
BAPTISM OF OUR LORD, 2018 

 Big today, isn’t it?  We’ve got the Vikings facing off against the Saints later this 

afternoon in a divisional play off game !  We either win or finish out the year today.  Oh, and it’s 

the Baptism of our Lord, too!  One of the festivals of our church year, on which we reflect upon 

and celebrate both the baptism of Jesus and our own baptisms.  We include a renewal of our 

baptism as part of the service each year.  So, a big day times two!  Now, apart from the fact that 

the play off game and the Baptism of our Lord are both happening on this same day, and that I 

am excited about both, they are quite different.  Because each football game is about 

competition, about winners and losers. You have to earn the win.  The grace of God, as 

expressed in the sacraments of Holy Baptism and Holy Communion, is precisely the opposite of 

that.  It’s not a competition, there are no winners and losers, and God’s grace can’t be earned 

through either strenuous effort or outstanding skills.  Another difference, especially for the play 

off games, is that they determine who’s in and who’s out.  The winner of today’s games---oh 

may it be the Vikings!---is in.  They go on to the next round.  The loser—may it be the saints---is 

out.  They go home and they’re all done.  Again, God’s grace in the sacraments is completely 

opposite from this.  It’s not about determining who’s in and who’s out; who’s worthy to stay and 

who’s not and must go elsewhere.  The sacraments, in fact, are not about separating out some 

from others, as if God were intending to build walls between the ins and the outs.  They are 

rather about welcoming all in, no exceptions.  Which is why I say every week at the table of 

Holy Communion, “this is not our table; it is the Lord’s table, and all are welcome.”  Receiving 

the grace of God in Holy Communion isn’t about rules, regulations, competition, winning or 

losing, or being in or out.  Neither is receiving the grace of God in Holy Baptism.  But while we 

celebrate Holy Communion weekly, baptisms are far less frequent.  We don’t experience them as 



often and  may not really understand Holy Baptism that well. In the last year, we baptized Emma 

Anderson and Dale Davidson.  Emma, a lovely, young one, needed to be baptized on a Saturday, 

so most of you missed witnessing that joy.  But we celebrated Dale Davidson’s baptism on a 

Sunday morning, so all here that particular Sunday were witnesses to that joy.  And it was joy.  

Tears of joy kind of joy.  What is baptism about and why does it stir up such joy?  This morning 

in our Scriptures and our rituals, we reflect  on the baptism of Jesus, and on our own baptisms. 

And we begin, appropriately, at the beginning with the very first verses of the very first book of 

the Bible, one of the Creation stories. We will discover that this story and our Gospel lesson 

from Mark and our experience this morning all share two commonalities:  water and Spirit.  

 Let’s look at our first lesson.  Genesis 1 was likely a liturgical reading used in Jewish 

worship, as we see by its poetic and repetitive structure.  And this amazing and timeless piece of 

holy Scripture begins by telling us that in the beginning a wind from God swept over the face of 

the waters.  As you probably remember by now, the word for wind, breath, and spirit are the 

same word in Hebrew, “ruah”.  So the wind of God, the breath of God, the Spirit of God swept 

over or brooded over the face of the water.  Spirit and water are together at the very beginning of 

creation.   

Look to our Gospel lesson, and we shall again discover water and Spirit. We read in verse 

10, “and just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit 

descending like a dove on him.”  Jesus is wet, and the Spirit lights upon him as a dove.  Water  

and Spirit come together again.  And what ties these lessons and experiences together is that 

Creation is happening in each instance.  The obvious meaning here is that Baptism is a kind of 

Creation, with water  and Spirit coming together just as they did in the Genesis 1 hymn of 

Creation.  Something new is created in Baptism---as Paul writes in Corinthians, “If anyone is in 



Christ, they are a new creation.”  There is renewal, forgiveness, and a seed is planted which 

grows in the direction of  servanthood and living like Jesus.  Which is why Holy Baptism is 

always joyful. It’s about new life and being like Jesus.  

