
 
 

SERMON 
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The Rev. Jeffrey O. Cerar, January 13, 2013 
 

Text: Matthew 3:13-17 
 

Identifying With Jesus 
 

 When God stepped down from eternity into this world, He did it in a way that 
appeared by human reckoning to be subtle.  He was born as an ordinary baby in a 
stable.  The only people who witnessed it and had some inkling of what God was doing 
were some shepherds and some wise men from far away.  By human reckoning, we are 
tempted to wonder why God didn’t make a huge splash.  Why didn’t He do something 
like tear open the heavens and burst on the scene in a way no one on the planet could 
miss or fail to understand? 
 
 Well, it is up to God to answer that one.  But the manifestation of God which we 
look at today in the Gospel comes as close to that big splash as God has so far been 
willing to go.  There were enormous crowds gathered along the banks of the Jordan that 
day.  John was baptizing people in huge numbers.  It was a major movement among the 
Jews of Israel.  And Jesus came to be baptized along with them.  They wouldn’t have 
known who He was.  He had not yet gone public.  But once Jesus came up out of the 
waters of baptism that day, God manifested Himself in a dramatic way.  
  

• He did tear open the heavens. 

• He sent His Holy Spirit like a dove to descend upon Jesus. 

• He actually spoke:  “You are my Son, whom I love.  With You I am well pleased.”  

 This may not have been a big enough splash to capture the whole world’s 
attention.  But the Gospel writers did not miss the significance.  All four of them, 
Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, found that they could not tell the Good News of Jesus 
Christ without the story of Jesus’ baptism.  This was the beginning of Jesus’ ministry.  It 
was the day He received the public anointing from the Father.  This was the day He was 
filled with the Holy Spirit.  
 
 There is an aspect of Jesus’ baptism that only Matthew tells us.  It answers a 
question that we all have:  why would Jesus be baptized?  The purpose of John’s 
baptism was for people to repent of their sins and be cleansed, to die to their old life and 
come up out of the waters with a new devotion to God.  But Jesus had no need of that. 
He was completely without sin. 
 

• So He had nothing to repent of. 

• He had no sinful past to die to. 
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• He was fully and completely devoted to the Father. 

• In fact, He Himself was divine, even though He was human. 

 So why would He be baptized?  Matthew tells us that John raised that question 
with Jesus. 
 

...Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to be baptized by John.  But John tried 
to deter Him saying, “I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?”  
Jesus replied, “Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all 
righteousness.”  Then John consented.  [Matthew 3:13-15] 

  
 “It is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness.”  Jesus didn’t give John a 
complete theological explanation.  But what He was saying was, “This is the Father’s 
will.  This is part of the plan.”  In being baptized, Jesus was identifying with human 
beings.  God’s gracious act of salvation was to identify with the creatures He had made 
by coming among us in His Son, Jesus.  And He didn’t just come on a fact finding 
mission.  He didn’t come as a spy or a visitor from afar.  He came to become one of 
us—to identify with us.  And in doing so, He took on the sins of the world.  When He 
repented that day in the River Jordan and was baptized, Jesus was repenting for every 
sin ever committed by human beings.  The Bible puts it this way,  
 

God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become 
the righteousness of God.” [2 Corinthians 5:21] 
 

Jesus took on our sins that day.  It was necessary in order to fulfill all righteousness.  It 
was the will of the Father, and it was part of His plan. 
 
 That work of taking on our sins continued all the way to the cross.  For three 
years, He bore the dreadful burden of the sins of all mankind.  
  

• As He hiked the roads of Galilee,  

• as He sat by the well in Samaria,  

• as He walked up the steps of the Temple in Jerusalem,  

• as He suffered in the Garden of Gethsemane,  

• as He staggered up the Via Dolorosa carrying His cross, 

the sins of the world were always heavy upon Him.   

 Rather than making a big splash in the heavens, what God has chosen to do to 
redeem the world is to live and die as one of us.  Never has a king so identified with His 
people.  Never has anyone invented a god who would do such a thing.  This is the one 
true God of all creation, and He has done a marvelous thing. 
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 This identification is the message I bring you today.  God has manifest Himself 
by identifying with His people in Jesus Christ, who took on the worst of human life, and 
died on the cross as one of us, to free us from the burden, the consequences, the death 
of sin.  And the rest of the message is that if we want to receive the blessing of His 
awesome sacrifice, then He calls us to identify with Him. 
 
 Let’s look at how we identify with Him.  It is revealing to note that Jesus began 
and ended His ministry on earth with baptism.  His parting words to the disciples as He 
ascended into heaven were: 
 

All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  Therefore go and 
make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have 
commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age. 
[Matthew 28:19-20]  
 

 Go and baptize all nations.  In our baptism, we have identified with Jesus.  And 
what does that mean?  Does it mean that I am a member of His fan club, called 
Christians, who do all kinds of fun things together?  No, that’s not it.  Listen to what the 
New Testament says.  Romans Chapter 6 talks about our baptism as dying and rising to 
new life.  That is what the symbolism of the water is.  Not only cleansing, but drowning 
and dying before you come up out of the water a new person.  Romans says: 
 

...don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized 
into his death?  We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in 
order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the 
Father, we too may live a new life. [Romans 6:3-4] 
 

This new life we the baptized are supposed to live is one of becoming progressively 
more like Jesus.  Romans says, “...count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in 
Christ Jesus.” (Romans 6:11)  In our baptismal promises, we renounce Satan and evil, 
and we promise to turn from our sins.  Thereby, we die to the old life.  We promise to 
turn to Christ as our Savior and obey Him as our Lord.  Thereby, we become alive to 
God. (Book of Common Prayer, Rite of Holy Baptism, pp. 300-01)  Jesus said, “If you 
love me, you will obey my commands.” (John 14:15)  And He told us to teach everyone 
we baptize to obey what He has commanded. 

