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What's the big deal about a little water? 
 

When you think of a little water, what comes to mind? 

A leak 

A rain shower 

A solvent 

A spill 

A baptism 

 

With a leak or a spill or a rain shower the water is simply water. When it comes to baptism, however, 

the water is a symbol of something else. We know about symbols.  

 

A marriage certificate is literally a piece of paper, but when those words are printed on that 

piece of paper and those signatures written on it – well, it is much more than a simple piece of 

paper.  

 

A cake is just a cake, but when you put candles on it, sing a song, and ask somebody to blow 

out the candles, well, it is more than just cake; it is a symbol of life, and the anniversary of the 

birth of this particular life.  

 

Besides being a ritual of the church, what does baptism mean? 

 

This is more than a casual question now that the Bears are out of the playoff picture.  Many of us here 

today have been baptized – probably most of us. Water has been sprinkled on us, or poured over our 

heads, or we have been dunked like a donut in a river, a pond, a pool, or a baptistery. We may have 

decided for ourselves that we wanted to be baptized or somebody may have decided it for us before 

we were old enough to choose one way or the other. But for something so common as baptism, we 

might not know precisely what it is about, really.  

 

So, we look to the Scriptures, particularly the ministry of John the Baptizer and the baptism of Jesus in 

the gospel according to Luke, Chapter 3, to get our bearing on what it means to be baptized and why, 

today, we might want to refresh our baptism. 

 



This is important today because it may well be that your baptism has dried out or that you have not 

yet opened the gift of baptism given to you in the name and under the authority of God the Father, the 

Son, and the Holy Spirit. Or perhaps you have never been baptized -- though you've been considering 

whether or not to follow Jesus. 

 

So, three observations and an invitation today 

 

Washing 

 

Lk 3:7- 18 
7 When the crowds came to John for baptism, he said, “You brood of snakes! Who warned you 

to flee the coming wrath? 8 Prove by the way you live that you have repented of your sins and 

turned to God. Don’t just say to each other, ‘We’re safe, for we are descendants of Abraham.’ 

That means nothing, for I tell you, God can create children of Abraham from these very 

stones. 9 Even now the ax of God’s judgment is poised, ready to sever the roots of the trees. 

Yes, every tree that does not produce good fruit will be chopped down and thrown into the 

fire.” 
10 The crowds asked, “What should we do?” 
11 John replied, “If you have two shirts, give one to the poor. If you have food, share it with 

those who are hungry.” 
12 Even corrupt tax collectors came to be baptized and asked, “Teacher, what should we do?” 
13 He replied, “Collect no more taxes than the government requires.” 
14 “What should we do?” asked some soldiers. 

John replied, “Don’t extort money or make false accusations. And be content with your pay.” 
15 Everyone was expecting the Messiah to come soon, and they were eager to know whether 

John might be the Messiah. 16 John answered their questions by saying, “I baptize you 

with water; but someone is coming soon who is greater than I am—so much greater that I’m 

not even worthy to be his slave and untie the straps of his sandals. He will baptize you with the 

Holy Spirit and with fire.[b] 17 He is ready to separate the chaff from the wheat with his 

winnowing fork. Then he will clean up the threshing area, gathering the wheat into his barn but 

burning the chaff with never-ending fire.” 18 John used many such warnings as he announced 

the Good News to the people. 

 

We read here that everyone was expecting the Messiah to come soon (v. 15). That means things are 

going to be put right. The judgment of God is coming so it’s time to align ourselves with God’s will and 

way going forward and to seek forgiveness for the things of the past.  The arrival of Messiah Jesus 

means it is time to clean up our lying and cheating, our deceiving and rationalizing, our complicity and 

our convolution.  

 

It isn’t enough to talk a good game – the water of baptism reminds us that we need to be washed 

because we are stained and in need of being cleaned up. The symbol may be the water of baptism 

infers the washing away of our guilt, our sin, and refreshing us with God’s forgiveness. But it is also a 

decision on our part about the future. This is called repentance. It means changing our ways to align 

our lives with God’s ways as revealed to us through Jesus and written down in the Scriptures.  

 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+3%3A7-18&version=NLT#fen-NLT-25010b


There are other images in this portion of Scripture, too: the axe on the backswing ready to be done 

with the tree that produces no fruit and the winnowing fork that throws the grain into the air to 

separate the good grain from the chaff. These are images of judgment. The very good news is that 

God has done something about this for us.  

 
3 Once we, too, were foolish and disobedient. We were misled and became slaves to many lusts 

and pleasures. Our lives were full of evil and envy, and we hated each other. 4 But— 

When God our Savior revealed his kindness and love, 5 he saved us, not because of 

the righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He washed away our 

sins, giving us a new birth and new life through the Holy Spirit.   (Titus 3:3-5) 

 

Baptism means our sins have been forgiven on the basis of Jesus’ death and resurrection; he has taken 

our place and offered us his righteousness. It’s the great exchange. The pressure is off – we are 

welcomed home to God. 

