
The Baptism of Our Lord
Baptism of Our Lord - Year C - 01/13/2019

Psalm Reading: 29
1st Reading: Acts 8:14-17, 2nd: Luke 3:15-17

Talk about time compression! It seems like only a few 
weeks ago that we celebrated Christmas, and only a week ago 
we were talking about Epiphany. Here we are, already into that 
part of the church calendar when we are reading about the 
Baptism of our Lord, Jesus Christ.

You know, we really do not know all that much about the 
life of Jesus between his birth and this moment in time, his 
baptism. All we get is that interesting little story about his 
boyhood when he was left behind in Jerusalem. By the time of 
his baptism Jesus is probably in his very early thirties. He has 
not yet made his mark on the world, rather he has probably 
been working alongside his father as a carpenter. And yet, I 
think he must also have had opportunity to study 
scriptures...he certainly exhibits a great deal of knowledge 
about them throughout his ministry.

It is at his baptism that Jesus truly bursts onto the scene. It
begins with John preaching in the wilderness, we presume that 
he is at the Jordan river. John is preaching and baptizing. We 
can imagine this man as a powerful speaker. He has a growing 
following who think that he might just be the Messiah. (NIV, 
Luke 3:15) John is an ascetic, he abstains from eating just about
anything but locusts and honey. He wears a shirt made of 
camel’s hair. I imagine him to be a pretty tough, matter of fact, 
fellow. He certainly knows his place in the grand scheme of 
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things because when he is asked if he is, indeed, the Messiah. 
He answers, “I baptize you with water. But one who is more 
powerful than I will come, the straps of whose sandals I am not 
worthy to untie.” (v.16) So, the answer is “No”, John is not the 
Messiah. John, it turns out, is the one who will point the way to 
the Messiah. 

But this is where John gives us a whole lot of information 
about the Messiah to come. John has been baptizing with 
water, and John’s baptism is understood to be for the 
forgiveness of sins, for repentance. It is a sort of cleansing, 
which is often one of the functions of water. John tells us that 
the baptism of Jesus will be of a different sort, “He will baptize 
with the Holy Spirit and with fire!” (v.16 cont.) Fire no less! 
What does this mean? John explains in more detail, “His 
winnowing fork is in his hand to clear his threshing floor and to 
gather the wheat into his barn, but he will burn up the chaff 
with unquenchable fire.” (v.17) How are we meant to take this?

Perhaps John is telling us that baptism by Jesus means 
judgment. But judgment how? Is this reference to the 
winnowing fork a reference to the end times? Some would 
think so. But I think it may also be telling us that Jesus is here to
separate us not only from our sin, but from our desire to sin, 
taking all that sinfulness in us and burning it up like so much 
chaff. The baptism of John is a cleansing. We can get dirty 
again. When Baptized through Jesus Christ we are changed for 
good and always. No, we are not perfection, but now we have 
the means to work to destroy that tendency to be centered on 
the self.
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Now Luke brings us to the actual scene of the Baptism of 
Jesus where in the midst of his praying the sky is opened above 
him. (v.21) In our imaginings this is like a parting of the clouds. 
The Spirit descends from the heavens appearing like a dove. 
(v.22a) And so the power of God infuses this Jesus who is fully 
human and fully divine. Then we are told, “A voice came from 
heaven saying, “You are my Son, whom I love. With you I am 
well pleased.” (v.22b)

The baptism of our Lord, really marks the beginning of the 
ministry of Jesus. We see that John has paved the way, laid the 
groundwork, so to speak. And now Jesus is equipped for his 
office through this baptism. He receives the Spirit and the 
approval of God. It was only after this that Jesus begins to 
preach the good news. It is only after this that he begins to heal
people. It is only after this that he tells his parables, organizes 
the disciples, and creates the fundamental basis of what will 
one day be the church.

Today, we are installing newly elected and re-elected 
members of the Deacons and Session. And I think it is 
appropriate that on this day we are talking about the beginning 
of the ministry of Jesus that we talk about the beginning of the 
ministry of these dedicated servants in Christ. Not only are they
servants in Christ, but Christ-like servants. And we can see 
many parallels between what is going on with Christ at his 
baptism and what is going on with our newly elected officers.