 
To identify with Christ is to die to sin. 
 
To identify with Christ is to become alive to God in Him. 
 
And to identify with Christ is to obey Jesus. 
 
 How are we doing in identifying with Christ?  It isn’t easy, that’s for sure. It seems 
like two steps forward, one step back.  We are under tremendous pressure from the 
world around us.  For the last 60 years, our culture has been moving away from 
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identifying with Christ.  And what I see is that the Church, rather than maintaining its 
identity with Christ, is running to catch up with the culture. 
  
 We live in a diverse, pluralistic culture, in which many people believe many 
different things.  Today, people all around us are demanding that we Christians stop 
being so exclusive as to insist that Jesus is the only way to the Father.  Never mind that 
Jesus Himself said precisely that. (John 14:6)  So what does the church do?  It has 
been running to catch up with the culture.  It has softened the message.  It says, “Well 
God is bigger than that.”  It says as long as you are a sincere seeker after God, you 
don’t have to know Jesus to find God. 
 
 In no way can you call kind of thinking “identifying with Christ.”  It is identifying 
with our culture, our mushy-headed, overly tolerant, self-indulgent culture. 
   
 The kind of agape love Jesus taught us and commanded of us has been 
replaced in our culture.  The word “love” in our culture has come to mean an individual 
thing which demands and is entitled to an expression in sexual intimacy.  The church, 
trying to stay current and relevant, has embraced that vision.  Now, pastors are 
reluctant to tell the youth that premarital sex is wrong.  Christian couples are living 
together without being married.  Just this week, the dean of the Washington National 
Cathedral announced with pride that they would begin performing same-sex weddings 
there.  That cathedral, sitting atop Mt. St. Alban overlooking Washington, D.C., was 
once a monument to Christ’s commanding presence in the capital of our nation.  Now, it 
has shamelessly identified itself with the leading edge of our cultural changes.  
 
  In 1973, the Supreme Court legalized abortion in our country.  Over the 40 years 
since, 54.5 Million unborn babies have been legally killed, because our culture gives 
people the freedom to make that choice.  God’s moral law does not give us that kind of 
freedom.  He demands that we honor the sanctity of the lives that He creates.  So what 
does the church do?  In some quarters, the Church has taken a strong moral stand.  But 
overall, the message is garbled.  One body of churches exresses a need to honor its 
members’ diverse opinions on th subject.  Another describes itself as a strong advocate 
for “reproductive rights.”  They are not speaking of the right to life, but the right to 
choose.  
   
 I want you to know that the denomination with which this congregation is aligned, 
the Anglican Church in North America, is determined to identify with Christ.  On the 
three particulars I have highlighted, our Constitution and canons have this to say: 
 

1. As the Anglican Church in North America...being a part of the One, Holy, 
Catholic, and Apostolic Church of Christ, we believe and confess Jesus Christ to 
be the Way, the Truth, and the Life: no one comes to the Father but by Him. 
[Constitution of the ACNA, Article I Preface] 
 

2. We confess the canonical books of the Old and New Testaments to be the 
inspired Word of God, containing all things necessary for salvation, and to be the 
final authority and unchangeable standard for Christian faith and life. . 
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[Constitution of the ACNA, Article I Section 1] 
 

3. ...this Church upholds faithfulness in marriage between a man and a woman in 
lifelong union, and believes that abstinence is right for those who are not called 
to marriage, ... [we] cannot legitimize or bless same sex unions or ordain persons 
who engage in homosexual behavior. Sexual intercourse should take place only 
between a man and a woman who are married to each other. [Canons of the 
ACNA, Title II, Canon 8:2] 
 

4. God, and not man, is the creator of human life. The unjustified taking of life is 
sinful. Therefore, all members and clergy are called to promote and respect the 
sanctity of every human life from conception to natural death.  [Canons of the 
ACNA, Title VII, Canon 8:3]  

 
 These are unpopular positions in our culture.  They are likely to become more so.  
But we, the baptized are called to identify with the Son of God who identified with us.  
We must not be thrown off course by the pressures of the secular world, or the 
pressures of a misguided church running to catch up with the culture. 
 
 Let’s go back to the question I raised in the beginning.  Why didn’t God just make 
a big splash that no one could miss?  Why, instead, did He choose to establish a rag-
tag church of sinners whose job was to go out and baptize the world?  Why does He 
count on us to be the manifestation of His holiness and His goodness and His love?  He 
hasn’t fully explained that to us.  But when we identify with Him faithfully, our lives 
become full and blessed.  When we chose Him over our culture; when we honor His will 
over our own; when we obey Jesus’ commands and strive to become like Him,  
His Holy Spirit comes into our lives in miraculous and wonderful ways. 
 
 And be assured of one thing.  God will make that splash one day.  His Word is 
very clear on that.  Jesus will tear open the heavens and come in a way that no one on 
this planet will be able to ignore or misinterpret.  He will come in glory to judge the living 
and the dead.  And when that day comes, His vision for you and me and for the Church 
is that we will have become His spotless bride, prepared for the eternal joy of being in 
His glorious presence.  If we share that vision, we will take seriously our baptismal 
promises and identify with Christ. 
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