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GOING DOWN ... MUDDY BROWN RIVER WATER
Matthew 3:13-17

Were you here for last week’s sermon: A Down-to-Earth Kind of God?  From John’s gospel we 
heard these words: “The Word of God has become flesh and lives among us full of grace and truth.”  
This is what Christmas is all about ... but the challenge to you in this New Year is to realize that our 
“Down-to-Earth Kind of God” expects to live through us in the world today: Yes, we ARE Christ’s body in 
the world today!  We are his HANDS, his FEET, his HEART.

With the installation and ordination of our new elders, and this being the “Baptism of our 
Lord” Sunday, I want us to concentrate on a vital connection in the church ... that being the 
connection between BAPTISM and MISSION.  “MISSION” as in our impact as a church in the community 
around us.


I know that I’ve stated this before, but the reality is that there is nothing passive or static

about being a Christian.  Every one of us ... man or woman, child or adult, rich or poor, healthy or frail, 
sophisticated or simple ... every one of us has an active role to play in the mission of the Church.  Each 
one of us has a unique part in that purpose of God, which is nothing less than to restore ALL people 
to unity with God and one another in Christ.  In serving so great a purpose, no one’s role is small or 
insignificant.  What each of us can DO is ESSENTIAL and UNIQUE.

When we gather for worship, we are here for a number of reasons, all good, but none being 
as important as when we prepare to leave.  This assembly of baptized people, this Christian 
congregation, is called upon to leave this place of worship and enter the field of mission.  We go 
forth in the name of Christ as “followers of the way.”  This means we go forth to LOVE and SERVE the 
Lord by LOVING and SERVING the people around us. We go forth in PEACE, rejoicing that the Spirit’s 
power works IN US and THROUGH US to make a difference in the world.

I don’t know that you’ve ever picked up on it, but we are reminded of this vital connection
between BAPTISM and MISSION several times each year.  Do you remember what I have you do 
whenever we baptize a child or an adult in the worship service?  Yes, I have you place your hand on 
your head and then together we remember our own baptisms.  Right, some of us were too little,
just infants, when we were baptized to really remember, but this is a way to remind us of that 
essential event and a way to recommit ourselves to a life as “followers of the way.”  This life includes 
not only faith, worship, and fellowship ... all so vital to the life of our church ... but also proclamation, 
acts of service and justice seeking, and especially peacemaking.  When we remember our baptism, we 
commit ourselves yet again to the MISSION that is ours in the home, the classroom, the office, the 
factory, and the store ... WHEREVER it is that we find ourselves between ONE Sunday and the NEXT.  And 
we can do this with confidence because we know that in our baptism, the Spirit of Christ becomes a 
part of who each of us is ... enabling us to do just that!


I will state here that this vital connection between BAPTISM and MISSION is nothing new.  We 

find it in today’s Gospel, the story of the baptism of Jesus.  Jesus is baptized in the River Jordan.  A 
voice from heaven recognizes him as God’s beloved child.  The Spirit “alights” on him, “descending 
like a dove.”  Both this affirmation and empowerment is what Jesus needs to go forth on his mission.  
If we were to have read another of the lectionary texts for this morning from Acts, it says that after 
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his baptism, “he went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil, for God was
with him.”  (Acts 10:38b)

And so, God is with Jesus in that mission.  And God is with him as that mission draws to its 
conclusion ... the desertions, the trials, the cross, the tomb ... God is with him on that mission even in 
the moments when he feels utterly alone.  And God is with him when the tomb is empty and the 
disciples are astounded and the world is reborn.  

The mission of Jesus comes to its climax on a Galilean hilltop when the risen One sends the
disciples forth on their mission.  But it is in the Muddy Brown Waters of the Jordan River that the 
mission of our Lord has its inauguration.  It is THERE that the mission of Jesus is launched with power.


Think about this for a minute ... consider just how it is that the mission of Jesus begins.  He’s 

not given a throne to sit on.  He’s not given a purple robe of honor.  No one gives him a crown or keys
to the city.  Instead, he goes down, he goes down, he GOES DOWN into the MUDDY BROWN RIVER 
WATER.  This is NOT an elegant Presbyterian baptismal font.  This is NOT a pristine Baptist immersion 
tank.  This is NOT even the salty blue/green waters off the coast of Jacksonville.  This is the murky, 
muddy, old, brown Jordan, with MUD and STONES there at the bottom.  Jesus humbles himself.  This
is how his mission gets started.

We human beings, small specks that we are, we’re so concerned about climbing the ladder.  
But the career of Jesus, rather than climbing is marked by going down ... down from heaven to earth.  
As the poet Christina Rossetti puts it, “Love came down at Christmas, love all lovely, love divine.”  
The Son of God is born as one of us, and old Herod almost gets a chance to butcher him in his bed.  
Christmas is the celebration of God coming down to be one of us.

