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Text: Luke 3:15-22 

‘The people were waiting expectantly and were all wondering in their hearts if John might possibly be 

the Messiah. John answered them all, “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. He will baptize you with the Holy 

Spirit and fire. 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.” And with many other words John 

exhorted the people and proclaimed the good news to them.  

But when John rebuked Herod the tetrarch because of his marriage to Herodias, his brother’s wife, 

and all the other evil things he had done, Herod added this to them all: He locked John up in prison.  

When all the people were being baptized, Jesus was baptized too. And as he was praying, heaven 

was opened and the Holy Spirit descended on him in bodily form like a dove. And a voice came from 

heaven: “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.”’ 

 

Some years ago I was lucky enough to witness a baptism in a river. I was in my early teens on a 

Christian youth camp in the southwest of Western Australia. The person being baptised was a 20-

something year old guy who had recently heard about Jesus just before coming on the camp. I 

remember the whole camp walking out to the river together on the Sunday morning, my friends and I 

not entirely sure what was going to happen. You could smell petrol as we walked down to the river. 

There were fumes drifting over to us from other holidaymakers who were also there for the long 

weekend. They were out on their jet skis and motorboats a few hundred meters down stream, while 

we were huddled on the riverbank. As we watched on, the camp pastor and the young man walked 

out into the water together. The pastor then baptised the young man in the water, in three massive 

dunks, in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. He and the pastor then came back out 

of the water and prayed, with the whole camp surrounding them. It was a special moment to be part 

of, and I knew this was a spiritually profound moment in my life, let alone the life of the man being 

baptised.  

My own baptism happened right here in this building, over 30 years ago now. Maybe like me you can’t 

remember the day of your baptism because you were so young, but you’ve been reminded of it by 

family and friends through the years. Maybe you’ve also witnessed particularly memorable baptisms 

like the one I saw in the river. Whether on the grandest of scales or the simplest, our baptisms and 



those we’ve witnessed all reflect the baptism we hear of in Luke’s gospel. Luke writes that John had 

been preaching and baptizing the people with water, a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of 

sins. The people were anticipating, hoping that John may be the one they’ve been waiting for. Luke 

says they were ‘waiting expectantly’ and ‘wondering in their hearts’ – when have you wondered in 

your heart about something? Not just in your mind, but in your heart? There’s a longing, a heartache 

even in this phrase. In response to the people John says he is only preparing the way, that he’s not 

even worthy to untie the sandals on the feet of the one who is to come. He tells the people that the 

one who is to come will baptize not only with water, but with the Holy Spirit and with fire.  

So what does this mean? When we are baptised, the water signifies washing to become clean, and 

the Holy Spirit brings a new status, a new place as a forgiven and loved child of God. Terms used in 

scripture like being ‘born again’ and being ‘anointed’ may also come to mind when we consider what 

baptism is. To be baptised is to be forgiven for our sin, united with Jesus and part of His church. 

When we see children being baptised, the new child of the parents becomes a new child of God. We 

are born again, by water and the Holy Spirit. In the gospel of John (3:3, 5) Jesus says, ‘no one can 

see the kingdom of God unless they are born again.’ We will look at where ‘anointing’ comes in later. 

John says that Jesus will baptize with the Holy Spirit, but also with fire. We know the term ‘baptism of 

fire,’ where someone is initiated into something in a difficult or challenging way. In military terminology 

a ‘baptism of fire’ is a soldier’s first battle. It’s where someone new on the scene is challenged to 

prove themselves right from the get-go, or we might also say ‘thrown in the deep end.’ But initially it 

seems this baptism of fire is a bit different. John goes on to say Jesus ‘burns up the chaff’ with an 

‘unquenchable fire.’  

This language seems to suggest he’s talking about what happens to those who don’t believe in Jesus, 

who don’t ask for forgiveness for their sins. This is a heavy word. John isn’t just having a casual 

conversation with the people here, he’s talking about life and death. Only by the gift of the Holy Spirit 

are we led to return to Christ alone, to repent and believe.  

We can also interpret this as a sign of what comes in Jesus’ own life and ministry, Jesus’ own 

‘baptism of fire.’ Later in Luke’s gospel (12:49-50) Jesus says that he has come to bring fire on the 

earth, and that he has a baptism yet to undergo. What is that baptism? It’s Jesus death on the cross 

in our place, his baptism of fire, through which our guilt is taken away. So through Christ our baptism 

is not one of suffering, but one of forgiveness, of purification.  

