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Let us pray. 

Most loving, gracious Father we give you thanks and praise for this day. May your word and your presence transform 
our hearts and our minds this morning. May your word be spoken and your word, received in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. 

Amen. 

We celebrate today the Feast of the Baptism of our Lord as we hear the accounts of his baptism in the Jordan by John 
the Baptist and it's a time where every year we renew our own baptismal vows as well, which as the collect that we 
prayed at the beginning of the service was one, asking God to give us the strength that we might fulfill those vows made 
at our baptism and be able to boldly proclaim that he is Lord. And so in order to do that today, we'll look at what's 
happening here. As Jesus enters the waters of baptism and what happens for us, and then following the sermon, we will 
renew our own baptismal vows and be sprinkled with water again as a reminder of our baptism. And we hear this gospel 
passage beginning with John the Baptist call for people to repent and for his acknowledgment that he is baptizing with 
water, but there is one who's coming, who's more powerful than he is, and John the Baptist is not worthy to untie his 
sandals and he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. 

And then we look at scripture. It's always important that we understand the scene which is happening in the context of 
what's going on. And you have to remember that as John the Baptist enters the scene to make this proclamation, 
prepare the way, repent. It's been 400 years since the last prophet in Israel has spoken. And if you look at some of the 
old testament prophecies, they connect the return of prophecy to Israel to the coming of the Messiah. So John The 
Baptist emerging on the scene is a big deal in the eyes of people who know the scripture and who have waited 400 years 
since the last time they have heard the voice of God through the words of a profit. So this is an exciting time and they 
would connect John's appearance with the coming of the Messiah, which is why John the Baptist gets those questions, 
are you the one or are we to wait for another? Because they would say, hey, you might be the Messiah we've been 
waiting for this, but John saying, it's not me. I'm calling you to repentance, but there's one coming after me and he's 
going to baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. 

His winnowing fork is in his hand to clear the threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his barn. But he will burn up 
the chaff with unquenchable fire. 

And so John the Baptist is setting this stage, and imagery as we see the cleansing waters of baptism to clean us in our 
repentance. He sets up the image of the Holy Spirit who Jesus will pour upon us at our own baptism and that image of 
fire, which is also indicative of the work of the Holy Spirit. And that fire can be a purifying fire, a refiner's fire as scripture 
says. But fire also gives that image of the judgment that then comes when you refuse the repentance and you refuse the 
free gift of Jesus Christ when he will return again. All of this is encapsulated in that image that we see here. 

And Jesus comes then to these waters of baptism, not as one in need of repentance because we know Jesus did not sin 
he had no need of repentance.  But what we see is Jesus in the fullness of his humanity, paving the way for our journey. 
He enters the waters of baptism as will we, he dies to overcome death, to set us free. All the while he is tempted in the 
flesh, in every way without sin overcoming that temptation that we cannot. So this is part of that journey that he walks 
in the fullness of humanity and when all the people were baptized, Jesus was baptized as well. And as he was praying 
heaven was opened, the Holy Spirit descended upon Jesus in bodily form like a dove and a voice from heaven saying, 
you are my son, whom I love, with you I am well pleased. And we need to understand these images because we need to 
remember what happens for us at our baptism and why we bother to renew our baptismal vows and the commitment 
that we make that the waters of baptism for us are those same cleansing waters by which our sin is washed away and 
we arrive at the font dead in our sin and the waters of baptism, which is a representation of the work of Jesus Christ in 
our life, on our behalf, washes away our sins and we arrive at the Baptismal font dead in our sin and we leave the font 



alive in Jesus Christ. And if we were fully immersing people in baptism, those symbols become more clear. It's meant to 
be plunging into the death of Jesus Christ and rising again and you see that in the action. But it's no less real with the 
amount of water you use. That doesn't change it. Whether you get fully immersed in or the waters poured on your head, 
the effect is the same. But each of us came to the font dead in sin and we couldn't cleanse the sin and we couldn't bring 
ourselves to new life, but in that water and saying Yes to Jesus Christ, we are cleansed, we are made alive. Water is that 
symbol that gives us continued refreshment, we need it for life. And at baptism the promise of the Holy Spirit was given 
to us, poured into each and every single one of us to live with us and walk with us each and every single day to be the 
comforter, the counselor, the guide, the advocate to do all that work the Holy Spirit's supposed to do.  To show us those 
areas in need of repentance and then strengthen us to go about moving in a different direction. That's all the role of the 
Holy Spirit that is a gift given to us at baptism that each of us has. 