Just as the road was paved for Jesus by John the Baptist 
and all of those prophets who came before him, our church 
leaders have the benefit of the work of all those in the church 
who came before and have worked for years in the church. Did 
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you know that our own congregation has been in existence for 
135 years? The First Presbyterian Church of Alpena was 
founded in 1884, and had forty members at the time?1 There 
have been hundreds of Elders and Deacons. Each one has 
dedicated their talents to sustaining the church, the Body of 
Christ through good times and hard times, through depression 
and war, through revival and societal indifference. I know our 
session and deacons are aware of this past and will use the 
resources and the inspiration that it provides in ways that will 
help the church, help the community, and contribute to 
bringing help to the world beyond our little city of Alpena.

Also like Christ, our Elders and Deacons have the Holy 
Spirit to guide them. And though we are not likely to see the 
roof split open and the Spirit descend upon them like a dove 
today, the Spirit is here with us. The Spirit came upon Christ at 
his Baptism and came upon the church, the Body of Christ, at 
Pentecost. It is up to these leaders of the church whom we 
have elected to be inspired by this Spirit to work with zeal and 
love, to do what they know in their hearts is right. I know they 
will remember that it is this Spirit that helps propel us forward, 
but also binds us together and compels us to work together 
with one another in amity and good fellowship.

For Jesus, at his Baptism, a voice came from heaven. And 
that voice said, “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am 
well pleased.” Imagine God saying this to each of us to today. 
You can imagine it because it is true. God does say this to us 
each day. In fact, God tells us this anytime we are willing to 

1  Stanley C. Beck, Alpena Presbyterians 1884-1984, (Alpena, Michigan: First Presbyterian Church, 
1984) p. 3. 
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take a moment to listen, “You are my child with whom I am 
well pleased.” God gave us life. God gave us the bounty of the 
earth. God enfolds us in the Body of Christ. This generous God 
has forgiven our sins for the sake of Jesus Christ. 

It can be hard to remember when we are faced with the 
hurly-burly of life, but God indeed loves us. It is this love that 
prompts us to give service to God. It is this love that motivates 
us to be members of God’s church. It is this love that motivates 
us to volunteer to work in the church. And I am certain it is 
what moves and animates these people who have volunteered 
to begin service or to continue in the service of the Lord as 
deacons and elders.

Baptism is one of the two sacraments that we recognize in 
the church. (The other one is communion.) The sacraments 
have many functions. But one of the ways we may view a 
sacrament is as an “outward sign of an inward grace.” It was 
the Fourth Century theologian Augustine who came up with 
this terminology, and what I think he meant by it is that when 
we do a sacrament like Baptism we are recognizing the work of 
God in an individual and in the world, and we are recognizing it 
in a way that helps people to understand the true power of 
God. I think it especially helps those who are going through the 
sacrament of the ceremony itself. It helps open their eyes to 
what God is doing, right there, at that very minute, within 
them.

This installation that we are doing today, by polity, gives 
certain powers to those who have been elected or re-elected to
offices in the church. Yet it is also a recognition of something 
we already know about them, that they are dedicated to the 
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Body of Christ. I think that same dedication applies to everyone 
in this Sanctuary. God is at work in our lives. 

Every time we have a Baptism we are called to remember 
our own Baptism. Today, during the installation I encourage 
you to listen to the vows taken by this class of deacons and 
elders and to realize that many of these vows are vows of faith, 
service, and love might be applied to your own life. In fact, as 
you listen to these vows you might be surprised to find that you
are already endowed with an inward grace that is just looking 
for an outward sign.

Please put yourselves in a posture for prayer…
Loving God, we are baptized into the Body of Christ and 

we are called to your service. Lord, our aim is to do your work 
in the world. You equip us with your Spirit that we might have 
direction. Your Word to us is a guide and a promise. Your love is
what keeps us moving forward. Lord, we praise you for your 
glory.

ἀμἠν 
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