Jesus’ baptism. MARK 1:4-11
One of the things that I noticed when we moved to the bush after I was ordained, was how many families were home schooling their children.  Home schooling is a movement that has been steadily growing over the last thirty years.   Parents who home school their children have many reasons for doing so, but one reason that seems to be common is the belief that in home schooling, a parent is able to concentrate more fully on the three “Rs” – Reading, ’Riting and ’Rithmetic.

We home schooled our daughter Bethany for a while – and that was one of our reasons.  She had a particular syndrome which meant she got very tired very easily.  The school day exhausted her.  She needed to learn to read and write, but because school included so many other things, she became so tired that her learning was impaired.  When we took her out of school, she was able to make the most of the first few hours of the day, doing her school work in the morning, and sleeping in the afternoons. She learned to read and write beautifully, and through her life, reading was one of her greatest joys.
There’s something of a parallel there for us in our Christian lives.  There are three “Rs” for Christians as well. Not Reading, ‘Riting and ‘Rithmetic, but Repentance, Righteousness and Revelation. 

These three Rs are very evident in our Gospel reading this morning – the story of Jesus’ baptism. Jesus at the very beginning of his ministry arrived at the Jordan River and asked to be baptised by John. 
The first R is for Repentance.
When people came to John to be baptised, they were saying publicly that they were sorry for living their lives without God, and that they were going to change their ways and serve God with all their hearts. This was called repentance – changing their mind and their direction. With no repentance, there can be no true baptism.  Repentance is the doorway to new life.

Where did this need for repentance, and therefore baptism come from?

The whole of the Gospel message, the whole of the Kingdom story -  happens because there is a great chasm between people and God.  We read part of the creation story from Genesis this morning.  In the chapters that follow, the story goes on to describe how Adam and Eve disobeyed God, rebelled against him by following their own ways, and ignoring his commands.  It has been the same between people and God ever since.  We are born into this world with a nature that is self-centred rather than God-centred and unless we “repent” – that is, change direction and turn back to God – we consign ourselves to an eternity without him. We’ve all turned away from him, and we remain estranged from him, until we repent.
“What must we do to be saved?” asked the people when Peter preached Jesus to them.  His answer?  Let me read from Acts chapter 2:

When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and the other apostles, "Brothers, what shall we do?" Peter replied, "Repent and be baptised, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.
Jesus went to John to be baptised, not because he had anything to repent of, but because WE did – and when Jesus submitted to John’s baptism, he was identifying with each of us and with our sin – with yours and with mine.
When there is repentance, then baptism becomes the most powerful and significant event of our Christian experience.  It signals our birth into God’s kingdom, and when it is a sign of true repentance, it is every bit as explosive, as unchangeable, and as permanent as physical birth into this world.   
Every time I have the privilege of baptising someone who has become a Christian – like the many teens from youth groups over the years -  I am totally awed by the experience.  It’s probably a bit like being a midwife! Our outdoor spa has been given a real workout over the years! 
Sometimes people question infant baptism, because infants are not able to repent for themselves.  However, what happens when parents bring a baby for baptism, is that they and the godparents make promises of repentance and faith on the child’s behalf. They bring the child to God in faith that as they bring him or her up as a Christian, the child will be a partaker of the same promises of God. 
When my children were quite small, an elderly aunt died and left each of them a sum of money. The funds from her estate were given to us to hold in trust for the children till they came of age. The money belonged to the children because it was given to them as family members – they were the inheritors of the bequest. They knew it was there for them. As they’ve come of age, the boys have been able to take possession of those funds for themselves, and use them for whatever they chose.  (In fact one of them has blown the lot already, travelling the world!) But if they’d never bothered to do that, the inheritance would just continue to sit in in the bank with their name on it! – They’d leave home and their parents’ financial provision, and never get to use their own inheritance for themselves.
There comes a time when a child must take his parent’s faith on board for him or herself – through their own repentance and faith, and the spiritual inheritance that comes with it must become the child’s own. This is what confirmation is all about in the Anglican Church.  

For all of us, whether we were baptised as infants or as adults, repentance continues to be an integral part of our walk with God.  When we are born into God’s kingdom, we are born into God’s family – nothing can change that.  But like in any family, we can damage the relationship through disrespect and disobedience.
Most of us as children would have had chores to do.  What happened if we didn’t do them?  In my house, my parents got cross!  It damaged our relationship until I said sorry, and I did what I was supposed to do.  In our relationship with God, when we do the wrong thing, we grieve him. Our relationship is damaged, until we realise our error, repent and set things right.  We need to keep short accounts with God, and repent regularly.

The second spiritual R that is evident through baptism is Righteousness. 
When we are righteous, we are in harmony with God, with our sins and imperfections forgiven and God’s perfect, holy and loving nature reflected in our own nature. 
When we are baptised into God’s family, we take on the family likeness. 
Whenever anyone saw my mother and me together for the first time, they always said – “You’re so alike!”  She used to get a real charge out of that! There was an incredibly strong family likeness.  
When we are baptised into God’s family we receive the Holy Spirit – and so become family members. Christ’s righteousness becomes our righteousness. We receive the family likeness.  But the outward likeness doesn’t come fully formed.  It needs to develop in us.  Christ’s nature becomes more evident in us as we spend time with him, submit to him, and interact with other family members through his body the church.

You know why it’s such a delight to pastor a congregation of retirees? It’s because most of the congregation have been faithful Christians for so long, that they quietly glow with the likeness of Christ. 

Repentance. Righteousness. The third R is Revelation. 
The beginning of Jesus’ public ministry happens at the waters of the Jordan. But it’s not just the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry; there is something else at work here. It’s as if a bolt of lightning from God breaks into the world!
v. 10 says,  “As Jesus was coming up out of the water, he saw heaven being torn open and the Spirit descending on him like a dove.”

Twice in Mark's gospel the Greek word translated "torn, or ripped or rent" is used. It’s a very dramatic and active word in the Greek. The first “ripping or tearing” occurs as Jesus rises from the waters of baptism and the Holy Spirit breaks into the picture. The second is at the end of Mark's Gospel as the temple curtain is ripped from top to bottom. The first event presents the breaking into humanity of the kingdom of heaven and the second the tearing away of the barrier between God and humanity. 
As these two “rippings or tearings” occur the doors are thrown open for God to reveal himself to us.

One of the things that I found really amazing when I became a Christian, was the way in which the Bible came alive for me.  I’d tried to read the Bible many times before I gave my life to Christ, and it made very little sense.  But once I became a Christian, everything changed.  It became God’s personal word to me. Not only did I begin to understand Gods plan and God’s ways through the words of the Scriptures, but time and again God gave me personal comfort, guidance, and correction. (2 Tim 3:16)
God reveals himself to us when we are baptised into his kingdom.  He communicates with us personally.  Someone once said to me, you don’t know God is real!  I said, “Yes I do – he spoke to me this morning!”  God will speak to us all the time when we are in his family. (as long as we’re listening) He reveals himself to us in so many ways!  

And as we repent, as we pursue righteousness and as we listen and obey as Jesus reveals himself to us, we will experience his transforming power in our lives. We will find that we will become more and more like him, and we will be able to reach our potential as Christians.
(baptism/renewal of promises p56)
Let’s pray.