The Holy Spirit's not one of those optional things that you can add on to your Christian journey if you like, that sort of 
thing. It's an integral part of our life and the Holy Spirit has been given to us and most importantly is there's a whole 
change in our citizenship really that occurs at the waters of baptism, that when before the water has cleansed us, we are 
forever separated from God with a problem we can't fix on our own. And emerging from the waters of baptism the voice 
of God says the same thing to us as he does to Jesus Christ. You are my son or daughter with you I am well pleased. 

And the priest at baptism anoints the one who was just baptized and says, you are sealed by the Holy Spirit in baptism 
and marked as Christ's own forever. That there is a spiritual transaction that takes place, that moves your citizenship 
from being alienated from God dead in sin to being a child of God. And that's an important change that happens and 
sometimes you hear people say, well, we're all created in God's image as if that means we're already adopted into the 
family. And In creation yes, we're all created in God's image, but you don't come into his presence and you don't live 
with him forever until your cleansed by the waters of baptism and receive what Jesus has done for you. That's how you 
are adopted into the family. That's how you become a child of God, not just created in his image. Because you can be 
created in his image and separated from him. It's Jesus Christ and the waters of baptism then reunite us to God in that 
eternal relationship where we now become his children and when he looks at us, he no longer sees our iniquities or our 
sins, but he sees us covered by the blood of Jesus Christ, washed in the waters of baptism and we therefore are declared 
not guilty and enter into his presence. And sometimes I think we take that perhaps for granted or we don't often think 
about the full implication of what has happened in our baptism and why it's so important. 

And why we bother then to renew those baptismal vows is to say, this is what I said yes to and the baptismal vows 
reiterate those verses of the Creed by which sum up the Christian faith and we say, this is who I believe the Father is, 
this is who I believe Jesus is, this is who I believe the Holy Spirit is, and this is what's to come in life in them. And then we 
promise to love one another, to seek the dignity of every human being, to persevere in prayer and coming together for 
the reception of the sacraments and all those questions and we say, I will do those things with God's help. Because we 
know we can't do it on our own. 

Just like we don't enter the waters of baptism because we sort of earned our way there and you get to the font and 
Jesus says, oh, you did a great job Neal way to go. You did all the things necessary now you can receive the water. Now 
you can be cleanse. Great job getting your life together. No, we'd never go, we'd never get to the font. But we go in our 
brokenness and our sinfulness and what we do is say, all I can offer to Christ is my sincerest desire to follow him and 
there'll be days I get it right and there'll be days I royally screw it up, but in my heart I desire. That's all we can offer. The 
cleansing, the forgiveness, the being marked as Christs own forever. The adoption into God's family. That's all God's 
grace that he gives freely to us as a gift. We don't earn that. We don't deserve it. We can't work for it. That's all a free 
gift of God. And then because he's done that, we hope, desire, seek and pray that the Holy Spirit will lead us to a life to 
live out the promises of that covenant because of what's been done for us. 

And it all began in that example where Jesus did not need to be in the waters of Baptism. And in the other gospel 
accounts you hear of John The Baptist sort of arguing with Jesus and saying, wait, we've got this in reverse. I'm the one 
that needs to be baptized by you, not me baptizing you and Jesus says, this is how it's got to be for now. This is part of 
the plan. And so I hope what we see in today's Gospel account is as we see Jesus in this action, we need to see ourselves 
in that same spot and because Jesus has done this for us, so can we. And had he not made this way possible through the 
waters of baptism, we'd be in a problem. Without his sacrifice, without him paving the way, we would be separated, and 



so I pray that we'll give thanks to God today for what's been done, that we may see this as the beginning of the sacrifice 
that Jesus will make on our behalf and we'll see Jesus paving the way for us in the Gospels for where he is calling us to 
go. 

Let us pray 

Lord Jesus, we thank you for your obedience to the Father for your paving the way for our redemption. We thank you 
for your sacrifice on the cross by which we were set free from sin and by the waters of baptism that mark us as your 
child. We pray that your Holy Spirit that lives inside each of us will be fanned into a consuming fire, that our lives might 
be lived in your honor and glory. In Jesus. We ask this in your precious and holy name 

Amen 

 


