
                                                                                                                                                                                

SERMON FOR BAPTISM OF THE LORD 12.1.20 

ALL SAINTS CHURCH, BIRKENHEAD 

Rev Jordan Greatbatch 

 

Readings: 

Isaiah 43:1-7 

Acts 10:34-43 

Luke 3:15-17, 21-22 

 

1. 

 

We thank you God for your love in all creation, 

especially for your gift of water to sustain, refresh and 

cleanse all life. We thank you for your covenant with 

your people Israel; through the Red Sea waters you led 

them to freedom in the promised land. 

 

In the waters of the Jordan your Son was baptised by 

John and anointed with the Holy Spirit. Through the 

deep waters of death Jesus fulfilled his baptism. He 

died to set us free and was raised to be exalted Lord of 

all. It is Christ who baptises with the Holy Spirit 

and with fire. 

 

Sermon finished. No I jest. But there is somewhat of a 

finality about the above passage that comes directly out 

of the baptism service in the New Zealand Anglican 

prayer book. We have here summed up quite 

beautifully a description of baptism imagery and 

tradition.  And in fact it connects with our readings this 

morning. In the Isaiah passage, we have the following 

lines: 

 
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.  

 

 

Here we have a description of God’s redemption using 

the imagery of passing through the waters. This 

connects us with the exodus story of Moses parting the 

red sea to save the Israelites from the Egyptians. It also 

connects us with the image of fire. Fire as we know 

purifies. In the blacksmiths forge, fire burns away 

impurities and creates something new and beautiful. So 

we have also have something new. 

 

But what John was doing by baptising was completely 

new. For we are told John baptised many people before 

the coming of Jesus, a part of a longer tradition, which 



                                                                                                                                                                                

Jews had done for many centuries in ceremonial 

cleansing rights, and the purification of Gentile 

converts to Judaism. However, there was never any 

such mention of the ‘spirit’ of God indwelling all 

believers through this act. No, these are new words, a 

new way, a new beginning. For John’s followers then, 

baptism was a preparatory action, anticipating the one 

for whom John states he is unworthy to stoop down and 

untie the sandals of the one who is more powerful than 

he, the man Jesus of Nazareth. This preparation seen in 

the baptism by John was of huge significance to many 

in Israel at the time because there was a deep earning 

for salvation, for deliverance, for God’s love and 

affirmation for them as individuals and as a nation, a 

earning for the empowerment of the messiah. 

 

2 

We see that same yearning today, though perhaps for 

different reasons, we see it in the very fact that many 

parents still bring their children to be baptised, a 

yearning that has never ceased, though not as many are 

involved in the church as they once were. What is it 

that still brings many to make that commitment on 

behalf of their children? I think all of us recognise the 

deep sense of love between parent and child, and the 

hope that they will grow up to make the right decisions 

in life, and be ‘good’ people. For some, baptism is in 

holding to family tradition, or perhaps the desire to 

send their children to church schools in the hope for 

good moral teaching and education. 

 

Because of the existence of such a variety of reasons, 

baptism can be a confusing area for many of us. There 

is the reality of sharp divisions among certain Christian 

traditions, such as infant baptism vs. believers’ 

baptism; there is also the concern over full immersion 

vs. sprinkling. Many of these are peripheral, and can 

often lead to endless argument.  

 

We are thankfully however not completely lost, for 

there are some answers found in Jesus’ baptism that 

address some of this confusion.  

 

3 

Our Gospel this morning is Luke, and we may notice 

that it does not actually mention Jesus was baptised by 

John. We would have to turn to Mark’s gospel for that 

which is the only one that mentions the fact the Jesus 

was baptised by John. Which church tradition has 

claimed is a sign of Jesus’ humility, and affinity with 

us as human beings. It is a poignant and mysterious 

image: the messenger baptising the message itself. 



                                                                                                                                                                                

However, what is of high importance in this passage is 

the entrance of the Holy Spirit. Whereas John’s 

baptism was of only outward significance, Jesus’ was 

a combination of both, what the church calls a 

sacrament, an outward and visible sign (the water) of 

an inward and spiritual grace (The Holy Spirit).  

 

So here, we have Jesus as the archetype of baptism, he 

is baptised in water, and receives the spirit and hears 

those powerful words of affirmation “You are my Son, 

the Beloved, with you I am well pleased.” These words 

are so profound, because they are the first revelation of 

God as trinity, and show us the deep and loving 

relationship that exists between them. It also speaks to 

us of what the Apostle Paul would later develop. The 

idea of baptism as incorporation in to that same divine 

love; we become children of God through adoption, 

through Christ, in the waters of baptism and the 

receiving of the spirit. However, it is not world 

denying, It equally affirms our humanity and our 

earthiness. It is said that C.S. Lewis, the author of the 

Narnia Chronicles once said that for Christians “spirit” 

is not lighter than matter, but heavier. Spirit is the real 

substance of God acting in creation and redemption and 

final reconciliation. Yet the Spirit is always tied to the 

material- real water, real bread, inexpensive wine and 

beautiful baptismal dresses for our children.   

 

4 

And as we recognise today when we see a child brought 

for baptism, it is not the words from heaven that declare 

that the child is deeply loved and cherished, it is the 

parent, whose confession to bring the child up as a 

Christian is a revelation of the divine love, in the form 

of human relationships. It is recognition that it is not 

what they have done that earns them the right to be 

baptised, but rather the very fact that a parent and in 

turn God loves them. The desire is that through the 

sprinkling of water, in turn the receiving of the spirit, 

the child will be empowered to live a life strengthened 

by God’s help, and the love and support of the 

community that surrounds them.  

 

There is no hard, fast rule around what exactly takes 

place in baptism, and how it is evident that God seems 

to works in all of us, baptised or not. For an element of 

God will always be that of mystery, but we are 

encouraged by the story of Jesus’ baptism, that it is a 

highly significant act, which the church has always 

acknowledged as being of high importance. This 

importance has led to a theology of infant baptism for 



                                                                                                                                                                                

the tradition in which we stand, and therefore we are 

required to be able articulate why we do so. And this 

again is not an air tight argument, but that’s okay, for 

theology that always is, is often to be avoided. What 

we do know, is that when those parents make the 

promise to raise their children in the Christian way, and 

witness the sacrament, in their hearts is that same 

confession which God declared to Jesus, “You are my 

child, the beloved, with you I am well pleased.” 


