
Sermon for Epiphany Sunday, January 08, 2017
Sermon Texts:
Isaiah 42: 1-7
Matthew 3: 13-17
Sermon Title:
“The Power to Fulfill Human Nature”
Sermon Topic:
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Sermon Prayer: 
Teach us, Lord, the meaning of Your Word and the power of Your Love, as You guide us through the life we have been given and the service to Your kingdom we are called to provide.  In Jesus’ name we ask it.  Amen.
I have to admit that my freshman year of college was more than a few days ago, so the memory I’m about to share may be different than what some have experienced more recently.  However, during my freshman year of college, one of our first assignments in English Composition was to write an essay on whether or not human nature has changed since ancient times.  It seems as though we wrote forever on that essay.  Some of us wrote because we had a lot to say, while others wrote and counted the words because they really and truly had nothing to say – yet the essay had to be at least five thousand (5,000) words.

I didn’t realize it at the time, but now I see there was more than one point of view to the response.  No, I’m not trying to garner a better grade on that assignment (at this late date), but I would like to share a little insight that has come my way.

From a strictly secular perspective, there are two possible answers to the question as to whether human nature has changed.  The first, of course, is to say “Yes, human nature has changed as a result of the technological, biological, ethical and other progress we have made.  The implication would probably be that human nature has changed for the better – that we have become less violent and more cultured, more sophisticated, and more compassionate.

Naturally, we all know that if there is a “yes” answer, it follows there would also be a “No” (a negative) response; so the other side says human nature has not changed to any significant degree.  Outwardly things may be quite different, but deep within us we are still the same people who have the same problems.  The names may change; the faces may be different, but the people stay the same.
From a Christian perspective, both of these answers are only partially right.  On the one hand, the external changes that have taken place in the world have not changed us internally.  But, on the other hand, there is one who has changed human nature from within.  That One is Jesus Christ.

Matthew’s account of Jesus’ baptism records Jesus’ endowment with the spirit and the power He needed to carry out His mission on earth.  God gave Jesus the power to redeem and to fulfill our human nature.
In our natural condition, our human nature is deficient and incomplete.  It’s incomplete in the sense that we’re very much like the seeds we plant in the spring.

When we’re born, we’re like seeds.  We’re full of unrealized potential.  We’re not yet the people God has made us to be, but we’re starting the walk along the path toward that goal.  We contain the raw material of human personhood, but we’re not the finished products.  Our task in life is to realize our full potential – to become what God has made us to be.
We’re also deficient in our human natures in that we’re quite different from those seeds.  The seed cannot become anything but what it is meant to be: flower seeds become flowers, and acorns become oaks, and so on.  But they cannot determine what they become.  We can become something other than what we are meant to be.  Bu our own actions (and by our own inactions), we can fail to realize our full potential.  Because of sin, that is what has happened.  Because of sin, we realize we are desperately in need of help; we need the power from beyond ourselves to redeem and to fulfill our human personhood.

We cannot (or do not) resist the temptations to sin; and part of our sin is that we try to place the responsibility and the blame somewhere else.

When John baptized Jesus, God permanently gifted Jesus with the fullness of His Spirit.  Jesus was not the first (or the only) one to receive the Spirit.  God breathed His Spirit into us at the time of our creation.  That Spirit sustains us and keeps us alive.  The prophets received the Spirit in order to prophesy.  But, Jesus was the first one to receive the Spirit in this way.  He is still the only one to do so, except as we receive the Spirit from Him and in Him, in our worship and in our celebration of the Sacraments.
Jesus received the fullness of the Spirit.  The prophets and others received individual gifts to perform specific tasks, but Jesus received the fullness of the Spirit to live His whole life in perfect obedience to the Will of God.  Prophets and others received the Spirit in order to do; Jesus received the Spirit (first and foremost) in order to be, that He might then do what He is.

Unlike some of the prophets who received the Spirit for only a brief time, or had it taken away from them for some reason, Jesus received the Spirit for all time – permanently – so that He might baptize us with the Holy Spirit; sending down that Holy Spirit upon all who give themselves to Him to be members of His body: joined to Him in faith.  What that Spirit, Jesus redeemed and fulfilled our human nature; carrying out the work that God called and equipped Him to do.

He has redeemed us from sin, from disobedience, and from death.  He died to sin and disobedience, and He put sin and disobedience to death in Himself.  A cartoon shows Blondie and Dagwood nestled snuggly in their bed.  Blondie wakes Dagwood in the night and says: “Honey, I heard it again!”  “Dagwood!  You have to get up and do something about it!!”  The last frame of the comic strip shows Dagwood at the top of the stairs calling out: “Stop making noise down there!”
In the ministry of Christ, God has taken our incomplete and deficient human nature upon Himself; and in our human nature, by His own creative and redeeming power; He has stopped our human nature from sinning – far more powerfully and effectively than just calling to us from a distance to stop sinning.

Jesus has also fulfilled our human nature in holiness, righteousness and life.  He was baptized in the River Jordan, which symbolizes the crossing of the Jordan, under Joshua, to enter into the Promised Land.  Jesus truly entered the Promised Land, and in Him our humanity has entered into the Promised Land.  In Jesus, God has brought order to our chaos, and He accomplished His purposes against all that stands in opposition to Him.  When we are joined by faith in Christ (and to Christ), He brings us into His own perfect relationship with God the Father.  He incorporates us with Himself into His own perfect Sonship to God.  He includes us in the fellowship and communion of the Holy Spirit.
It is possible for human nature – it is possible for us – to change and to grow.  We don’t have to stay where we are.  In Christ we can become what God wants us to be and has made us to be.  The redemption and the fulfillment in Christ of our human nature is a progressive experience for all of us.  As we continually give ourselves to Him, as He continually joins us to Himself, we grow to completion and perfection by the mighty power of His Holy Spirit at work in us.

Now, let’s celebrate that continual growth into the fullness of Christ’s love, as we celebrate the sacrament He gave us – and which we continue to receive – through the power of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
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