Introduction:  I really enjoy watching the show Biggest Loser.  I like watching the challenge and seeing ordinary everyday people rise above what they believed possible for their lives and accomplishing something big.  It makes me feel like I could make big changes like that.  I think that there is a deep longing inside of all of us to do something great, to be bigger than ourselves.  We love superhero movies where average people are given extraordinary powers and save the world, or romantic comedies where the nerdy guy gets the girl.  We want to believe in possibilities and greater purposes, that there is more to life than just the ordinary.  A few years back Rick Warren’s “The Purpose Driven Life” became extremely popular because we as Christians are seeking a more fulfilled, whole life.  
In Isaiah 49:1-7, we read what is often referred to a one of the “Servant’s songs”, which is a discourse between God and an unnamed servant.  In it, the servant recognizes that he was given the opportunity and calling to do great and mighty things for God as an instrument of God, he was given purpose and fulfillment through a calling, and he recognizes that he failed at this commission.  But God offers assurance, saying that not only will the servant complete his task, which was  to restore the people of Israel to God, but that through him all people will be restored to God.  

Isaiah 49:1-7
 1 Listen to me, you islands; 
   hear this, you distant nations: 
Before I was born the LORD called me; 
   from my mother’s womb he has spoken my name. 
2 He made my mouth like a sharpened sword, 
   in the shadow of his hand he hid me; 
he made me into a polished arrow 
   and concealed me in his quiver. 
3 He said to me, “You are my servant, 
   Israel, in whom I will display my splendor.” 
4 But I said, “I have labored in vain; 
   I have spent my strength for nothing at all. 
Yet what is due me is in the LORD’s hand, 
   and my reward is with my God.” 
 5 And now the LORD says— 
   he who formed me in the womb to be his servant 
to bring Jacob back to him 
   and gather Israel to himself, 
for I am honored in the eyes of the LORD 
   and my God has been my strength— 
6 he says: 
“It is too small a thing for you to be my servant 
   to restore the tribes of Jacob 
   and bring back those of Israel I have kept. 
I will also make you a light for the Gentiles, 
  that my salvation may reach to the ends of the earth.” 
 7 This is what the LORD says— 
   the Redeemer and Holy One of Israel— 
to him who was despised and abhorred by the nations, 
   to the servant of rulers: 
“Kings will see you and stand up, 
   princes will see and bow down, 
because of the LORD, who is faithful, 
   the Holy One of Israel, who has chosen you.” 


In the passage, the servant uses beautiful metaphors to show how God had chosen him to be His instrument.  God had made him like a polished arrow, concealed in His quiver.  This is a strikingly grand statement, that the servant was created as a weapon ready to be notched, pulled, and released towards its target.  His mouth was made like a sharpened sword, intent on delivering truth and cutting through lies.  God also chose to display all of His beauty and splendor through the servant.  One Biblical commentator remarks that, “The Servant has been prepared by God for nothing less than to bring the glory of God into view through the restoration of Israel.  No wonder we are reading this text during Epiphany, when the glory of the Lord shines all around us.”  
And yet despite all of these honors granted to the servant, he feels that he “labored in vain”, meaning that his life and work and effort were for nothing.  I see a twofold meaning in this statement.  First, Israel had time and time again, from the very beginning even, turned away from God.  When Moses ascended Mt. Sinai to convene with God, the recently rescued people went crazy and made a golden calf to worship.  Then they decided they needed a king to be like the other nations, which God recognized would be a mistake, and yet he allowed them to choose this path.  And so Saul was made king, which led to a succession of kings who placed too much faith in other nations who eventually destroyed them. So the servant was unable to keep Israel in a right relationship with God.  Second, the servant had not only failed to keep Israel in the right path with God, but he had not fully understood his calling to bring God’s salvation to the whole world.  God gently makes this evident by turning the servant’s failure on its head.  Instead of reprimanding the servant, God actually compliments him by saying that the calling he had already been given, the one he failed, was much too small and it needed to have a greater scope.  God says that, “It is too small a thing for you to be my servant to restore the tribes of Jacob and bring back those of Israel I have kept.  I will also make you a light for the Gentiles that my salvation may reach to the ends of the earth.”  God expanded the servant’s realm from one small kingdom to the entire world, and essentially says, as one commentator writes, “All of life is your business, God sings to the Servant-every nation, every person, every life.”
