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· ‘You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Bear fruits worthy of repentance. Do not begin to say to yourselves, “We have Abraham as our ancestor”; for I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children to Abraham. Even now the ax is lying at the root of the trees: every tree that therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire’ (Lk 3:7-9).
· So a very warm welcome to St Paul’s church this morning! All species of reptile are welcome here and not just vipers.
· I was quoting from Luke’s account of the preaching of John the Baptist, just before he described Jesus’s baptism. I’m going to be moving back and forth between John’s account and Luke’s and Matthew’s.
· John the Baptist did not do nice: his mission was to warn the nation that it was under judgment for its grievous sins and in urgent need of repentance and he invited people to be baptised for that purpose.
· In fact I want to reflect today on three baptisms:
· There’s John’s baptism - a baptism of cleansing
· There’s Jesus’s baptism  a baptism of anointing
· And there’s our own baptism, which is both of those but also a baptism of sending.
· Cleansing, anointing, sending.
· Back to John’s baptism: 
· John was a radical outsider - ‘a voice crying in the wilderness’ (Jn 1:23) - living on locusts and honey in the desert, preaching a tough message to anyone who would listen.
· Luke describes John’s baptism as a ‘baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins (Lk 3:3) – a clearing out of the old to make way for the new.
· John’s task was to build a movement of spiritual renewal within Israel, a movement committed to restored obedience to God’s covenant, and the sign of membership in that movement was baptism in water.
· Joining John’s movement was risky and costly and yet many people were clearly unsatisfied with the indifference of the establishment religion of their day and the hypocrisy of some of its leaders, and were flocking to be baptised into John’s movement.
· But John’s mission wasn’t an end in itself; it was a movement of preparation for something much bigger.
· Luke tells us that John uses a striking image from Isaiah to describe what he was doing: it’s the image of levelling the ground to make a pathway on which a righteous Messiah could enter:
· ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight. Every valley shall be filled and every mountain and hill shall be made low, and the crooked shall be made straight, and the rough ways smooth, and all flesh shall see the salvation of our God’ (Lk 3: 4-6).
· John’s mission was to assemble a community of those who would welcome such a Messiah - to put out a red carpet of justice for the coming King.
· Now to the second baptism: Jesus’s own baptism, a baptism of anointing
· It’s surprising that although John was Jesus’s cousin, it seems they didn’t know each other very well.
· even as John started his own ministry, he didn’t yet know for sure that Jesus was that coming Messiah: as he says in our passage, ‘I myself did not know him’ (Jn 1:31) – meaning he wasn’t yet fully certain of Jesus’s identity…
· until, to John’s complete surprise, Jesus comes to him for baptism.
· at John first resisted it: ‘I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?’ (Matt 3:14) – an obvious question.
· to which Jesus gives a strange answer: ‘Let it be so now, for it is proper for us in this way to fulfil all righteousness’ (Matt 3:15).
· commentators have argued a lot about what that means; but perhaps it means simply this - Jesus has come to fulfil what John has started:
· John is calling people back to righteous living before God, but now One has arrived who will actually make this possible, and who will extend John’s mission far beyond his own circles of followers – he will ‘fulfil all righteousness’.
· And in the very act of baptising Jesus, John is finally convinced that Jesus, his carpenter cousin, is indeed the true Messiah: 
· after he baptizes Jesus, we read, ‘the heavens were opened to him [to John] and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting on him. And a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased’’ (Matt 3: 16-17).
· Jesus’s baptism in water by John is not a baptism of repentance – he doesn’t need to repent – it’s a baptism of anointing:
· ‘my beloved son’, the one with whom God is well pleased, means God’s chosen one, God’s anointed, which just means the Messiah, the one who will fulfil all righteousness.
· And in our passage from John’s Gospel, John the Baptist is offering a commentary after the event on what was happening at that baptism: 
· it seems that John is out preaching again and Jesus approaches him a second time: John interrupts his own teaching and points confidently to Jesus, announcing to his followers, ‘here is the one you are looking for’. 
· here is Jesus ‘the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world’ (Jn 1: 29) - echoing Isaiah’s prophecy of the suffering servant who will atone for sins of all people
· here is one who ‘ranks ahead of me because he was before me’ (Jn 1:30);
· it’s important for John to make this clear because we know from a few verses earlier that some from the Jewish establishment were asking if he was Elijah, who some thought would herald the Messiah.
· and we know from Luke that some of his own followers were beginning to wonder whether he himself was the Messiah (Lk 3:15).
· so as Matthew reports, John says: ‘I baptize you with water for repentance, but one who is more powerful than I is coming after me. I am not worthy to carry his sandals’ (Matt 3:11). 
· And here is also one  anointed by the Spirit and who then gives the Spirit: ‘He on whom you see the Spirit descend and remain is the one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit’ (Jn 1: 33): 
· God anoints Jesus for his mission by sending on him the Holy Spirit, and Jesus will in turn baptize us with the Holy Spirit for our mission.
· Which brings us to the third kind of baptism suggested by our passages: our baptism
· Christian baptism is also a baptism of cleansing: the baptism liturgy asks candidates to make a decisive public act of renunciation: do you repent of your sins and do you renounce evil?
· And it’s a baptism of anointing; in baptism we are ‘chosen’ - incorporated into the community of God, and through the laying on of hands anointed with the Spirit to transform us with God’s love, light and life.
· but Christian baptism is also a baptism of sending: of going out from the community of God into a world that needs the love, light and life God as much as we do.
· the giving of the Holy Spirit is to empower us to live righteously before God in service to this world, in all the various ways, small or large, visible or invisible, that we find ourselves called to do so.
· the apostle John sums this up throughout his gospel simply as ