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15The people were waiting expectantly and were all wondering in their hearts if John 

might possibly be the Messiah.  16John answered them all, “I baptize you with water.  But 

one who is more powerful than I will come, the straps of whose sandals I am not worthy to 

untie.  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 barn, but he will burn up the 

chaff with unquenchable fire.”  
21 When all the people were being baptized, Jesus was baptized too.  And as he was 

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

dove.  And a voice came from heaven: “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well 

pleased.”  

 

It’s not that we haven’t had any cold days yet, but it wasn’t until this last week that I 

really started getting the sensation that winter is coming.  We had a couple days with 

temperatures dipping near the single digits.  There’s no snow yet, but it’s pretty clear that season 

is changing.  As you walked into church today, there were signs that the church season was 

changing too.  The Christmas trees are gone.  The advent wreath has been removed.  That’s 

because we’re moving from the season of Christmas into the season of Epiphany.  Christmas is 

the season where we focus on the miracle of God the Son becoming human.  Epiphany is the 

season where we celebrate that human, Jesus of Nazareth, being revealed as the Son of God. 

Today we also look at the changing of seasons between John the Baptist’s ministry, and 

Jesus’ ministry.  The event which marks that changing point is the baptism of Jesus.  But before 

we look at the events that accompany Jesus’ baptism, we have three verses left from the ministry 

of John the Baptist. 

Luke 3:15-17 The people were waiting expectantly and were all wondering in their hearts 

if John might possibly be the Messiah.  16John answered them all, “I baptize you with water.  

But one who is more powerful than I will come, the straps of whose sandals I am not worthy 

to untie.  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 barn, but he will burn up 

the chaff with unquenchable fire.”  

When we think of John the Baptist, we typically think of a man whose mission was 

primarily focused on preaching repentance.  What we have recorded from his sermons are 

snippets like, “Repent for the kingdom of heaven is near” (Mt 3:2), or “the ax is already at 

the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and 

thrown into the fire” (Mt 3:10).  In short, when we look at the message that John was preaching 

there is an awful lot of law, and not a whole lot of gospel.  But that was John’s mission, he was 

sent to prepare the hearts of the people of Israel for their Messiah.  That Messiah, Jesus, was 

coming to bring them the gospel.  The work which Jesus would accomplish is the gospel.  But 

before they heard that good news of salvation, they needed to understand why they needed it.  
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You can tell from our text this morning that John had a pretty good understanding of 

where he stood when it came to God’s law.  When the people started thinking that he might 

actually be the promised Messiah, he didn’t let it get to his ego.  He confronted it head on.  “I’m 

not the one you’re waiting for,” he says.  “I baptize with water, but one more powerful than I 

is coming, the straps of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie.  He will baptize you with 

the Holy Spirit and fire.”  What John is doing here isn’t comparing two different baptisms—the 

one he had to offer and the one that Jesus would offer—he’s comparing the two different 

baptizers.   

On the one hand, when John baptized the people, all he was doing was applying the 

water.  The forgiveness of sins that came through John’s baptism came through the Holy Spirit.  

Jesus, on the other hand, not only had the ability to baptize the people with water but also the 

power to send the Holy Spirit to work in their hearts.  John knew that he was nothing compared 

to the one who was coming.  “In fact,” he said, “I’m not even worthy to bend down and tie His 

sandals.”  In the picture that John gives of the Messiah as a farmer threshing wheat, John knew 

that what he deserved was to be gathered up with the rest of the dust and the chaff and burned up 

in that unquenchable fire. 

What about you?  How is your understanding of where you stand according to God’s 

law?  In my morning devotions, since the beginning of December, I’ve been starting out by 

reading a small section from Luther’s Large Catechism.  You’re probably a little more familiar 

with Luther’s Small Catechism, since it’s the basis for our children’s confirmation studies and 

also the basis for our adult Bible instruction courses.  But if you haven’t had the opportunity to 

study Luther’s Large Catechism yet, I really recommend it.  It’s a great review of those basic 

truths that you studied as a youth, or will be studying soon for some of you, and it goes into 

much deeper detail.   

In the large catechism, for example, Luther’s explanations for the Ten Commandments 

are a little longer than the one or two sentence explanations he gives in the small catechism, most 

of them covering half a dozen pages or more.  And again and again throughout that discourse, 

Dr. Luther urges us Christians to make a review of those Ten Commandments a part of what we 

do every single day, perhaps even the first thing you do every day.  I think it’s still close enough 

to New Year’s Day to make a resolution, so I’ll challenge you to give it a shot.   

What you’ll find is that as you look at those commandments each morning, you’ll be 

reminded of how you failed to meet them the day before.  You’ll realize, just like John did, that 

you have sins that need to be confessed.  As you look at those Ten Commandments, if someone 

were to suggest that you might be Jesus, the Savior of the world, you’ll see how ridiculous that 

kind of an idea is, because when we consider how much we’ve failed to keep God’s law even in 

the course of one day we realize that if God Himself were to appear before us we wouldn’t even 

be worthy enough to reach out and touch His sandals.  In that picture of the threshing floor, we 

too deserve to be gathered up with the chaff and burned up in the fire. 