 

Empowering 

 

The water of baptism is a symbol of this washing that makes us clean before the Lord.  

 

The baptism of Jesus, as recorded in Luke 3, then goes beyond the washing to the empowering. 

Moralism, that is, turning over a new leaf, getting right with God, straightening up and flying right, has 

a limited shelf life – we cannot keep living a God-pleasing life under our own power. We need more 

than just changing our behavior. We need a change of our devotion, our loves, our ambitions and 

desires – what is often called a change of heart. 

 

In Luke 3 we have a brief and engaging description of the baptism of Jesus himself.  

 

Lk 3:21-22 
21 One day when the crowds were being baptized, Jesus himself was baptized. As he was 

praying, the heavens opened, 22 and the Holy Spirit, in bodily form, descended on him like a 

dove. And a voice from heaven said, “You are my dearly loved Son, and you bring me great joy. 

 

Throughout the New Testament, baptism is often accompanied by the pouring out of the Holy Spirit. 

Christians believe God is trinity – one God in three persons. Very confusing to be sure – but then why 

would we expect our 3 pounds, more or less, of gray matter within our cranium to understand the One 

who created it?  

One way to visualize this is to think of God the Father as the God “out there” who has created the 

universe and all that is in it; that Jesus Christ the Son is the God “back there” in history by whose life, 

suffering, death, resurrection, and ascension has won the victory over sin, death, and the devil, holds 

all authority over heaven and earth and will come to judge the living and the dead; that the Holy Spirit 

is God “here and now” in our lives individually, the life of our faith community, and at work in the 

world.  

 

 

 



In this brief picture of the baptism of Jesus we see the gift of the Holy Spirit in two dimensions.  

 

The first is the pouring out or the descending of the Holy Spirit upon or into Jesus. Other sections of 

the Bible describe what this “pouring in” brings to us. The fruit of the Holy Spirit, described as love, 

joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control (Galatians 5:22). And 

the gifts of the Holy Spirit are particular abilities given to individuals for the good of the Christian 

mission. The Spirit also, as Jesus taught, counsels us, teaches us, corrects us, and prays with us. So to 

say, the receiving of the Holy Spirit brings the presence of God to shape us and mold us to become 

more and more like Jesus as well as become more and more fruitful in the Jesus mission for the 

healing of the world.  

 

The second dimension of the Holy Spirit’s work in our lives is the gift of assurance of God’s love. 

Romans 8:16 says, “The Spirit of God bears witness with our own spirits that we are the children of 

God. God’s love for us is poured into our hearts so we personally, poignantly, powerfully come to 

experience that God is for us and not against us; that there is nothing at all, in life, in death, in the 

past or the future, in heaven or hell, that can separate us from the love of God.  

 

We are empowered by our certainty of God’s love for us and the supernatural presence of the Holy 

Spirit within us.  

 
4 But— When God our Savior revealed his kindness and love, 5 he saved us, not because of the 

righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He washed away our sins, giving us 

a new birth and new life through the Holy Spirit.   (Titus 3:4-5) 

 

Commissioning 

 

We can also observe that the baptism of Jesus, and by extension our baptism, is not actually an event 

unto itself. It leads to something. It is a launching; a commissioning to a particular mission. After Jesus 

was baptized, as the Gospel of Luke records in chapter 4, Jesus, full to overflowing with the Holy Spirit, 

is led by the Spirit into conflict with the devil. This is so important: the meaning of baptism is that we 

are loved by God, our sins are washed away, the Holy Spirit comes to us with supernatural gifts since 

we are being called for and commissioned into a mission that will have us taking sides for the Kingdom 

of God and against the evil, unjust, and oppressive ways of the world in which we live. (see Luke 4:1-

13) 

 

You’ve probably heard of sinkholes.  

A sinkhole is an area of ground – sometimes large enough to swallow cars or houses – that collapses 

either because the trickle of water has finally dissolved the limestone of gypsum substrate or because 

the ground water has dried up – so the soil collapses.  

 

Sinkholes remind me of our need for spiritual renewal.  

Moralism is inadequate – we can’t just make ourselves be good. 

Rationalization is a dodge – we cannot outrun the past and cannot undo some of the things we have 

done, said, or thought. 

Delay won’t help because our situation is not one that gets better if we just leave it alone.  



Recognizing that I need to be washed, that I don’t have the strength to live the life I want to live 

without the help of God, that I am filled with fear and doubt, not able to actually be a partner in the 

healing of the world since I need so much to be healed myself.  

 

The gift of baptism is a symbol that God has already provided the forgiveness, the supernatural 

strength, and the commissioning to be effective and fruitful in the Jesus Mission.  

 

So today we have an opportunity – through confessing our need, expressing our desire, receiving the 

simple symbol of water, to refresh and renew our connection with God. 

 

Enough of overhearing the prayers 

Enough of pondering the words of the Preacher 

Enough letting the song of praise fill somebody else's soul. 

Enough shopping.  

 

You are invited today to receive again God’s real, practical, empowering gifts through the renewal of 

your baptism. 


