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Sermon – The Baptism of Jesus – Mark 1:9-11 

By Water and the Spirit 

On this first Sunday in Lent we travel in Mark’s gospel to the Jordan River.  

There are already many there before us, gathered around a man named John who 

is calling them to a baptism of repentance for their sins.  Since Lent is the time 

when we, too, are asked to remember repent of our sins, it’s a good scripture for 

this first Sunday of a sacred church season. 

John offers a baptism that frees people from bondage to sin.  But as John 

does this, he also tells people to look beyond him toward Jesus, who will offer 

something in addition to the water - a baptism of the Holy Spirit.   

Mark’s gospel tells us that Jesus must first go through this rite of passage 

himself.  Therefore, he is baptized by John, fully immersed in the waters.  As he 

rises out of the water, we are told that Jesus sees the heavens torn apart and the 

Spirit descending on him like a dove. Thus, Jesus experiences at the Jordan river 

what all Christians experience at the baptismal font, a baptism by water and the 

Spirit.   

 But why did Jesus, who Christians view as divine, need to pass through this 

ritual?  Perhaps because he is human, too.  The human side of him wanted to 

know what it was like to be blessed by the water and the Spirit.  This event in his 

life also provided a way for him to be recognized as God’s son.  

 As Jesus comes up out of the water, the scripture describes the moment 

with words like “heavens torn apart”.  These words lead me to imagine that Jesus’ 

baptism might be seen as almost a violent in-breaking of God into our world.  The 

Greek word for torn is schizo, from which we get the English word schism. We 

know what schisms or ruptures can do to families and communities.  We have so 

many denominations in the Christian church because of them!  When I think of 

heavens torn apart, I imagine it’s like a plane breaking the sound barrier, or the 

sound a fragile china plate makes as it is thrown forcefully onto a concrete floor.   
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Jesus’ baptism is no gentle moment in time, but rather a tearing of the 

heavens, an earth-shattering event, a time when, as one writer says, 

God will no longer be confined to sacred places – those spaces where we 

human beings often try to lock God away.  With the tearing of the heavens 

at Jesus’ baptism, God is on the loose.  God is sending his Holy Spirit into 

the world to claim his people.  God is up to something significant, and this 

Jesus of Nazareth is involved. 

Baptism is therefore a major act of God – an act that proclaims for all time that 

God is not content to be a passive God, relegated to the safe and tame spots of 

our lives and world.  God is an active God, breaking into our world through his son 

Jesus by the power of the Holy Spirit.  When God breaks into a life through this 

kind of baptism, the results can be earth shattering.   

 I think we who have been baptized tend to forget the true meaning of this 

event in our lives and in the lives of those we love.  In my years as a minister, I 

often had phone calls from people asking if I would Christen their baby. They had 

the family heirloom Christening gown at the ready, and they wanted a nice setting 

to show it, and the baby off, with family and friends gathered around to witness 

the event.       

Perhaps they are not thinking, as the scripture teaches today, that this is 

also an earth-shattering moment in their child’s life.  For in the waters of baptism 

this child will have God’s grace and love showered upon him or her.  This child will 

be ushered into the kingdom of God, acknowledged as God’s own, and this 

baptism will stand for all time!  Baptism by water and the Spirit is God’s way of 

redeeming us through ushering us into his kingdom of grace and love.   

In this understanding, we don’t christen children, in fact, in its true sense a 

christening is for a ship being sent out to sea.  We baptize people into the 

kingdom of God.  The gifts of love and grace they receive in baptism will continue 

to nourish and encourage them through all seasons of their lives. These gifts are 

God’s promise that sin will lose its ability to hold them captive.  They are now part 
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of God’s kingdom on earth, the body of Christ, the Church, and thus are in a 

special relationship with God.    

 It is believed in the United Methodist church that the gifts of love and grace 

babies receive in baptism are no different from those received by people who are 

baptized later in life.  This is way baptism is considered one of the two great 

sacraments of God, the other being Holy Communion.   

This understanding of baptism has been at the root of some of the schisms 

in the Christian church. Some denominations look at the sacrament in other ways, 

which means they will rebaptize.  But in our understanding, the sacrament of 

baptism can be viewed as part of the “great foundation of the whole Christian 

building” as Methodism’s founder, John Wesley once said.  The grace received in 

baptism helps anyone who receives it to become “restored to the image of God 

by the free grace and mercy of God through the merits of his well-beloved Son, 

Jesus.”  Just like Noah and the Israelites and Jesus, God brings us safely through 

the water so that we too can become one of God’s mighty acts of salvation.”   

 Methodists believe that the grace received in the sacrament will enable the 

child to eventually grow up to confirm the promises made by his or her parents or 

guardians at the font, usually around the age of 11 or 12.  At this time the child 

will not be baptized again, however, we do ask the child and congregation to 

remember their baptism. 

 The day Jesus was baptized, the day when the heavens were torn open and 

the Holy Spirit descended upon him like a dove, Jesus heard a voice from heaven 

proclaim, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”  In 

Matthew, Mark, and Luke’s accounts of this moment, we have the sense that it 

was a private one between Jesus and the voice from heaven.  If we accept this 

understanding, then perhaps we can also accept that being so lifted-up in this 

private moment must have supported and sustained Jesus when things became 

difficult.  It must have ignited his own passion to serve as God’s instrument to 

bring about the salvation of the world.  Walking out of the River Jordan that day 

Jesus knew again the love and acceptance of the Father and his own passionate 

desire to serve. 
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 John the baptizer points out that baptism also includes the Holy Spirit.   So 

those baptized also receive the Spirit’s gifts.  These gifts are meant to ignite a 

passionate desire to serve the Lord in our own lives.  These gifts are meant to 

remind us that we, too, are in an intimate relationship with God through his son 

Jesus by the power of the Holy Spirit.  How this plays out in our lives is different 

for each of us.  But it is hoped that the gifts received in the sacrament will cause 

us to be passionate witnesses to the teachings of Jesus.   

 Instead of having tame humdrum lives, there’s something wonderful about 

turning ourselves over to the power of the water and the Spirit so lavishly 

bestowed upon us at our baptism.    As we move deeper into the gifts received at 

our baptism, we become new creations, made over in the image and likeness and 

Christ.   

 Martin Luther, the great reformer, knew the power of his baptism.  Prone 

to depression Luther learned to continually pray, “I am baptized, I am baptized” 

when his despair threatened to overwhelm him.  Perhaps when we are out on 

one of our daily walks in this beautiful mountainous area, we might pick up a rock 

to remember our own baptisms.   

 May those who worship God and his son Jesus this day remember again 

that we are part of the family of God, initiated into this family by water and the 

Spirit.  May the grace and love lavished upon us in this event continue to nourish 

and strengthen us.   

Shall we pray: 

Lord, Jesus, we give thanks for all those whom you bring into the care of the 

church.  We praise you that your embrace is unbounded, that you reach out to all 

with your love. 

Make our church eager to embrace those whom you embrace in baptism, faithful 

in our teaching and training of those whom you commend to our care, and 

zealous in our tender guardianship of those whom you call forth to service in your 

kingdom. Amen.   