But it does not stop there.  Jesus now an adult ... Jesus free from sin, joins up with the sinner 
folk at the riverbank and plunges in with them!  John, who knows purity when he sees it ... well, his
jaw drops open.  But Jesus insists that John gets going and baptize him.  You see, it’s ALL part of the 
plan.  So on this day, we remember the baptism of our Lord, and we celebrate yet another Going 
Down ... the Going Down of the Son of God into the Muddy Brown River Water of the Jordan.


But still the descent is not complete.  Another baptism waits for Jesus, not a baptism by 

water, but a baptism by blood.  The scourging, the crown made of thorns, the nails in hands and 
feet, the lance stuck in his side ... all the blood of the passion and cross ... this is another baptism.

There in the Jordan he doesn’t drown: he rises to his feet again.  But when baptized in his 
own blood, he drowns and dies, he sinks into the dark mud of death.  But he rises, he RISES from this 
baptism, and begins a new mission ... and that mission STILL LIVES through YOU and through ME.


Alright ... can you see how there exists a vital connection between BAPTISM and MISSION?  

Another way I could put it is ... that there is a vital connection between GOING DOWN and GOING 
OUT.  We don’t play our part at making a difference in the world when all we’re concerned about is
climbing ladders.  No, when we are pulled downward is when it happens.  I KNOW this has been so 
true for me.  

 It’s out of our pain that we heal.  
 It’s out of our poverty that we make others rich.  
 It’s from our ignorance that we enlighten others.  
 It’s by our brokenness that others become whole.  
 It’s from our dying that others come to life.  

As “Followers of the Way” we must follow Jesus in his descent, we must accept his going down
and our own IF we are to be his true disciples ... IF we are to allow resurrection in our lives.
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It’s no fun ... this terrible demand that we go down with Jesus into the muddy brown waters 

of the river and the dark waters of death.  However, in this terrible demand there is good news for us.  
The reality is that for most of us we already know what it means to go down.  

Maybe you went down at some time in the past ... 
... an unhappy childhood, 
... a broken marriage, 
... a career failure, 
... a battle with some addiction,
... a horrible bereavement.  

And maybe you find yourself down at the bottom right now ...
... estranged from a loved one, 
... troubled by an aging body, 
... watching the slow, agonizing deterioration of someone you love,
... upset at a world that’s changed too fast.  

You already KNOW what it means to go down.  You feel confused, ashamed, and without any 
power.  Your downward descent leaves you groggy and in disarray.

THE GOOD NEWS IS THIS: there is power in that downward descent.  Not power to grab and 
keep for YOURSELF, but power to USE in serving other people.  Whatever it is that has taken you to the 
bottom has been a baptism ... IF you stand out of the way and let it work.  The death YOU have 
experienced can be life for SOMEONE ELSE.  That BAPTISM of yours, horrible and unwelcome though it 
was, can lead you to some unexpected MISSION where Christ will rise again in you and through you for 
someone else.


A few days ago, Karen and I were at lunch together and we were talking about Jeremy and 

how proud we were of him and his progress.  You see, Jeremy had a terrible descent ... a BAPTISM ... 
into addiction.  But now, after more than a year and a half of sobriety we see him maturing and 
developing into the fine young man we knew he would become.  And one of the amazing things is 
we overhear Jeremy talking on the phone to others with addictions ... we hear him encouraging
them ... offering them gentle words of advice and direction.  Jeremy has discovered his MISSION.  No, 
he is not ordained, but he is BAPTIZED ... BAPTIZED with water in the name of the Trinity, and 
BAPTIZED also through his addiction.  That terrible descent took him down, down to the bottom, down
to the place of mud and stones, of blood and death.  Who better to encourage others ... than one who 
has risen?


Each of US has had experiences of descent.  Each of US has gone down to what has been for 

us the place of mud and stones, of blood and death.  It is these BAPTISMS that have empowered us for 
our MISSION.  Our going down has been a time, strange to say, when the divine voice affirms us and the 
Spirit revitalizes us.  

And so, my friends, when the history of the Lakewood Presbyterian Church is written for our 
time, my hope and prayer is that an outstanding feature of that story will be the rediscovery of the
vital connection between BAPTISM and MISSION.  In other words ... that we have come to see anew
the link between going down and going out.  Yes, strange to say, affirmation and empowerment
come to us so often through our experiences of mud and stones, of blood and death.  It is these 
BAPTISMS that equip us for MISSION ... to communicate the GOSPEL OF LIFE.

Amen and Amen.


