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Let’s open our hearts together in prayer. Let us pray: Gracious and 

loving God, pour out your Holy Spirit upon us like the waters of 

baptism, cleansing us and opening us to the wisdom of your Word. 

In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen. 

I was doing some research for today; and typed several search words 

into Google; and was directed to all sorts of websites on the world-wide-

web. They were listed, for the most part, as www.thisandthat.com. I was 

looking for information about the water of baptism; and the wisdom in our 

words of scripture this morning about the baptism of Jesus. My search of 

the world-wide-web became a search for water, wisdom and word; w-w-w. 

Next week we’ll hear about the wonder of Jesus turning water into wine, 

which will be a W5: Water, Wine, Wonder, Wisdom, Word! But today, we’ll 

try to stay focused on www: Water, Wisdom, Word! 

The first wisdom about baptism that I encountered was that of a young 

western cow-girl. Out on the cattle ranches of the west, the unbranded 

calves that roam at large are known as “mavericks.” They can be claimed 

by anyone who is able to brand them. The young girl had been baptised 

recently and her schoolmates questioned her about the meaning of the 

ceremony. “Well,” she said, “I was a little maverick out on the prairie and 

the minister put the Christian mark of the cross on my forehead. I was 

branded so that when God sees me, God will know that I am one of God’s 

children.” It’s an interesting thought to be marked as one of God’s own. 

But it’s more than just a symbolic branding. 

At the time of John the Baptist, it was a brave act of faith to be publicly 

pronounced “baptised” and to suffer the persecution experienced by early 
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Christians. At the time, the people thought that John the Baptist might be 

their long awaited Messiah, but he clearly subordinates himself to One who 

will come after him. John is not even worthy to untie the thong of this 

One’s sandals, and untying sandals was such a menial task that it was 

expected only of slaves. John says that the One to come will baptise, not 

with water, but with the Holy Spirit and fire. Does John mean that the 

repentant will receive the Holy Spirit and the unrepentant experience the 

judgement of fire? Or is he referring to the unquenchable fire that burns 

the chaff after the wind of the Holy Spirit separates it from the grain, thus 

separating good from evil? Or is it the holy purification of a refiner’s fire? 

Or is it the tongues of fire at Pentecost: the fiery feeling inside caused by 

the presence of the Holy Spirit. Hmmm – baptised with the Holy Spirit and 

fire; it could have multiple meanings, and none are simply symbolic. 

Ivan the Great was Tsar of Russia during the Fifteenth Century. He 

brought together warring tribes into one vast empire. Ivan was so busy 

waging his campaigns that he didn’t have a wife or family. His friends and 

advisers were quite concerned, advising him to get married. The busy 

soldier-statesman said he didn’t have the time to search for a bride, but if 

they would find a suitable woman, he would marry her. The counsellors and 

advisers searched the capitals of Europe and found an appropriate wife for 

the Tsar: the beautiful dark-eyed daughter of the King of Greece. She was 

young, brilliant, and charming, and the Tsar agreed to the marriage 

without even having met her. The King of Greece was delighted, but he had 

one condition, “He cannot marry my daughter unless he becomes a 

member of the Greek Orthodox Church.” Ivan agreed, so a priest was 

dispatched to Moscow to instruct Ivan in Greek Orthodox doctrine.  

Ivan made his way to Athens accompanied by 500 of his personal 

palace guard. He was to be baptized into the Orthodox Church by full 
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immersion, as was the custom of the Eastern Church. His soldiers, ever 

loyal, asked to be baptized also. The leader of the Church assigned 500 

priests to give the soldiers a one-on-one quick course in baptism. The 

soldiers, all 500 of them, were to be immersed in one mass baptism. 

Crowds gathered from all over Greece to see the 500 priests and 500 

soldiers walking into the Mediterranean together. The priests were dressed 

in black robes and tall black hats. The soldiers wore their battle uniforms 

with of all their regalia - ribbons of valour, medals of courage and weapons 

of battle.  

