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A Spirit of Baptism 

Luke 3:15-17, 21-22 

As the people were filled with expectation, and all were questioning in their hearts concerning 
John, whether he might be the Messiah, John answered all of them by saying, "I baptize you with 
water; but one who is more powerful than I is coming; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his 
sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand, to 
clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his granary; but the chaff he will burn with 
unquenchable fire." […] Now when all the people were baptized, and when Jesus also had been 
baptized and was praying, the heaven was opened, and the Holy Spirit descended upon him in 
bodily form like a dove. And a voice came from heaven, "You are my Son, the Beloved; with 
you I am well pleased." 
 
 When you walk into church on Sunday morning, what do you expect? Perhaps you 

expect to be welcomed and handed a bulletin, to sing three hymns, listen to a sermon, recite the 

ten commandments and the Apostle’s Creed, and hear a benediction before going back out into 

the world. We have expectations for what happens when we show up here, for who we’ll see and 

how we’ll treat one another. But sometimes, Michael and the choir start dancing, or a child has a 

surprising answer during the time with the young church, or the sun shines through the window 

in just the right way that reminds you that God is at work in the midst of this place. 

Similarly, those in Jesus’ time had expectations for who the Messiah would be and how 

he would act. The Messiah would be strong, challenge authority, and rebel against the empire to 

become a king. When John the Baptist began his ministry, there were many questions about 

whether he might be the awaited savior- but, as we often find out in life, we don’t always get 

what we expect. John the Baptist was preparing the way for Jesus, reminding his followers that 

he was not the expected Messiah but that instead, he was soon to come. And Jesus was going to 

change the ways people thought about the messiah, about faith, and about God.  

 Last week, we recognized epiphany, the marker that after a season of waiting and 

expectation, Christ has arrived and is at work in the world—and we are called to follow his light. 

And at this point in the church year, Jesus has already turned expectation about the savior on its 
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head: born in a manger to a poor family, chased as a baby into Egypt as a refugee, staying behind 

at the temple by himself as a middle schooler. And now as an adult, Jesus is beginning to enter 

into the period we know as his ministry in the community.  

 On this day of the baptism of the Lord, John reminds the crowd that with God, we should 

expect the unexpected.  

 John shows this in part through understandings of baptism. Baptism was already a 

practice in ancient Jewish and pagan traditions; its purpose was to cleanse and ritually purify 

someone before they entered the presence of the holy in worship. So when John performed 

baptisms, it would not have been societally out of the ordinary. With John, however, 

understandings of baptism began to shift. John emphasized baptism for the remittance of sin and 

for repentance. This paved the way for Jesus to redefine baptism as baptism not just with water, 

but with “fire and the Holy Spirit.”  

 This idea of being baptized with fire, though, seems strange and unfamiliar; however, it 

can actually bring comfort. When a piece of metal is washed with water, the outward dirt is 

cleaned off, but the metal remains in essence the same. When metal is put in fire, however, it is 

transformed. So it is with the baptism that Jesus brought to the world. In our baptism in Christ, 

we are both cleansed and transformed, made new through God’s grace and abounding love. This 

fire in Christ helps us to be filled with the Holy Spirit, made new and continually recommitting 

ourselves to partnering with God in how God is at work in the world.  

 It is Jesus’s own baptism that allows for this transformation. Here, Jesus is publicly 

confirmed as being the Son of God, the anointed one, sent out to minister to the world. This 

unexpected messiah is in the midst of the crowd— a Jewish man who was participating in an 

important community ritual, and yet also God Godself who was transforming the world yet 
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again. In Jesus’s baptism, our understanding of Christ’s identity transforms, as does our 

understanding of God’s grace through baptism.  

 When Jesus is baptized, a voice from heaven proclaims to him: “You are my Son, the 

Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” This claim of love and belonging is addressed directly to 

Jesus, not to the crowd. And Jesus is named as beloved—not because of anything that he has 

done, for his public ministry has yet to begin, but rather simply because of who he is.  

God claimed Christ—and us—as beloved before we do anything. That’s the promise of 

baptism. Baptism is God’s initiating and giving, not based on whether or not we are “good” 

enough. God does not love us because of (or in spite of) anything we do. There is no 

prerequisite, no checklist of requirements, no test you have to pass to become a beloved child of 

God. A colleague in ministry wrote, “One definition of beloved is this: Your worth is not in what 

you do, or what you have accomplished, or how good you are. You are beloved because you 

exist and God adores you. Period.”  

As we enter into a new year, we are surrounded by reminders of what could be. And all 

so often, these come from a place of trying to improve ourselves. “I should exercise more so that 

I can be healthier and lose weight.” “I should clean the house every day so that I can live in a 

more comfortable space.” “I should stop drinking Diet Cokes so that it might make me drink 

more water.” These types of goals, while well-intentioned, can come from a place of viewing 

ourselves as lacking in something. The goal is to take something that is not the way it should be 

and turn it into a part of life that feels more whole.  

