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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 
Our text, the gospel reading including these final words, “Now when 
all the people were baptized, and when Jesus also had been baptized 
and was praying, the heavens were opened, and the Holy Spirit 
descended on him in bodily form, like a dove; and a voice came from 
heaven, “You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 The foundation of your baptism is Jesus’ baptism. The 

certainty of your status as the baptized is the status of the baptized 

Jesus. What do I mean by that?  

 When people wrestle with the topic of Jesus’ baptism, they 

get it all wrong because they see Jesus’ baptism as an example of our 

baptism. And they then start comparing notes on how old he was 

when he was baptized, how he was baptized in a river, how heaven 

(visibly) opened to him, how he said he was doing this to fulfill all 

righteousness, and they say, “Huh… I guess that’s what baptism is for 

us.” 

But to see his baptism as our baptism’s example is to see his 

person as our person’s example! But Jesus is no mere example! And 

the details of his baptism are not meant to compare to our own. 

Recall, baptism as a concept and a term is not new with Jesus and 

John. As a ceremonial ritual, the baptismal act was quite common as 
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a symbol of whose teaching you were following. This symbolic, ritual 

understanding of it was still advocated by some in the book of Acts 

when, asked by Paul what type of baptism they had, they answered, 

“Well, we have John’s baptism, but have not yet received the Holy 

Spirit.” 

But Jesus redefines all of that by making baptism something 

far greater than a ritualistic sign, far deeper than a symbol of whose 

teaching one follows. Thus, he is baptized not as an example, but as 

the divine testimony, indeed the Father’s own testimony, that this 

Jesus indeed is the one whose coming fulfills all righteousness, He is 

indeed the One in whom the Father is pleased, He is indeed the One 

whose sacrificial death will be perfect and sufficient, and thus He’s 

the One who has authority to declare and make your baptism a 

divine washing with the bestowal of the Holy Spirit and the fire of 

faith.  

In other words, the foundation of your baptism is Jesus’ 

baptism, not because it is the example, but because His baptism 

identifies Him as the Messiah authoritative to make you the promise 

of your baptism. The certainty of your status as the baptized is the 

status of the baptized Jesus, not because the baptized Jesus is first 

among many, but because His status is “You are my son, with whom I 

am well pleased,” so that his promises to you regarding your 

baptismal status must be regarded as certain and true.  
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Thus, the baptism of our Lord is not about God saying, “Let 

me show you how this is done.” Rather, it’s God saying, “Let me 

show you who this is, that you may hold on to every word he utters 

as true God, every promise he makes with divine authority, every 

benefit he bestows from his pierced hands and side.” 

 Where one continues to ask questions about why Jesus’ 

baptism is different than our baptism, that one does not understand 

how Jesus is different from us. But John knows, John understands. 

And thus, John points to Jesus with as much zeal and exhortation he 

is granted by the Holy Spirit for all people who are in expectation as 

to who might be the Lord’s Christ. 

 And what does John say about the Lord’s Christ? He says,  

 
“He who is mightier than I is coming, the strap of whose sandals I 
am not worthy to untie. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit 
and with fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his 
threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his barn, but the 
chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.”  

 
Now this may seem a strange description of the Lord’s Christ, for we 

have heard that the Lord’s Christ will save, that he will unite God and 

man, that he will be Wonderful Counselor, the Prince of Peace. But 

this image of winnowing fork in hand to clear his threshing floor and 

burn the chaff in unquenchable fire… that sounds totally foreign to 

the image we have of a loving, saving Messiah.  

 But it shouldn’t. Don’t we hear in Advent that John prepared 

the way, “proclaiming [Jesus] the promised Messiah and … calling 
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sinners to repentance that they might escape from the wrath to be 

revealed when [the Christ] comes again in glory”?  

 You see, we sinners forget the big picture. The big picture 

doesn’t just include a lovable, smiling Jesus. The big picture isn’t truly 

“God saved me through Jesus, and He wiped away all wrath, all 

death, anything bad… and all that is left is the New Creation.” That’s 

not true. Not yet, it’s not!  

 The big picture is not just a picture of salvation; the bigger 

picture is the picture of the world’s fall, of God’s calm but divinely 

serious condemnation: “On the day you eat of it, you will die.” That’s 

still the reality, and that eternal death is till the curse under which 

the world finds itself apart from the Christ. And it’s into that world 

that the Christ comes and, if you will, invades that world to take His 

Church out of that bigger picture. But he doesn’t thereby abolish the 

holy will of God as it condemns the sinner; rather he fulfills it. He 

fulfills it and says to all, “I and I alone have the authority to bring you 

out of this narrative of the fallen, old, condemned creation. Cling to 

me, remain in my Word, for I will bring you through the grave and, 

by the resurrection, into the New Creation.” But to those who 

refuse, to those who deny Christ’s authority or are cynical or 

indifferent to His saving work, He says, “I will come again, and I will 

bring to pass God’s judgment of condemnation upon those who did 

not believe the threat, “You will surely die.” 
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 That is the big picture, isn’t it? The big picture is one of 

everlasting judgment upon sinners. To be saved from that reality 

doesn’t mean that reality ceases to exist, as if history is rewritten 

and the promised condemnation of the world never existed or isn’t 

still true. Rather, it means that there is one who has been made 

manifest by the Father, one who has authority to pull us out of and 

rescue us from this condemned fate, and he will do so by the Spirit 

he will send in His name and by baptismal waters to grant us the fire 

of faith.  

