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-Baptism as transformation- 

Date:  January 10, 2021 (Baptism of the Lord) 

1.  Texts:  Genesis 1:15; Ps. 29; Acts 19:1-7; Mark 1:4-11. 

2.  Subject:  baptism. 

3.  Topic:  transformation. 

4.  Aim:  shock, challenge, transform. 

5.  Proposition:  “Baptism is not something so sweet and harmless.” 

 

BE YE TRANSFORMED! 

 

 Creation is torn asunder.  Humanity is infused with the wild Holy Spirit of 

God.  According to Matthew’s Gospel, an unquenchable fire of judgment shall be 

unleashed.  It sounds like the beginning of some action-filled, superhero, 

blockbuster movie or maybe the climax of the Book of the Revelation.  What it is, 

is the baptism of Jesus.  Surprised?  You probably should be. 

 

 You see, today’s Church is too used to baptizing cute little infants dressed 

in white clothes, specially sewn for this one occasion.  Sure, not even infant 

baptisms happen all that often nowadays, but that is the image we carry around 

with us.  Cute babies.  The priest sharing the newly baptized with the 

congregation.  Time for pictures following the service.  Those are the images that 

charm our imaginations, when we think of baptism at all. 

 

 The reality for Jesus was far different.  It was earth-shattering and life-

transforming.  His baptism altered his existence and provided for a new existence 

for all of humanity.  Baptism was a miracle created by God that changed Jesus’ 

own existence and created the possibility of eternal life for all of humanity.  Our 

creation was torn apart.  The indwelling fire of the Holy Spirit did infuse human 

existence.  In Jesus’ baptism God proclaimed his own involvement in his 

judgment on sin—which is the climax of the Book of the Revelation.  This is a 

blockbuster move by God.   

 

 So, what happened?  How did this hugely transformative experience of 

Jesus get transformed into a tradition of the Church? 

 

 It wasn’t like that in the New Testament Church.  Now, please remember 

that all of the books of the New Testament were written decades after the 

resurrection.  In fact, while Mark’s Gospel is likely the first of the four Gospels, it 
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appeared after some of the letters, like those to the Thessalonians and the 

Galatians.  John’s Gospel appeared much later.  The Gospels are reflections on the 

events from a half generation earlier.  But even when Luke wrote the Acts of the 

Apostles, baptism was still hugely transforming: 

While Apollos was in Corinth, Paul passed through the inland 

regions and came to Ephesus, where he found some 

disciples. He said to them, ‘Did you receive the Holy Spirit 

when you became believers?’ They replied, ‘No, we have not 

even heard that there is a Holy Spirit.’ Then he said, ‘Into what 

then were you baptized?’ They answered, ‘Into John’s 

baptism.’ Paul said, ‘John baptized with the baptism of 

repentance, telling the people to believe in the one who was to 

come after him, that is, in Jesus.’ On hearing this, they were 

baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. When Paul had laid his 

hands on them, the Holy Spirit came upon them, and they 

spoke in tongues and prophesied— altogether there were about 

twelve of them.1 

“They spoke in tongues and prophesied.”  They went from being disciples of John 

the Baptist to transformed leaders of the Christian Church through baptism.   

 

 But this was the experience of the Church under persecution.  There were 

no social benefits to being a Christian.  The traditions of the Church were not yet 

codified or cemented.   

 

 Over time baptism became more institutionalized, particularly as the 

Church became more deeply linked to the politics and governments of the day.  

There would soon be advantages both in employment and in promotion to being 

a Christian.  The life-transforming and radical nature of Christian baptism was 

diluted by expediency and practicality.   

 

 In addition, the Church began the practice of infant baptism, which only 

requires the faith commitment of the parents and sponsors.  This separated the 

life-changing experience from the faith of the recipient.   

 

 
1 Acts 19:1-7. 
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 By the time our own grandparents were asking about baptism, it had 

become something that you just did.  Inquirers have even asked about, “Getting 

our baby done.”  The transformative realities of baptism have been nearly severed 

from the faith of many. 

 

 Creation is torn asunder.  Humanity is infused with the wild Holy Spirit of 

God.  An unquenchable fire of judgment shall be unleashed.  That’s the reality 

behind Christian baptism.  But you must understand this:  this is the reality 

because baptism is God’s miracle, not ours.  People don’t baptize—God does.  