When we look at God’s law, even as it’s boiled down for us in the Ten Commandments, 

we realize that we have a problem.  That’s what the law is meant to do.  It shows us our sin, and 

it shows us our need for a Savior.  John’s ministry had a heavy law emphasis, but it wasn’t all 

law.  After all, we don’t call him John the Preacher; we call him John the Baptist.  God had 

commanded John not only to prepare the hearts of the people by showing them their sins, but 

also, once they had come to a realization of their sins to share that wonderful news of forgiveness 

with them in baptism.  We don’t know what words John shared with the people as he was 

baptizing them.  But we know from the Gospels of Mark and Luke that his baptism was a 
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baptism for the remission or taking away of sins.  I don’t think he would have been able to 

convey that to them without pointing them to Messiah who was about to make His appearance. 

And that’s where the second half of our text picks up:  Now it happened while all the 

people were being baptized and Jesus also had been baptized, while He was praying, 

heaven opened 22and the Holy Spirit descended upon Him in bodily form, as a dove, and a 

voice came from heaven, “You are my beloved Son, in You I am well pleased.” 

It’s pretty clear in these verses that John is no longer the man in the spotlight.  In fact, 

Luke doesn’t even give his name here!  What might be even more surprising, in the traditional 

Gospel reading for the Festival of the Baptism of Our Lord, is that the actual baptism isn’t what 

is in focus either.  Luke simply mentions it as something that has already taken place; his 

emphasis is on what happens next.  While Jesus was praying the heavens were torn open, the 

Holy Spirit descended on Him and the Father’s voice was heard from above.  I remember 

walking away from Sunday School class as a child after hearing this story thinking that it was 

pretty neat that the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit were all present at this event.  But is 

that the only take-away here?  What’s the real significance of Jesus’ baptism and these events 

that follow it? 

One of the questions that begs answering is why Jesus needed to be baptized in the first 

place.  After all, we’re told John’s baptism was a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of 

sins.  Jesus had no sins that needed to be forgiven.  He had no sins of which to repent.  When you 

think of it, the idea of God being baptized is about as preposterous as the idea of God becoming a 

human being, or the idea of God dying.  The answer to that question, “Why did Jesus need to be 

baptized?” is the same as the answer to the questions of why Jesus needed to be born on 

Christmas Day or why He needed to die on Good Friday.  Jesus needed to be baptized, because 

His mission was to take the place of sinners.   

  It’s been said that Jesus’ baptism, aside from the crucifixion and resurrection, was the 

single most important event in His ministry.  That’s because what we see in Jesus’ baptism is His 

public assumption of His role as Messiah.  In permitting Himself to take part in this baptism of 

repentance, Jesus acknowledges that He is taking on Himself the sins of the world.  Luke tells us 

that as Jesus came up out of the water He was praying.  We don’t know the words that He spoke 

in that prayer, but it isn’t surprising that as He takes on this mantle of the Messiah, a task which 

would be so terrible and yet so wonderful He seeks out fellowship with the Father.  And then 

heaven opens, and the Holy Spirit descends on Him anointing with the power and strength He 

would need to carry out His mission.   

And as Jesus the Son is anointed with the power of the Holy Spirit, the Father speaks 

from heaven.  You are my beloved Son, in You I am well pleased.  There is no higher possible 

love than the love which God the Father has for His Son.  Earlier on the night that He was 

arrested, Jesus told His disciples that His love for them was a reflection of the love His Father 

had for Him (Jn 15:9-10).  Our love for each other is, in turn, a reflection of the love that Jesus 

has for us.  “Jesus’ public affirmation, by means of His baptism, of His purpose to shed His 

blood for a world lost in sin did nothing to diminish the love that the Father had for Him.  That 

was what God the Father was sharing with Him by those words.  That even in this, just as in all 

things, He and Jesus and the Spirit were one. 

That’s what Jesus’ baptism meant for Him, but what does it mean for us?  I said that 

aside from the crucifixion and resurrection, this may have been the most significant event in 

Jesus’ ministry.  The truth though, is that without His crucifixion and resurrection, it wouldn’t 
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have meant anything at all.  This was the moment that Jesus embarked on His mission, but that 

mission reached its completion on the cross. 

Because of that—because Jesus not only set out to redeem us, but did just that by 

offering His life as the payment for our sins—those words which the Father spoke to Him at His 

baptism are now true for you too.  You are His beloved child, with whom He is well pleased.  

And just as Jesus was anointed with power and the Holy Spirit, in your baptism, you were 

anointed with the power of the Spirit as well. 

Realizing that, John didn’t end his message with the words, “Repent, and produce fruits 

in keeping with repentance!”  He ended by washing away their sins in the waters of baptism and 

pointing them to the Messiah.  “Look, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” 

For the same reason, Martin Luther didn’t end his catechism with the Ten 

Commandments.  And a review of those Ten Commandments isn’t the only thing he encourages 

us to make a daily habit of.  Right after the commandments, where we see just how miserable we 

are in comparison to what God demands from us, he takes us to the creed, where we see all of the 

blessings that God offers us.  We see the love that the Father has for us, we see the salvation the 

Son has won for us, and we see the communion into which the Spirit has brought us.  In a few 

moments, you will stand and join together in confessing those words as a proclamation of your 

faith.  As we do that, think about how making that confession a part of your daily worship 

instead of just once a week could really help focus your days on what your God has done for 

you. 

On this first Sunday of Epiphany, God reveals something to us that not everyone sees.  

First of all, He reveals to us that we have a problem.  We’re powerless sinners who deserve 

nothing good from God.  But then He also shows us our Savior.  This morning we see Jesus 

resolute to start down the path that would end at the cross so that we might be saved.  We see 

Jesus resolute to give Himself for us so that on the day when He comes to clear the threshing 

floor we might be among those whom He will gather into His arms and take to be with Him 

forever.  May we always look forward to that day with joy. 

  Amen. 

 