What if, instead though, we set these intentions beginning with a statement of wholeness. 

“My body is beautiful and uniquely made—so I will take care of it.” “My home is a place of 

respite and renewal—so I will invest time in the creation of space.” “Water is the life of the 
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world and the reminder of our baptism—so I will remember when I take a sip.” This is what God 

is claiming in baptism. Jesus is already beloved; claimed; whole. And so are we.  

This unexpected gift of renewal is a reminder of the promises God makes throughout 

scripture: God created the world as good, knit us together in our mother’s womb, and made 

covenants with Abraham, Noah, and David for the livelihood of generations to come. This fire 

and gathering of wheat, then, should not be frightening to us but rather lifegiving. Jesus comes to 

transform us. He gathers the wheat in all of us, encouraging health and nourishment and life, 

while getting rid of the parts of our lives that feel overwhelming and that hold us back. This 

chaff can represent the things that we need to let go of—all which does not lead to health and 

bounty and that holds us back from knowing ourselves as beloved. And this fire that transforms 

the world cannot be quenched, for it offers light and warmth in the darkness. It is the fire that led 

the Israelites through the Exodus and the fire of the Holy Spirit that descended in Pentecost and 

leads us today.  

In our baptisms, we are baptized with water, and “the love of God is poured out for us, 

through Jesus Christ, by the power of the Holy Spirit” (Book of Common Worship) –  a sign and 

seal of the covenant God has made with all of creation and of our incorporation into Jesus Christ. 

We are transformed, called, and sent.  

Just as Jesus’s baptism was the beginning of his ministry, so should our own baptismal 

vows be the place where our ministry begins. In baptism, we remember that we are called to 

renewal, we remember that we are called to ministry, and we recognize that we are all the 

beloved children of God. 

In being made new in baptism, we must live lives that are full of grace for ourselves and 

one another. This baptismal renewal does not necessarily come through our ideas of “self-care” 
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that have become so popular recently. We need both water that cleanses and fire that transforms. 

This means that there can still be space for that bubble bath or tv show in our lives, but we must 

work to find ways to use our time that are truly life giving instead of simply a way to pass the 

time and “check out” for a minute. True renewal can be found in the same place that Jesus found 

his: in prayer and in breath. The Hebrew word ruah means spirit, wind, or breath—so the same 

wind that God breathed across the waters in creation is the Holy Spirit that fills the air we 

breathe. So when you take a breath, make it deep. Be filled with a reminder that you are beloved 

and filled with the Holy Spirit. And in this, may you find the unique ways that renew you and 

center you back on your call.  

This renewal is not just for us, though, but for the world. So our call to ministry is a call 

to help the world have life in it—to protect the vulnerable, to strive towards justice, to love 

fiercely and wholly because we claim that just as I am beloved, so are you. And what an identity 

that is. If we truly believe that we are the children of God, claimed as beloved and good, then as 

siblings in Christ we belong not only to God but to one another. This identity in Christ shapes 

both who I am and who we are, together. What would this world look like if we made a 

commitment to the renewal of all creation, and if our goal was to make sure each of our 

neighbors knew that they were loved?  

 Our church mission statement is “Responding to God’s grace through worship, study, 

and service.” All we do as a church comes in response to how God is already at work in our lives 

and in the world. Yesterday morning, we had our monthly 2nd Saturday event at the church. We 

made Fuel Bags for GraceWorks. These bags go to children who rely on school lunches as their 

source of food, so the fuel bags help them get through the weekend when they don’t have access 

to school meals. Looking around the room, we had members of our congregation of all ages 
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show up, each going down the line to fill bags with crackers and canned goods. And in the midst 

of the laughter and the organized chaos, there was a reminder of why we were spending this time 

together to make bags for families we don’t know. It’s because of their human worth: every 

child, every family, has an innate right to eat. And we believe that we must care for one another, 

because we are all beloved children of God.  

The work that we do in the world, both as individuals and as a community, is not perfect. 

There are people who are hungry, sick, and lacking resources in our community, and sometimes 

it can feel hopeless to make a difference. But we continue to try, and we continue to fight for just 

systems that lift up and unbind the oppressed. Because in our baptism, we are cleansed and 

renewed. But we are also challenged with the fire of the Holy Spirit to let go of what holds us 

back from relationship with God and to embrace our identity through Christ as beloved.  

Isaiah 43:1-3 writes, “But now thus says the LORD, he who created you, O Jacob, he who 

formed you, O Israel: Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are 

mine.  When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they shall 

not overwhelm you; when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not 

consume you.  For I am the LORD your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Savior.” 

May we each go into the world expecting the unexpected from God, cleansed and 

transformed by the water and the fire of the Holy Spirit, and led by Christ to a ministry of 

renewal so that all may know they are beloved. Let us go forward with a spirit of baptism—with 

breath that fills our very beings with hope and faith in new life, both here on earth and to come. 

Amen.  

 