John the Baptist or your parish priest may perform the outward and visible signs 

of baptism, but it is God who gives it its inward and spiritual grace.  Our 

perception and understanding of the reality are affected by our faith, but God 

alone is in charge of the reality.  God tears human creation asunder.  He infuses 

our spirits with his Holy Spirit.  He casts his judgment on our individual and 

collective sin.   

 

 The reality of God’s miracle has forced us into an uncomfortable choice: 

a. we ignore the depth of the reality of God’s miracle OR 

b. we seek to revive our appreciation and experience of God’s baptism. 

I say, “We…” because outsiders have next-to-no interest in baptism or in the 

Church.  On the off chance that someone should actually inquire about 

scheduling a baptism, the Church will continue to do what it can to light the fire 

of genuine faith for the inquirers.  But by far the largest constituency that is 

confronted by baptism are those of us who have been baptized and share in the 

ministries of the Church.  This means you and I.   

 

 The reality of God’s miracle asks us, “Resignation or revival?”  Will we 

accept the status quo and allow baptism to be nothing more than a tradition?  Or 

will we seek to recover an appreciation of the transformative power of God’s 

baptism? 

 

 These aren’t questions that I can answer using this sermon.  Congregations 

and individual disciples can answer such questions for themselves, but this 

sermon can’t answer them for you.  But, I cannot pose such questions and not 

give guidance on how to approach the answers. 
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 You could keep the status quo as it is.  It is possible to say, “We’re fine the 

way we are.  Our experience and understanding of baptism have worked just fine 

since before my grandmother was born.” 

 

 On the other hand, your imagination might have been challenged by the 

Bible’s descriptions of baptism.  After all, Jesus’ experience of transformation 

defines baptism.  We provide the outward and visible signs while the example of 

Jesus tells us what the inward and spiritual graces are to be.   

 

 If you are challenged by Jesus’ experience, you will benefit from taking 

intentional steps towards the renewal of the experience of your own baptism. 

 

 Most of us were baptized as infants and so can’t begin to remember our 

baptisms.  That’s ok.  Our memories do not affect God’s actions.  He still baptized 

whether or not we can remember it. 

 

 Prior to your baptism, God lived on your outside.  That’s the way human 

beings are born—God on the outside and an empty human spirit on the inside.  

Yes, babies are cute and adorable, but because of sin our lives do not 

automatically include God.  We are born separated from God. 

 

 Imagine that:  there you are an infant and God is at the door, politely 

knocking and asking to be let in.  Imagine your spiritual loneliness and alone-

ness.   

 

 Then, because of the choices of your parents and your congregation, God 

entered your life and so transformed you.  This is that whole “creation was torn 

asunder” bit.  In your baptism your creation became complete.  Your human spirit 

was infused with his Holy Spirit.  You became fully alive and more genuinely 

human.  After all, we were created in the image of God and that image becomes 

more complete through baptism. 

 

 And in that miracle God proclaimed his judgment on human sin and 

declared you to be forgiven.  In that miracle you received grace upon grace.  God 
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could work from inside your life to mold you in the image of Christ for the sake 

of those around you.   

 

 So use your sanctified imagination to imagine what your life might have 

been like if you had not been baptized.  Turn in thanksgiving to God for the reality 

of your baptism.  Be fervent in prayer and give God permission to continue his 

work of transformation in and through you.  Hunger and long for the renewing 

of your mind.  Offer the sacrifice of your life to God, and he will give it back to 

you transformed into a channel of his grace.   

 

 Unlike baptism, these steps towards renewal in the Spirit are not one-time 

events.  Renewal is a process, sometimes with high points, sometimes with low 

points.  The miracle of your spiritual completion is a one-time act of God, but 

your transformation in the Spirit is a process.   

 

 Creation is torn asunder.  Humanity is infused with the wild Holy Spirit of 

God.  An unquenchable fire of judgment shall be unleashed.  That’s the reality 

behind Christian baptism.  That’s the reality behind your baptism because it was 

the reality behind Jesus’ baptism.  May this reality continue to transform each one 

of us for the sake of the world around us. 

 

 AMEN.   