So to be baptised is to receive God’s grace. Without God’s grace we’re in trouble. We are on our own. 

When we try to do life apart from God we are rejecting the good gifts He has for us. He wants to give 

us a place as one of His own children, but all too often we look to other things to give us what He 

wants to give us. We might want to achieve status or a good reputation for ourselves. We might step 

on other peoples’ toes or push people out of our way to get those things, to get where we want to be. 

We might want to be in complete control of our life and what happens to us. On the other hand we 



might feel that we aren’t good enough, that we can never live up to God’s or other peoples’ standards. 

But what Jesus gives is a better status than we can get for ourselves. We don’t need to step on toes 

or push people out of our way because there’s plenty of room at the table, plenty to go round. And we 

can never be in complete control, only God, the creator of the universe, is.  

We don’t need to achieve a good grade or meet key performance indicators to be saved. We can 

never be good enough, and God knows this. But the good news is Jesus is good enough. He’s more 

than good enough, and he gives himself to us as he draws us near to him. In baptism we don’t 

choose him - he chooses us. 

So why did Jesus need to be baptised? If we look to the book of Acts (10:38), it’s spelled out for us: 

‘God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power, and [Jesus] went around doing good 

and healing all who were under the power of the devil, because God was with him.’ If we go back to 

today’s passage, at this time in history, where John is baptising people in the river Jordan, this is the 

scene where Jesus’ status as the Son of God is made known. Heaven was opened, the Holy Spirit 

came down to Jesus in bodily form like a dove, and a voice from heaven said: ‘You are my Son, 

whom I love; with whom I am well pleased.’ Here at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry God says, in a 

booming voice from heaven, for the people who are wondering in their hearts, ‘This is the guy you’ve 

been waiting for!’ The baptism Jesus receives is his anointing, the announcement that He has arrived. 

This is big news, bigger than any newsflash, status update or public service announcement. Here the 

the things of people and the things of God come together in an amazing way. John has prepared the 

way, his work is done, and now the king is here.  

Anointing tends to be a sign of royal significance, a sign that something important is happening. God 

commands the prophet Samuel to anoint the young David as he is going to be the next king of Israel. 

British monarchs are anointed with holy oil as part of their coronation ceremony, an act of 

consecration with reference to David’s anointing of his son Solomon. Jesus’ baptism in the River 

Jordan may not have involved oil, but in it he is set apart, declared to be God’s own son with whom he 

is well pleased. And this is what we receive in our baptism, through no work of our own. We are set 

apart from our sin, made holy, united with Christ our king.  

As we read on through Luke’s gospel we discover this king is a king who takes the fire, who suffers 

and dies for His people, who is killed by His own people. He dies for our sins, taking the place we 

deserve. We don’t deserve the good gifts God gives us, but through baptism he gives them to us 

anyway! He forgives our sins and reclaims us as His own dearly loved children. 

In one more key feature of our text, after John has baptised many people he is arrested for rebuking 

King Herod. What is John’s earthly reward for bearing witness to Christ? Being sent to prison. Being 

children of God, followers of Christ does not come without its challenges; sometimes direct 

persecution is the result. This is challenging as we look ahead to 2022, as we ‘wonder in our hearts,’ 

not unlike the people did 2000 years ago, about what is to come. We are faced with many difficulties. 



The ongoing uncertainty around Covid continues, far longer than we thought it would. We worry about 

the state of our church, how we will face up to the many challenges we face. We stress about our 

health, our work, our study, our family and our friends. We look for signs of God in a world where we 

can often only see the opposite. But in our baptism we are secure.  

Our identity is not determined by what we fear or by what we are worried about; our identity is firmly 

planted in Christ, as loved children of God. We can rest assured that as we heard earlier, heaven is 

not closed off – it has been opened.  

As Jesus is declared to be God’s Son in His baptism, so too in our baptism we are declared to be 

children of God. We are no longer left to our own devices. We are welcomed into God’s family, given 

a seat at His table. In baptism God says to us, to you and me: ‘You are my child, whom I love; with 

whom I am well pleased.’  

We didn’t do anything to earn his love or to please him, but he gives us that status as his beloved 

child through Christ. This transforms our lives, making us new, and we can always return – no matter 

what life throws at us - to the safety and security of our position as loved children of God. This new 

identity is permanent; in the water God washes us clean and then lifts us out again to be united with 

Him, through his Holy Spirit. We are God’s throughout our life on earth and we return to him when this 

life has come to an end. We can go out with confidence because through baptism the deal is done; 

we are God’s now. Amen. 