Israel was given another chance to be a hero, to rise above its possibilities, and to be a part of the greatest act the world would ever know.  She was not only going to save herself but also the entire world.
This passage may have been a foretelling of Christ; we don’t really know.  What we do know is that the nation of Israel never took up the mantle of this quest; in fact, they failed both the old and new calling.  So instead, God would have to send His one and only son as the savior for the entire world, both Jew and Gentile.  That was Christ’s ministry.
Now this is where we come in.  As Christians, we are an extension of this ministry.  The commission that was given to the servant and then to Christ has now been passed down to the church.  
As we’ve been following Matthew’s telling of the life of Jesus, today we come to Jesus’ baptism by John the Baptist.  It seems curious that a passage about the baptism of Jesus should be paired with God’s reinstatement of Israel as His messenger of salvation.  We’re going to discover, though, that Christ’s baptism and our baptism have everything to do with the commissioning to bring light to the world that the church received through Christ.    
Matthew 3:13-17
Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized by him.  John would have prevented him, saying, “I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?”  But Jesus answered him, “Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness.”  Then he consented.  And when Jesus had been baptized, just as he came up from the water, suddenly the heavens were opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting on him.  And a voice from heaven said, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.”  
It might seem odd that Jesus needed to be baptized, especially since our understanding of baptism is so closely related to salvation.  And, in fact, even the baptism of John was for repentance.  So in many respects, this is a difficult event to understand because Jesus was sinless, and would therefore have no need for the redemptive act of baptism.  But I believe that this was a crucial act in the history of the Christian faith.  The baptism of Jesus birthed a ministry that would change the entire scope of human history because after His baptism, Jesus began gathering disciples and passing on the good news..  
Matthew writes that Jesus was baptized “to fulfill all righteousness.”  Okay, so what does this mean?  Another way to think about righteousness would be to think about things being made right or okay.  So, Jesus was baptized to make all things right.  
How did this happen then?  Sin created a chasm between the evil of man and the holiness of God.  The only way to bridge that chasm was by various sacrifices:  animal, grain, wine, incense.  But those had to be done regularly because they were not strong enough to cover all of man’s sin.  When Jesus came to earth He offered Himself as a final sacrifice for our sins so that all of creation could be made right with God.   His baptism was the initiating act so that all righteousness could be fulfilled through His life and death.  And so in our baptism, we take part in the fulfillment of that righteousness, but we are then called to offer that righteousness to others, just as Christ did.      
Christ’s baptism identified who he was; the Son of God and the savior for all mankind.  It also commissioned or called him to ministry.  Our baptism is not only an identification of our belief in the saving grace of Christ and of our obedience to God’s command to be baptized, but it is also our commissioning to show Christ’s love to the world.  Christianity is not just about “being”; we must also do.  We must follow our commission.
Oftentimes it may seem like the end of our faith journey.  We’ve taken the class, we’ve prayed and talked to the pastor, we feel it in our hearts, and so we dedicate ourselves to God.  And then it’s done, right?  No.  Baptism is not the end, but rather the beginning of an exciting journey.  
Unfortunately, what to do after baptism is not always very clear.  The process leading up until baptism is pretty well understood, but the discipleship that follows baptism is often ambiguous.  Oftentimes we may feel like the servant in Isaiah, where we recognize that we have been given a big responsibility, yet we often feel like we’re failing or falling short of its completion.  We are not alone in these feelings.  Even Jesus’ apostle Peter, the rock on whom the church was built, did not understand his calling until well into Acts.  