 So, we this morning are also experiencing water and Spirit. Water in the renewal of 

baptism that comes later.  And God’s Spirit, sweeping among us as surely as it did at Creation 

and at the baptism of Jesus, because God has promised the presence of His Spirit with us always.   

 Where there is water and Spirit, there is creation and new life.  And there is yet one more 

cause for joy that comes out of the synergy of water and Spirit:  there is a Word from God. This 

is also a common thread in both our lessons and for us today.  In Genesis God’s Word brings 

Creation into being:  “God said, “let there be light, and there was light”, and on it continues.  In 

Mark, Jesus hears a word from God , a voice from heaven at the time of his baptism.  And we 

also hear God’s word this morning---in Scripture, in song, as the cross is made on our foreheads 

with water and we hear the words: “I have called you by name, you are mine” .  Words God 

speaks in Isaiah 43 and also to us this morning.  That unshakeable and unbreakable claim of 

naming and love that God makes upon us brings joy.  

 Baptisms may always be joyful, but sadly and ironically, Holy Baptism can also be the 

cause of confusion and conflict among people of faith.  Christians may think differently about  

the significance and meaning of Holy Baptism.  And different denominations both understand 

and practice Holy baptism differently.  Some baptize by immersion, just as Jesus was baptized in 

the Jordan River.  Some take a little neater, easier symbolic path and baptize by sprinkling, as do 

we and probably most Lutherans and mainline protestants and Catholics.  Some baptize adults 

who have confessed their faith, which places the emphasis on the believer.  Some, again like 

Lutherans, baptize even infants, with the emphasis on the grace of God rather than the believer’s 



faith.  Along with these differences, there are also some misunderstandings about Baptism. Some 

of these misconceptions are harmful,  and because of that, I believe it’s worth pointing out what 

Baptism is not. 

 Holy Baptism is not club membership.  This is not Club Church and we don’t all have 

membership cards to prove it.  Baptism is  not a way to separate out those who are part of the 

winning team and those who are losers and are all done.  The baptized are not the equivalent of 

the winners of this weekend’s play off games.   The baptized don’t have a leg up on the 

unbaptized when it comes to being beloved children of God.  Far from lording it over others, 

those who are baptized are called to imitate their Lord by serving others.   

 Furthermore, Holy Baptism is not fire insurance.  In other words, we don’t baptize 

children fearing they could die and otherwise go to hell.  Is that the kind of Lord we know from 

the Scriptures and through Christ?  Of course not!  The assurance of eternal life is a gift of 

baptism, but God certainly doesn’t automatically condemn the unbaptized.  And Holy Baptism is 

again, more about that calling to live as our Lord right now than it is about trying to insure we 

end up in heaven some day.  It’s about that inviting in, not excluding out.  We could, in fact, 

probably say:  “This is not our font; it is the Lord’s font, and all are welcome.’  

 All of which points to the truth that the sacraments are, first and foremost, about 

welcoming and including; they are meant to be doorways through which the people of this world, 

whom God loves to a ridiculous degree, may become a part of God’s kingdom and community.  

And from then on, they are about strengthening and encouraging us in our following of Jesus.  

Which means that whether or not you have been baptized, you are invited to affirm God’s word 

to you and love for you in this morning’s ritual.  And you are invited to participate in Holy 

Communion, because there is a place at the table of God for all who seek one.  And if you aren’t 



baptized and would like to be, you are always invited to let me know.  There will be no litmus 

tests of worthiness, no rights or wrongs, no winners or losers; baptism is not a football game.  

Both Holy Baptism and Holy Communion are meant to welcome, encourage, strengthen and 

challenge us to lives of service.  And both bring us a Word from God that is a gracious Word.  

 Look at that gracious word that Jesus receives.   And notice also the context in which he 

receives this word.  Because that context is encouraging for those of us who may feel our world 

or our lives are dark and messy right now.  We read in verse 10:  “And just as he was coming up 

out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him.”  

