
Jesus’ Baptism 

January 8, 2017 

By Pastor John Wells 

 
Luke 3:1-22 
The Proclamation of John the Baptist 
 3:1In the fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius 
Pilate was governor of Judea, and Herod was ruler of Galilee, and his brother 
Philip ruler of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias ruler of 
Abilene, 2 during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God 
came to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness. 3He went into all the 
region around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for 
the forgiveness of sins, 4as it is written in the book of the words of the 
prophet Isaiah, 

“The voice of one crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of 
the Lord, make his paths straight. 5Every valley shall be filled, 

and every mountain and hill shall be made low, and the crooked 
shall be made straight, and the rough ways made smooth; 6and all 

flesh shall see the salvation of God.’” 
 7John said to the crowds that came out to be baptized by him, “You brood of 
vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? 8Bear fruits 
worthy of repentance. Do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have 
Abraham as our ancestor’; for I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise 
up children to Abraham. 9Even now the ax is lying at the root of the trees; 
every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into 
the fire.” 
 10And the crowds asked him, “What then should we do?” 11In reply he said 
to them, “Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has none; and 
whoever has food must do likewise.” 12Even tax collectors came to be 
baptized, and they asked him, “Teacher, what should we do?” 13He said to 
them, “Collect no more than the amount prescribed for you.” 14Soldiers also 
asked him, “And we, what should we do?” He said to them, “Do not extort 
money from anyone by threats or false accusation, and be satisfied with your 
wages.” 
 15As the people were filled with expectation, and all were questioning in 
their hearts concerning John, whether he might be the Messiah, 16John 
answered all of them by saying, “I baptize you with water; but one who is 
more powerful than I is coming; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his 
sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. 17His 
winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing floor and to gather the 
wheat into his granary; but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.” 



 18So, with many other exhortations, he proclaimed the good news to the 
people. 19But Herod the ruler, who had been rebuked by him because of 
Herodias, his brother’s wife, and because of all the evil things that Herod had 
done, 20added to them all by shutting up John in prison. 
 

The Baptism of Jesus 
 21Now when all the people were baptized, and when Jesus also had been 
baptized and was praying, the heaven was opened, 22and the Holy Spirit 
descended upon him in bodily form like a dove. And a voice came from 
heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” 
 
  I have often talked about my conversion to the faith at the age of 

nineteen. 

  That change in my life took place in 1973 at a mid-week Lenten service 

at St. Luke’s United Methodist Church on the north side of La Crosse. I was 

there under protest. My mother had signed me up to be the special music for 

that evening; she didn’t ask, she just assumed and frankly I had lots of better 

things to be doing with my time than sing at a mid-week Lenten service BUT 

I was there. 

  In that particular service, people from the congregation took the place of 

the preaching and one-by-one they stood up to talk about their relationship to 

Jesus and (for the first time in my life that I could remember) I heard 

ordinary people talk about Jesus as if he was actually real. It was during that 

service that I asked Jesus to forgive me for all of the emptiness and 

brokenness and waywardness of my life and HE DID. In that moment, on 

that evening in March of 1973, Jesus redefined and redirected my life. 

  In the years following that experience (while I was still living in the 

glow), I had a tendency to talk about that moment as a kind of solitary event; 

a once and done experience with the Holy Spirit. In my mind I had 

disconnected that transformational moment from everything that had come 

before it. It was the most significant moment I had experienced in my 



spiritual journey but what I had forgotten was that it wasn’t the first step of 

my spiritual journey. 

  I had been raised in the Church. I had heard the Christmas story over 

and over again. I had played characters in the retelling of that story. I knew 

the Christmas carols by heart. I knew the angels’ message to the shepherds: 

“fear not for behold I bring you good tidings of great joy …” 

  I had heard the Easter story year after year. I had sung in cantatas and 

attended mid-week services and got up extra early to be there for Sunrise 

worship and Easter breakfast.  

  I knew the hymns and recited the creeds and prayed the Lord’s Prayer. 

  What I’m trying to say is that there was a particular moment in my life 

when I opened my heart to Jesus and he changed me and it was a hugely 

special moment in my life but there were a lot of people and songs and 

stories and experiences that SET ME UP for that moment. 

  That particular moment was powerful FOR ME and I believe that all of 

us need one of those transformational moments when we step over that last 

hurdle and allow our Jesus to be in control of all our life. I believe that all of 

us need that transitional moment when we decide to stop standing at a 

distance and we allow our GOD to be in charge of who we are. We need that 

“holy” moment when we allow GOD to set us aside for his service; we need to 

acknowledge that we belong to GOD. 

  BUT, HAVING SAID all of THAT, THIS TRANSFORMATIONAL and 

TRANSITIONAL MOMENT most likely won’t be the first thing that happens 

in your faith journey and it won’t be the last thing that happens in your faith 

journey. 

  What we are talking about today; Jesus baptism by John in the Jordan 

River WAS Jesus’ TRANSITIONAL MOMENT and I believe that this was 

important for us and that it was important for JESUS as well. 



  We know that Jesus was born in a little town called Bethlehem and he 

probably spent his first year there with Mary and Joseph. We know that forty 

days after he was born Mary and Joseph took him to the temple in Jerusalem 

to be presented to God. We know that he traveled with Mary and Joseph to 

Egypt to escape the savagery of King Herod who wanted this “newborn king” 

dead. We know that he was raised in Nazareth which was a city located 

about 70 miles north of Bethlehem and we know that he traveled with his 

family to Jerusalem when he was around twelve years old. 

