
Sermon for 8.6.17 “Baptized in Fire” Faith Lutheran Church 

Texts: Matthew 3:5-12; Luke 12:49-53   

 Truth is that one of the great joys of being a pastor is that I have the best seat in the house 

for pretty much every baptism.  I get to stand there at the font along with the parents of the child 

and their family and friends.  I get to see that little wriggling baby up close and personal as the 

water is dripped on his or her forehead.  I get to see the faces of the congregation as they rise to 

welcome that child to the family of God.  Really, it’s a humbling and incredible experience. 

 But it is just so not what Jesus is talking about in our text.  He says, “I have a baptism 

with which to be baptized, and what stress I am under until it is completed!”  He’s not talking 

about a baptism with water gathered around the font... it’s a baptism of fire.  He’s stirred the 

people, he’s angered some—angered them because he refuses to play nice, refuses to fit into 

their stereotypes, fit into their pre-imagined forms, their preconceived traditions.  He’s the child 

of peasants, relatively uneducated, from a tiny backwater village... and he has the gall to confront 

the rabbis and teachers and priests and politicians.  He has the nerve to speak out as though he’s 

somebody important, somebody with authority on their own level, maybe somebody with even 

more authority than they have... he almost talks as though he thinks he’s God on earth. 

 And yes, that makes them angry, it stirs them up, they are incensed, they are on fire.  And 

during that Passover in Jerusalem that fire erupts into something like planned chaos.  The 

soldiers come out with swords and torches, and they bind him, and he’s placed on trial, and the 

people find themselves chanting, “Crucify him, crucify him.”  And the gears spin, and the 

machine is set in motion, and then there comes  the whips and the cross and the nails, and he’s 

struggling for breath, and he dies.  He dies. 

 That happy little font that we gather around, the water we splash, the words that we say... 

that’s a baptism.  Yes, it is indeed a baptism.  We welcome a child—we welcome an adult—into 
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the family of God we assert the truth that God has named and claimed this precious life as God’s 

own dear child and we receive them as such; a fellow member of the body of Christ, a child of 

the same heavenly Father, and a worker with us in the kingdom of God.  That’s a baptism, the 

grace of God flows there. 

 But somehow Jesus is claiming his persecution, his suffering—the fiery ordeal of his life 

and death—as a baptism as well, he’s claiming it as a sacrament.   

 What’s a sacrament?  Maybe you went through it in your confirmation classes... Well the 

typical answer is something like: it’s "an outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual 

grace given to us, ordained by Christ himself, as a means whereby we receive that same grace." 

That’s the Anglican version I guess. Lutherans specify that a sacrament is an act that is 

commanded by Christ, uses a material or earthly element, and through connection with the Word 

is the bearer of God’s promise.  With this definition, we Lutherans recognize two sacraments: 

Baptism and Eucharist—or Holy Communion.  Christ calls us to eat the bread and drink the 

wine—those are the material elements—he promises us that when we do this in his name he is 

truly present with us in, around, and through those elements, bringing us grace, bringing us life 

and hope and salvation. 

 With baptism, water is the physical element that touches us with the truth of God’s love 

and God’s call and God’s claim that we are God’s own dearly beloved children.  And we are 

specifically commanded to go out and baptize in his name.  So that’s kind of what the 

sacramental thing is all about.  Real stuff, physical stuff, accompanied by God’s promises that in 

some way convey to us the eternal, spiritual, invisible truths of God’s love, God’s grace, God’s 

presence. 
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 John the Baptist looked at Jesus and he said, “I baptize you with water for repentance, but 

one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I’m not worthy to carry his sandals. He will 

baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.”  That verse could be really frightening if we were 

literalists.  Fortunately even the literalists recognize that there is something metaphorical about 

this teaching.  In fact many of our more Pentecostal and conservative Christian friends take this 

just to mean that Jesus will baptize us with the Holy Spirit and with the Holy Spirit.  What I 

mean by that is that they tend to think that we are baptized with water for repentance, but then 

we need to be baptized again in the Holy Spirit... and they see the word “fire” here as just a 

synonym for the Holy Spirit. 

 I disagree.  I think that when we’re baptized in the name of the Father and the Son and 

the Holy Spirt, we have entered the family, and the Holy Spirit has begun its work in us.  And I 

don’t think that work is limited to speaking in tongues or prophetic utterances or whatever.  I 

think our lives are the place where we live in that spirit—our lives are all about learning to 

discern the presence of the Spirit in and around us.  And it’s often in the “fiery ordeals of this 

life” that we most clearly see God’s promised presence.  Often it’s in these fiery ordeals that 

God’s presence—which is our hope and our salvation—becomes most clearly manifested to us. 

 In a way, what Christ was saying was that it’s not just water and bread and wine that are 

of a sacramental nature.  He was suggesting that every bit of this life is—in a way—sacramental.  

I think he was claiming that even the everyday, common, corrosive, hurtful stuff of life can 

convey the presence of God and God’s salvation working in us.  And as he stepped into his 

baptism by fire, he was claiming that the ropes that bound his hands, and the crown of thorns and 

the nails and that rough wooden cross, and the sponge dipped in sour wine, and the spear that 

pierced his side—all of those things—all of those things—could be seen as elements through 
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which God’s grace and salvation could move and embrace us if we only trust God to be even 

there. 

 Please don’t get me wrong here: I really don’t want anyone running out to play with 

matches, I don’t want anyone running out to seek pain and hurt and persecution... that’s not it.  I 

don’t want anyone putting their life or their family or their future in harm’s way.  What I’m 

trying to say is that Christ Jesus saw a way to meet every circumstance of his life and death as 

though God was right there present with him.  Present in the good as well as in the bad, present 

in the wine and bread but also present in the times of fasting and hunger; present in health and in 

healing as well as in sickness; present in joy as well as sorrow; present in water as well as fire. 

 And with this so clearly in his mind he was emboldened to enter the fire as a baptism of 

sorts.  He was willing to enter the fire on our behalf—not just to force open the gates of heaven 

for us—but to show us through his example that this is who our Father is, this is what our God 

does, this is how much our God cares God’s children.  And I think that he calls us into this 

baptism by fire in this way: he calls us to love our neighbors so much that we are willing to 

sacrifice on their behalf.  Maybe not to die for them, maybe not to throw our life away for them, 

maybe not to foolishly endure pain and anguish for them... but to recognize when there are steps 

we can take, when we can humbly and righteously set a bit of our own comfort aside, live a little 

more generously, give a little more freely for their sake. 

 Christ entered the fire of his baptism for our sake, he promised to walk with us through 

all of our lives—even our own fires—and he calls us to enter into the fires raging in the lives of 

others for their sake.  This is just part of who we are as children of God.  It’s not just our call, it’s 

a part of our DNA as children of our heavenly Father.  May we be ready to walk with those in 
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need especially when the fires blaze around them, always and only to the glory of our God who 

empowers us through the Holy Spirit and baptizes us with both water and the fire.  Amen   