Acts 10:34-43 
 34 Then Peter began to speak: “I now realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism 35 but accepts from every nation the one who fears him and does what is right. 36 You know the message God sent to the people of Israel, announcing the good news of peace through Jesus Christ, who is Lord of all. 37 You know what has happened throughout the province of Judea, beginning in Galilee after the baptism that John preached— 38 how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power, and how he went around doing good and healing all who were under the power of the devil, because God was with him. 
 39 “We are witnesses of everything he did in the country of the Jews and in Jerusalem. They killed him by hanging him on a cross, 40 but God raised him from the dead on the third day and caused him to be seen. 41 He was not seen by all the people, but by witnesses whom God had already chosen—by us who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead. 42 He commanded us to preach to the people and to testify that he is the one whom God appointed as judge of the living and the dead. 43 All the prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name.” 
In the Scripture leading up to this passage, Peter is shown a vision that all people are clean, including Gentiles, and that all people have to right to be called a people of God.  Because Peter is a devout Jew, he worried about maintaining distinct from those outside of Israel.  This was the same struggle that Israel faced in Isaiah, and despite the fact that God called them to reach beyond their own ethnic boundaries, they failed.  Peter too could’ve failed, but God reached out to Him in a number of ways to convince Him that Gentiles were clean.  It is amazing to me that even after spending years learning at the feet of Jesus, Peter still did not fully understand the Gospel message and the fullness of his calling.  
The church, today, struggles with maintaining a distinction between themselves and the world.  Anabaptism and the Mennonite faith emerged in large part due to their convictions that the church should remain separate from the worldly institution of government.  Today many Christians struggle to separate their Christian convictions from their political convictions and often enmesh the two.
And all of these struggles tend to keep us from carrying out our commission.  We’re not only unsure of what we should be doing, but we are tied down by what we have already been doing, be it certain prejudices like Peter and Israel, or simple ( or really not so simple) busyness.  
So What:  So, how do the lives and stories of the servant, Peter, and Jesus work together?  We can learn from the disappointment of the Servant, the confusion of Peter, and the baptism of Jesus to discover what our own baptism means in our lives and mission.  
First, as descendents of the Servant, we are very much like him, asking the same questions that he did, confused on which way to go and ashamed that we have not done more.  Second, we are like Peter, trying to understand a God that is so different from the world, resisting His will, and adjusting to the new reality of Christianity and ministry, that it is a faith meant for all and that we are to bear that faith to others.  Finally, when we are baptized with Christ, we are given the same commission that was given to the Servant, to Peter, and to Christ, to go into the world, share the gospel, and proclaim the coming Kingdom of God.  Baptism is not the end of our Christian journey; our faith walk is not finished at baptism.  Instead, it is the initiation into a ministry that is greater than ourselves; it is the beginning of a life that is bigger than what we could imagine.  
We are all created in the image of God; this is a beautiful, moving, active image which seeks to bring peace and wholeness to the unrest in the world.  This is not a static, stand-still image, but rather one that progresses, grows, and seeks direction.  In being baptized and calling ourselves Christians, we are not just “being”, but we are “doing”, we are “living.”
Conclusion:  So what are the implications does baptism on both the individual and the community?  Have we as individuals lived up to the commissioning of our baptism?  As a congregation, are we living up to the calling of our baptism?  
There have been quite a number of deaths this holiday season that have struck close to home in this congregation.  Along with that, disease and illness has beset many of our members and our family members.  Our time on this earth is short and unpredictable; it is not something that we can guess at or number.  And yet so often, and I include myself in this, we live as if we will never die.  I cannot help but wonder if, in the midst of all this death, we were to come to the ends of our own lives and look back upon them like the Servant, feeling like our labor was in vain.  Or would we feel confident that we followed the commission of our baptism, to share the Gospel and to be the literal hands and feet of Christ here on earth?    

