the life and work of Jesus Christ. Isaiah anchors our understanding of the continuity between what was foretold and what was made manifest in the birth, life and death of Jesus.

For example Luke relies on Isaiah to frame the day Jesus begins his public ministry. Remember the scene? Jesus walks into the synagogue in Nazareth, his home town, stands to read and is handed the scroll of Isaiah. He proclaims: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor, he has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”

And so began Jesus’ public ministry. The crowd wonders who Jesus really is and decides that he is just the carpenters son. They not only opt out of participating in the Year of the Lord’s favor: they run him out of town. We know that the ministry was fraught with difficulties, challenges, disappointments and no small amount of sacrifice and suffering all leading to a most unlikely destination for our King: the cross.

On Thursday, January 6 Epiphany we watched reports of young Mr. Pappas diving into the cold waters of Tarpon Springs to retrieve the cross: a Greek Orthodox tradition to celebrate the manifestation of God’s son to the Gentiles: the day the three kings came to Bethlehem from the east and worshipped their King.

From the earliest days of the church there has been an uneasy alliance between the voice of God in the Old Testament and the voice of God in the New Testament mediated through his son Jesus Christ. Often the dilemma is described in simple terms: a God of wrath (Old Testament) versus a God of love (New Testament); a God of justice (Old Testament) versus a God of mercy (New Testament). A God who loves his son but also asks his son to give his life as a ransom for many.

Throughout church history we have been called to reconcile the two texts. As early as 50 Peter and Paul met at the Jerusalem Council to resolve the issue of circumcision requirements for Gentile followers: it was waived but not without much debate. In the next century Marcion decided that the only solution was to eliminate the Old Testament and all the gospels save Luke and an edited version of Paul. Thankfully he did not prevail and the Marcion heresy reminds us to beware of simple solutions.

We need the Old and New Testament. We need to struggle with the texts as Benedictine monk Harry Hagan says looking into the bible as though looking into a window and a mirror: a window into other lives in ancient times and places and at times a mirror where we see ourselves.

Today we are invited to study two texts that challenge us to look specifically at what God said about himself and a mysterious “servant” and what God said the day his son was baptized in the River Jordan thousands of years later.

The Book of Isaiah was composed over many centuries by as many as three prophets writing from the eighth century to the late sixth century BC. Isaiah son of Amoz, and then others, chronicle tumultuous times in salvation history: the Assyrian conquest of the northern kingdom, Israel, in 722, the Babylon conquest of the southern kingdom, Judah, in 586 at the hands of King Nebuchadnezzar who deported most everyone to captivity in Babylon and finally to King Cyrus of Persia who conquered the Babylonians in 539 and let the Jews return to Jerusalem to rebuild their homeland and the temple that lay in shambles.

Scholars refer to first second and third Isaiah to correspond with each of these three distinct historical eras. This morning we heard an excerpt from Second Isaiah (chapters 40 to 56) that was composed at the time of the Babylonian captivity in the sixth century BC. God declares,

I am the Lord, that is my name;

my glory I give to no other,

nor my praise to idols.

God is God unchanging immutable eternal worthy of all praise and honor and glory. He introduces us to the main character: his servant: 




Here is my servant whom I uphold,

my chosen in whom I delight;

I have put my spirit upon him;

He will bring forth justice to the nations.

This is one of four passages in Second Isaiah about a suffering servant: scholars call them “The Servant Songs.” The text has baffled us for centuries. Faithful followers and academics alike have asked who is the servant?

While different theories exist many theologians believe that the suffering servant God describes is his son: A servant? How does this square with Isaiah 9

For the people who walked in darkness

have seen a great light…

For a child has been born for us,

a son given to us

Authority rests upon his shoulders

He shall be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,

Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace

His authority shall grow and 

there shall be endless peace.

This, I think is the very point. God’s son came to us both as our King and as servant to his Father: all to bring us home to God’s Kingdom. In Matthew’s Gospel thirty years pass between the end of chapter 2 when Mary and Joseph return from Egypt to Nazareth and we learn about John the Baptist inviting Jews to repent and be baptized in water.

Jesus we are told travels from Galilee to the river and there he is baptized. Matthew anticipates how counterintuitive it seems that Jesus would be baptized. In his gospel John the Baptist speaks for all of us when he says: no this is all wrong, it is I that needs you to baptize me: But Jesus insists, “Let it be.”

The same spirit that hovered over the universe at creation hovers over the waters of the Jordan and God identifies his son and commissions him. In that moment He declares:

This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased

Jesus is the royal son of God and faithful Servant of the Lord. God is a God of justice and a God of mercy and in his son who became flesh and dwelt among us we have hope for in this servant king rests the hope of reconciling our feelings and experience of the wrath of God and the love of God.

Jesus’ ministry to bring justice and peace exacted a price and that price was the cross. For this reason Jesus is baptized: not that he needed to be baptized and cleansed of sin for he was without sin, but that he might enter into our life – submit to His Father’s plan for our redemption. In his baptism Jesus shows us the meaning of the incarnation: he shall serve His Father’s purposes and reconcile us to him.

Isaiah that tells us about the work of Christmas and our task today is to reflect upon those words to decide if we shall make this the year of the Lord’s favor. Will we work for justice and peace and renew our mission for Christ?

In Matthew’s Gospel God introduced his son to us early and his servant son makes it clear that his identity is inexorably linked to his work. Yes our Savior was born on Christmas but it is also our savior, baptized in the River Jordan, who calls us to be his servants to serve his father.  That is what we need to do in 2011.

God’s son’s identity is not in his name only but in his deeds. The message this morning is that Jesus was anointed for service and so are we and this will involve some hard choices. The task before us is simple mission for Christ and we look to God our Father, and his son and the Holy Spirit to quip us with their love and grace.

Amen.
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