The heavens are torn apart in this lesson from Mark.  The importance of that image becomes 

clearer if we compare Mark’s telling of this event to how Matthew and Luke tell of the same 

event.  In their Gospel accounts, a different Greek verb is used to describe how the Spirit moves 

from heaven to earth: in their accounts we read, “he saw the heavens open up and the Spirit 

descending like a dove”.  In other words, Matthew and Luke simply present the heavens being 

opened up rather neatly, a clean cut that can easily be repaired, or a zipper being zipped down 

and up,  as it were.  Mark alone reveals that the heavens were torn apart, using the Greek verb, 

“schizo”.  It’s a much more violent, vivid description.  This same verb is used one other time in 

the Gospels, when at the time of Christ’s crucifixion we read that the curtain of the Temple was 

torn apart from top to bottom.  That temple curtain symbolized the barrier between God and 

mortals; at Christ’s death, that barrier was torn apart.   A tear is not so easily repairable, not so 

neatly sewn together or zipped back up as an orderly opening.  It’s like the difference between 

those cereal or cracker packages, where you might neatly open it up and so are able to close it 

just as neatly again, or you might rip it open and the cereal or the crackers go flying, and it’s 

extremely difficult to close it up effectively again.  And this tells us that God often uses the latter 



kinds of tearing experiences in our lives to come on through to us.   Jesus---and we---receive 

God’s Word and presence through the torn openings and uneven edges of our lives.  God’s Spirit 

may come to us just in those places or events of our lives that are the most torn, the most messy, 

the least easily neatly mended.  I’m quite sure this is good news for us today.  This is Gospel.  

This is the word of the Lord for us.  While we look at those torn, messy places in our lives and 

grieve and despair, God can actually use those places and events as the precise opportunity to 

enter our lives, descend on us in Spirit, and bring us a Word of God.  One commentator said of 

this Scripture passage from Mark, “Jesus is baptized and all heaven breaks loose”.  Indeed.  So, 

where we might look at our lives and see all hell breaking loose, God may use that same 

experience to allow us to see that in addition to the turmoil, all heaven is breaking loose for us, 

too.   

As of today, we’re just two weeks into the New Year, and quite a few of the people I’ve 

spoken with recently thought that 2017 was a year they were eager to leave behind.  A year, 

perhaps, in which all hell broke loose.  Obviously, the hope for 2018 is that we might, instead, 

witness all heaven breaking loose.  And as people of faith, we hope and pray that the reality of 

God on the loose in our world would provide for us and our world some much needed direction.   

This morning, shortly, in the form of a renewal of baptism, we will pray for just that in this year.  

And water and Spirit will be a part of that renewal, just as they are in the creation story and the 

story of Jesus’ baptism. The Spirit is with us always, as Christ promises. And the water will be 

used to make the sign of the cross on your forehead, as you hear a word from God, spoken to 

you. 

 And what might that word be?  “You are my child, my beloved one, with you I am well 

pleased.”  Not a word of condemnation, or of lecture or of well-meant but misplaced 



cheerleading. Just simply: “You are mine.  I love you.  I am pleased with you.”  Love, 

acceptance, and affirmation in the time we least expect it or maybe deserve it.  That’s grace.  

That’s God.  We hear that word this morning in our baptismal renewal in the form we find in 

Isaiah 43: “I have called you by name.  You are mine, says the Lord.”  Out of grace, through the 

ragged tears of our lives, God creates us new, redeems us and declares us good.  Maybe each of 

us could seek, in 2018, to become more sensitive to God’s grace that is all  about us and more 

willing to share that grace within us with others. To follow Jesus, which means--as we state in 

our service of baptism, of confirmation, and of our renewal that is shortly to come—which 

means that we will : live among God’s people, hear God’s word and share in God’s supper, 

proclaim the good news of God, serve all people, and strive for justice and peace.  It’s a lot to 

promise.   God doesn’t set the bar low for us.  But the grace of God is so much more than we 

need and always goes before us in all we do. That’s where the joy is!  The heavens are torn open, 

God is on the loose, and all heaven is breaking loose in this world.  Pray for this; look for this; be 

blessed by this; be a part of this.  Amen.   