But, there was a problem. The Church prohibited professional soldiers 

from being members; so they would have to give up their commitment to 

bloodshed. They could not be killers and baptised as church members. 

After a hasty round of diplomacy, the problem was solved. As the words of 

baptism were spoken and the priests began to baptize them, each soldier 

reached to his side and withdrew his sword. Lifting it high overhead, every 

soldier was immersed - everything was baptised except his fighting arm 

and sword. The baptisms were quite serious and not merely symbolic, but I 

think they missed what’s happening in baptism: the total indwelling of the 

Holy Spirit that occurs even with a sprinkling of water on the forehead and 

the branding anointment with oil in the sign of the cross. 

Have you ever wondered why Jesus would want to be baptized by John 

the Baptist? At this time in Jewish history, water baptism served one of 

three main purposes. First, there was the “baptism of repentance for the 

forgiveness of sins” that was preached by John the Baptist. But Jesus is the 

Messiah, the Son of God, and he doesn’t need a baptism of repentance. 

He’s the One who baptises with the Holy Spirit and fire! 

The second kind of baptism was for people who wanted to convert to 

Judaism; a baptism of conversion. If you were a gentile who wanted to 
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convert to Judaism, you were publicly admitted to the Jewish faith and 

baptised in water. At the time, Jewish people also immersed items 

purchased from the gentiles in water to cleanse them. The Jewish people 

were accustomed to the idea of baptism being associated with cleansing. 

But Jesus was born Jewish and didn’t need a baptism of conversion or 

cleansing.  

Third, in the Jewish faith, priests were baptised. The Law dictated that 

especially the High Priest was to be “washed with water.” In Leviticus, 

we're told that God commanded Moses to bring “Aaron and his sons 

forward and [he] washed them with water.” Later in the ceremony, Moses 

“poured some of the anointing oil on Aaron's head and anointed him, to 

consecrate him.” This cleansing and anointing ceremony initiated Aaron's 

priesthood, his authorization as God’s representative.   

In our gospel reading today, Luke tells us about Jesus’ baptism and 

then tells us: “Now Jesus himself was about thirty years old when he began 

his work.” The ministry of Jesus, our High Priest, began with his baptism by 

John the Baptist. After his baptism, God anointed Jesus with the Holy 

Spirit. Jesus prays and “the heaven was opened and 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.’” The 

opening of heaven brings God’s blessing, and the anointing of the Holy 

Spirit that descends from heaven in the form of a dove. It was not a dove, 

but like a dove. Luke tries to describe something very real; something that 

comes “in bodily form,” but it’s also elusive and undefinable; it’s something 

“like a dove.” 

Last week, there was an article in the Globe and Mail about a 30 year-

old woman who was granted clemency from her life sentence for murder, 

and she will soon be released from prison. Cyntoia Brown was a 16 year-
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old sex-trafficking victim who in 2004 shot 43 year-old real estate agent 

Johnny Allen in the back of the head at close range after he picked her up 

at a drive-in theatre in Nashville to have sex with her. Cyntoia’s lawyers 

said that she feared for her life and lacked the mental state to be culpable 

in the murder. Murder is wrong. Sex trafficking of juveniles is also wrong. 

Cyntoia was sentenced to spend at least 51 years in prison and she will 

now be released on parole after 15.  

In a statement released last Monday, Cyntoia said, “I am thankful for 

all the support, prayers, and encouragement I have received. We truly 

serve a God of second chances and new beginnings. The Lord has held my 

hand this whole time and I would have never made it without him … Let 

today be a testament to his saving grace.”    

We are forgiven and God is a God of second chances and new 

beginnings. We put our lives in God’s total care and keeping through the 

water of baptism, the wisdom of Jesus and the Word of God. Into God’s 

total care and keeping, we put our lives of service; lives of hope and peace; 

lives of joy and love; lives of second chances and new beginnings. Thanks 

be to God. Amen. 