 Indeed, how often do the Scriptures speak of the fire of 

faith? They speak of faith being “kindled” or “fanned into flames” (2 

Tim. 1:6); they reassure the weak in faith that “a smoldering wick 

[God] will not snuff out.” Our hymnody confesses the same about 

the fire of faith, as the famous Lutheran Epiphany hymn we sang on 

Thursday night says, “Come, heavenly Bridegroom, Light divine, And 

deep within our hearts now shine; There light a flame undying!” (LSB 

395, 2). But, that “fire of faith” also refers – perhaps even more often 

to the trials of fire, earthly tribulations upon and persecutions of the 

faithful by which faith is refined. And, to show this link one more 

time between the visual of “fire” and faith, the Scriptures even 

record that the apostles were granted the visual aid of tongues of 

fire to be assured that Christ’s promise to send them the Holy Spirit 

for their apostolic work of preaching the Gospel to the world… that 

promise was now coming to pass, that they might with Christ’s own 
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authority exhort all nations to repent and receive Christ’s gift of the 

Holy Spirit through Baptismal waters in which is created and sealed 

saving faith. Yes, truly, Christ baptizes with the Holy Spirit and fire, 

for the benefit of all who hope to be saved; their hope is not in vain, 

for the Jesus in whom they hope is the one with whom the Father is 

well pleased.  

 But, as we said, John also mentions Christ coming in 

judgment, with his winnowing fork in hand. John does not pretend 

such judgment no longer exists just because the Christ first comes in 

mercy. Rather, he acknowledges, He who saves by the Holy Spirit and 

fire can also condemn by the Holy Spirit and fire. For, this is the big 

picture of the fallen world’s pending condemnation, isn’t it? This is 

what we confess when we say “He will come again to judge the living 

and the dead.” That’s not a different Christ; that’s not a different 

person. It’s the same Jesus to whom John pointed and said, “Behold, 

the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” 

 But the world is unbelieving. We see in our text that Herod 

rejects the exhortations that precede the good news of salvation. 

Herod rejects it all, a type of all the world that stubbornly rejoices in 

it sin. But its unbelief is not spared just because Christ mercifully 

adopts into the family of God the Church of his salvific making. No, 

this same Christ whose Gospel saves the world by the Holy Spirit and 

the fire of faith, that same Christ whose Gospel is heard but rejected 
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by so many, that same Christ also brings to fulfillment the judgment 

that comes by the Holy Spirit and fire. 

 Does Jesus not say that the Holy Spirit He sends will come to 

convict the world of sin, righteousness, and judgment? Does this 

same Jesus not forewarn of the fires of condemnation and 

repeatedly warn there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth among 

those who (like Herod) did not take seriously the Lord’s Christ?  

 Now, this realization that Christ is not a happy-go-lucky 

savior who abolishes, but instead will fulfill, the judgment upon the 

world… this realization shakes us and gives us a startling wake-up 

call. And, as it does, we immediately begin to ask questions about 

the strength and merit of our faith. We begin to wonder if it is 

steadfast enough, whether it is genuine enough, whether my heart is 

burning within me enough, or – in rather trite American terminology 

– whether “I’m on fire for the Lord.” 

 But, here, we have made the mistake of forgetting the 

context of John’s description of this Christ. The context is Christ’s 

own baptism, in which He is identified as the pleasing Son of God 

who has all authority to make you promises regarding salvation 

through that divine baptism He has instituted so that you who are 

baptized into his name are baptized into his death and into his 

resurrection victory beyond the grave and out of eternal 

condemnation into the New Creation.  
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 We must never be tempted to lose focus on Christ, or to shift 

the focus to the merits of our faith, when considering the certainty 

of our salvation. In fact, when faith is strong its singular focus is 

Christ Jesus, and thus it rejoices in being connected to him by God’s 

adoption of us in Holy Baptism. And faith then loves to be instructed 

by and humbly live according to the Holy Law and be comforted by 

certain salvation in Christ Jesus as proclaimed in the Holy Gospel.  

 But when faith is weak, it shows its weakness either by 

thinking proudly of its own righteousness and supposed 

independence from Christ, or by despairing so much of itself that 

one believes God cannot or will not love it. In both cases, the weak 

faith is brought though the fiery trials of earth as a gentle reminder 

of the great fires of condemnation and hell, and faith is taught anew 

to take its eyes off itself and to cherish that its help is in the name of 

the Lord, and faith is pointed anew to holy Baptism and the certain 

promises that are ours in that singular beautiful focus that is Christ 

Jesus.  

 And, if we are safe in Christ Jesus because he has 

authoritatively attached himself to us and us to himself in holy 

baptism, then we take great joy in hearing the exhortations that 

forewarn us, that snap us awake and keep us alert. These are no 

exhortations of self-saving works or me-centered merits. These, our 

text says are the exhortations of John and all who point to Christ: “so 

with many other exhortations he preached good news to the 
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people.” Good news, indeed, to be shown our futility, our utter need 

for and dependence upon a Messiah, and then be shown, “There, 

Christ Jesus, he in his baptism has been identified by the Father 

Himself as authoritative to save, and this Jesus has authoritatively 

made baptism something of divine importance and divine comfort – 

the new birth in which you are joined to the merits of Christ’s death, 

that you may be sure you are joined to the eternal joys and 

vindication of Christ’s resurrection.” 

 

In the Name of the Father 
And of the Son 

And of the Holy Spirit. 
+ AMEN + 

 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
January 9, 2022 