  But other than that we don’t see or hear much from him until he was in 

his early thirties. A lot of time had passed between that silent night in the 

stable and the beginning of Jesus’ actual ministry and very few people would 

have remembered the angel choir or the shepherds’ visit or the wise men 

bringing him gifts. 

  What Jesus needed was someone who could INTRODUCE him to the 

public. Jesus needed someone who could BUILD A BRIDGE BETWEEN 

Abraham and Moses and the ministry of Jesus. John the Baptist was that 

guy. 

  John is considered by many to be the last of the Old Testament (OLD 

COVENANT) prophets; he had taken the vow of a Nazarite which put him in 

the same company as Samson and Samuel and Elijah. He was the bridge 

between the Old Testament prophesies of the coming Messiah and THE 

incarnation of Jesus. Everyone needed to see that God wasn’t doing 

something brand new; he was simply finishing something that he had started 

long before and John was going to make that happen. 

  There also needed to be a moment that marked the transition from 

Jesus being just a carpenter from Nazareth who HAPPENED TO HAVE 

SOME GOOD THINGS TO TEACH US; into Jesus as God’s chosen one; God’s 

Messiah AND the baptism of Jesus was going to mark that moment. 



  Baptism (as in water applied to people) was a new thing for the Jews. 

They didn’t baptize their babies BUT what they did do was practice ritual 

cleansing WHICH MEANS THAT they understood the concept behind what 

John was doing BUT HAD NEVER SEEN IT APPLIED IN JUST THIS WAY. 

  In Jewish practice, ritual cleansing was meant to prepare something 

(anything) to be used by God. It took something that was “ordinary” and 

made it “holy” (set aside for God’s purposes). What John was doing was 

calling people to be changed; he was calling people to THEIR OWN 

TRANSITIONAL MOMENT. HE was calling people to make the decision to 

set themselves aside for God’s purposes; to be “holy,” BECAUSE this was 

what THE PEOPLE OF ISRAEL WERE ALWAYS MEANT TO BE; GOD’S 

HOLY PEOPLE BUT THEY HAD FORGOTTEN who they were AND THIS 

IS CONNECTED TO WHAT JOHN meant when he SAID, 

Do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham  
as our ancestor;’ for I tell you, God is able from these stones  

to raise up children to Abraham. Luke 3:8 

  It can’t be just for show. If this was going to have meaning, then it had 

to be something that was an expression of a desire to belong to God. This 

baptism wasn’t going to be simply SOMETHING DONE TO THEM (it wasn’t 

magic), it was going to be an outward sign of an inward and spiritual grace; a 

symbol of a life that is open to surrendering itself to God. This is why John 

also said, 

Bear fruits worthy of repentance. Luke 3:8 

  If you really want to be set aside for God’s service, then let’s see it. The 

things you do don’t save you THEY simply indicate that you have stepped 

over that threshold and have allowed God to be at work in and through your 

life. 

  I believe that there needs to be a moment when we acknowledge our 

desire to move from our old life to a new life in Christ and baptism was 



always meant to mark that life-changing decision. Baptism has always been 

meant to be a public witness to the fact that we are turning our backs on our 

old lives and committing ourselves to following Jesus wherever he wants to 

lead us. 

  In the early church people spent a minimum of a year preparing for 

their baptism and there was normally a quiz (that was not pass/fail) AND an 

interview which involved questioning the candidate for baptism, their friends 

and their relatives as well. The church wanted to know that this person’s 

commitment was both genuine and sincere AND that their life reflected this 

commitment; that they were “bear(ing) fruits worthy of repentance.” 

  I’ve mentioned before that we have found ruins of early church 

baptisteries which were generally eight sided buildings with a pool inside and 

those who were being baptized would enter that small building, stand on one 

side of the pool, step out of their old clothes, walk down into the water to be 

baptized and then come up on the other side where they were given a new set 

of clothes and a new name to represent the fact that you were now new 

people. Their old life was left behind them and they were now following 

Jesus. 

  This is one of those songs that most of us associate with church camp; 

which means that it reminds us more of campfires than it does of 

commitment. BUT, I want you to sing through this song again and think 

about what it is that we are actually saying. I have decided to follow Jesus 

and there is no turning back. 

I have decided to follow Jesus;  
I have decided to follow Jesus; 
I have decided to follow Jesus; 

 No turning back, no turning back. 

The world behind me, the cross before me; 
The world behind me, the cross before me; 
The world behind me, the cross before me; 



No turning back, no turning back. 

Though none go with me, still I will follow; 
Though none go with me, still I will follow; 
Though none go with me, still I will follow; 

No turning back, no turning back. 

  At some point in our lives, we need to decide that we are going to be 

“holy” (set aside for God’s purposes.) At some point in our lives, we need to 

decide that we are going to be disciples and commit ourselves to learning 

from Jesus and becoming more like Jesus. At some point in our lives, we need 

to decide that we are willing to “deny ourselves, take up our cross and follow” 

wherever Jesus would lead us. 

Then he said to them all, “If any want to become my followers, let 
them deny themselves and take up their cross daily and follow me.”  

Luke 9:23 

  This decision will change your life AND change the world. You can 

decide now to follow Jesus. 

 


