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Luke 3:15-22           Baptism of Our Lord c             1-9-22 

Baptized with Spirit or Fire 

 

In our Gospel lesson John says: “I baptize you with water, 

but He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire”. 

Much has been written and confused about these words of John. Is 

John saying that there is a difference between a water baptism 

and a so-called baptism of the Holy Spirit? Is there a 

difference between John’s baptism and Christian baptism? What 

does it mean to be baptized with fire?   

The short answer to those questions is this: The Holy 

Spirit is always given in Christian Baptism.  Other than the 

special pouring out of the Spirit at Pentecost (and at key 

points in the spreading of the Gospel to the Gentiles…), there 

is no extra or separate so called baptism of the Spirit for 

Christians.  And yes, though both were saving baptisms, there is 

a difference between the preparatory baptism of John and 

Christian baptism.  And baptism with fire – that is judgment.  

But let’s flesh those answers out a bit. 

Actually, in the first chapters of his Gospel, Luke is 

using a parallelism between John and Jesus (a comparison of 

lesser to greater between them) in order to point out that Jesus 

is the awaited Messiah, the Savior Promised from God. There is a 

birth narrative for both, baptism narrative, preaching etc., and 

again in each case, there is a comparison of lesser to greater 

between them.  Both of their conceptions and births are 

miraculous, but Jesus’ is far greater.  Elizabeth, in 

fulfillment of the Word of God, gets pregnant in her advanced 

age by her husband.  The Virgin Mary conceives without her 

husband or any man, but by God the Holy Spirit overshadowing her 

as the Word of God is spoken to her by the angel Gabriel, and 

gives birth to God the Son made flesh (God in diapers – a 

greater miracle!). 

 Though many folks were wondering if John was the Christ, 

John points out that he is the forerunner pointing to and 

preparing for the Christ; Jesus is the One pointed to and the 

Savior of mankind.  John, whose preaching made straight the path 

for the Lord, is silenced as Herod puts him in prison, while 

Jesus begins to preach in earnest about the Kingdom at hand (and 

brings forth that Kingdom, continuing its proclamation through 

the Word to this day).   

 And in today’s text, there is a baptism narrative. John is 

the one who baptizes with water for the forgiveness of sins in 

preparation for the Messiah Who will accomplish that 

forgiveness; Jesus is the One baptized by John for all of 

mankind, and as we shall be reminded of is the One Who truly 
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baptizes everyone for the forgiveness of sins, the One Who 

baptizes with the Holy Spirit and with fire. 

 Now we know from elsewhere in scripture, that Jesus in fact 

did not actually physically baptize anyone during His earthly 

ministry – it was actually His disciples who did the baptizing 

(John 4:2).  So what did John mean that Jesus would baptize with 

the Holy Spirit and with fire?     

Many of course naturally think that this is referring to 

Pentecost, when Jesus would pour out the Holy Spirit upon His 

church as He had promised He would – and of course we recall 

that the outpouring was accompanied with the visual sign of 

tongues of fire over the disciples’ heads. And so yes, Jesus 

would pour out the Holy Spirit, would in a sense baptize His 

church with the Spirit and fire on that day, but here, John is 

actually meaning much more. 

Now, true, though Jesus did not physically pour water out 

and baptize individuals, but in truth, Jesus was always, and is 

always the One Who does the actual baptizing!  (John baptized 

with water, but Jesus was the One Who was really doing the 

baptizing with the Holy Spirit.) John was the instrument (like a 

pastor today) that would baptize with water and word for the 

forgiveness of sins, but it was always Jesus, God the Son Who 

would pour out the Holy Spirit through the means of water and 

Word – the Spirit Who would create the faith to trust in the 

blessed and cleansing work of the Messiah. 

  

A cleansing work that began on this day of Jesus’ baptism.  

It was a curious thing, one in fact that John had trouble with.  

He felt that he should be baptized by the Savior, but instead, 

the sinless One present Himself to be baptized by John?  But 

Jesus had come to be the substitute, the Lamb of God.  (Remember 

about Lambs of God – unblemished lambs would be brought to the 

Temple, the head of the family would place his hand upon the 

head of the lamb signifying that this lamb was their substitute 

– it would be held responsible for the guilt of all their sin, 

and then they would be slaughtered, their blood poured out, 

their life given as payment for the sinful.  Life given to 

purchase life.  A lamb pointing ahead to The Lamb of God.) Well 

it was on this day when God placed all sinful guilt upon the 

head of The Lamb of God Jesus as our substitute.  (He would be 

the sin bearer.) 

 On that day, when John baptized the Incarnate and sinless 

Son of God in the Jordan River, all of John’s guilt, all of 

mankind’s guilt, all of your vile shame and sin of your entire 

life was placed on The Lamb of God’s head.  Where water normally 

washes away filth, Jesus’ baptism covered Him in your sinful 

guilt and filth.  
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That was where Jesus began to be baptized by fire to quench 

the flames that threatened to consume you. 

“I baptize you with water, but He will baptize you with the 

Holy Spirit and fire”.   

 Fire is normally symbolic of judgment or purification.  

Hell is described in part as a place where the consuming flames 

and torment of burning never are quenched or lessened.  Those 

are the eternal flames we faced because of our rebellion and 

inherited sinful guilt.  But at His baptism, Jesus began to 

endure our fate, carrying our sinful guilt all the way to the 

Cross (what He called His baptism of blood).  There He fully 

felt the hellish torment for us as the Father abandoned Him for 

our sin. 

The fire of God’s justice was satisfied in Christ, and in 

your baptism, connected to Christ, your guilt was covered in 

Christ, the flames of judgment quenched for you.    

You were made clean, purified as God the Holy Spirit 

descended upon you, and just like He hovered over the waters of 

creation, so did He come through that baptismal water and Word 

and recreate you in the image of God, as He breathed new, 

eternal life into your spiritually lifeless soul.  You were 

cleansed and made holy.  You were purified as by fire and saved 

from the fires of Judgment. 

For indeed, make no mistake, Jesus will baptize all – with 

either the Holy Spirit, or with fire.  Those who have been made 

alive, born again by water and spirit, are saved unto eternal 

life through the faith God the Holy Spirit creates and sustains 

in you. 

But those who reject this gracious work of Christ, who 

resist the work of the Holy Spirit, or those who forsake their 

baptism and no longer trust in the blessed work of the Lamb of 

God given to them in that sacrament, they will once again be 

subject to the eternally consuming fires of hell that burst in 

full on the Last Day – the Day when Jesus will baptize, consume 

a fallen world with judging fire.   

He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.  

(17)  His winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing 

floor and to gather the wheat into his barn, but the chaff he 

will burn with unquenchable fire.") 

On this first Sunday in Epiphany, the day of the Baptism of 

Christ, rejoice that The Mightier One has baptized you through 

water and Word with the Holy Spirit Who has created in you 

purifying faith in the work of Christ, to save you from the 

consuming fires that approach and gather you into the safety of 

His barn. 

 

 


