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Almost 150 years after Jesus ascended into heaven a theologian named 

Hippolytus wrote a document called The Apostolic Tradition.  In it he 

recorded the rituals of the early church which had been practiced since 

the time of the apostles.  His intent was to have those customs preserved 

so that they would be continued for generations to come.  When I 

studied the baptismal rite, it was interesting to note both the similarities 

with our own tradition but also how far removed we have come from 

those early days of the church.   
 

According to the early tradition: At the dawn of a new day, the leaders 

would go to the edge of a large body of water and pray over it.  The 

water was to be pure and flowing like that of a spring.  Children were 

lined up to be baptized first and then the men followed with the women 

being last.  Before being baptized the women had to unbind their hair 

and remove their jewelry.  Everyone had to remove their clothes. 
 

Next the bishop blessed the Oil of Thanksgiving and the Oil of Exor-

cism.  All who were to be baptized then approached the elders and 

renounced Satan and all his works.  Then one-by-one (before they were 

immersed under the water three different times) they had to answer 

these three questions: 

Do you believe in God the Father Almighty? 

Do you believe in Jesus Christ, the Son of God? 

Do you believe in God the Holy Spirit? 
 

By the end of the ceremony each person was baptized, anointed with 

oil by the bishop, blessed, robed in white and welcomed into the faith 

community. 
 

In our tradition once the Word has been spoken the pastor invites a 

small gathering of people over to a small bowl of water.  Parents make 

promises to nurture their child in the Christian faith.  We ask the same 

of godparents.  All of us renounce the devil and his evil ways.  All of 

us confess our faith in response to those same three questions:  

Do you believe in God the Father Almighty, Jesus Christ, the Son of 

God, and God the Holy Spirit? 
 

We bless the water by recounting the saving deeds of God at the time 

of the flood, the parting of the Red Sea, and Jesus’ own baptism.  Then 

the pastor dips her hand into the baptismal font three times in hopes 

that each will land somewhere on the heads of the recipient without 

making too much of a mess.  And by the end of the ceremony each 

person has been baptized, anointed with oil, blessed, and welcomed 

into the faith community.   
 

We certainly lose some of the drama of the early church practices, but 

the results are the same.  We are baptized!  However I wish we could 

recover some of that drama into our baptismal rite.  In 2019 we baptized 

twenty-one adults and children.  It would have been awesome if we did 

all 21 in one service on the night before Easter (another tradition of the 

early church).   
 

I went to Trinity Lutheran Seminary in Columbus, Ohio, and their 

baptismal font was both wide and deep.  When an infant was baptized 

the pastor would strip the babies naked before she plunged that infant 

into the flowing waters not once, not twice, but three different times.  

Imagine the gasps of the baby who was crying for air and imagine the 

looks on the faces of the parents as they watched with a certain amount 

of fear and trepidation.  But it was a clear visual that in baptism we die 

to our sins and we are lifted up to a new life through the death and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
 

I wish we could recover some of that drama so that our baptisms had 

some kind of impact on our lives.  On certain occasions our baptismal 

font is left open with water inside so that (as we come forward for Holy 

Communion) we could dip our fingers into the font and remember that 

on the day we were baptized either we or our parents renounced Satan 

and his evil ways, that promises were made on our behalf, and we were 

anointed and blessed and welcomed.  Could we keep it open every 

Sunday or would that become too routine?   

How many of us know the date when we were baptized? 

How many of us light the candle we received on that date? 

Do we celebrate the day like we do our birthdays? 
 



In Lutheran theology we do our best to define baptism and its benefits, 

but I want to take us a step further this morning.  I want us to think 

about baptism as much more than being part of a faith community 

where we gather to keep the teachings of Jesus alive.  What happens in 

baptism is that Jesus Christ enters into our very spirits and lives his life 

through us and through his church. 
 

In Scripture it is clear that Jesus is the head of the church and we are its 

members through baptism.  When we are baptized in the name of the 

Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit we have entered into the 

very dynamics of the Holy Trinity itself.  To be baptized is to be drawn 

into the very life of God.  And when we pray to God we do not pray 

outside of him as if God is out there somewhere unattainable to us.  No!  

When we pray we do so within the fullness of God who now dwells 

inside of us.   
 

And it is through the gift of baptism that we become connected to each 

other in a unique way.  We are connected to all the brothers and sisters 

throughout all the ages (all the way back to the time of the early church) 

and all those in the present.  And that means we are never alone, and 

we should never leave others alone especially those who are in need.  

When we see the suffering of others we cannot walk away (because we 

have this connection) (because the spirit of Christ lives within us).  In 

Matthew 25 Christ made it clear that when we minister to the least of 

these (who are members of his family) we do it to him (not for him – 

but to him).     
 

And since baptism means the start of Christ’s life within us, we have to 

wonder if there is anything else we could possibly need.  And the 

answer is we need the community of faith, we need all the things we do 

in the church.  If baptism is just the beginning then we need those things 

that will sustain the new life we have been given.  Who in their right 

mind brings children into the world and then lets them fend for them-

selves right away?  It is in coming to worship that we are fed.  It is in 

coming to the Lord’s Supper that we are nourished.  It is in our Bible 

studies and Faith Formation classes that we mature in our faith.  It is in 

our outreach into the community that we take all that we have learned 

and put it into action.   
 

 

We just celebrated the Word becoming flesh and today we see that in 

baptism we become his hands and his feet and his eyes and his ears.  

We are to function as the means by which Christ will continually be a 

living presence in this world.  All the martyrs and all the witnesses of 

the gospel and all of us (all who were and are connected because of our 

baptism) must use our God-given gifts so that Christ can stay alive.  It 

is important to identify our gifts and to exercise them.  It will transform 

our prayers from asking God what God will do to asking God to show 

us what we can do by the power of his name.   
 

It is not an option in the faith community to opt out.  On this day when 

we see Jesus bowing his head in the Jordan River, we bow our heads in 

thanksgiving that we have something to share and to contribute to the 

Body of Christ because baptism is so much more than just some water 

poured over our heads.  Amen 

 

 


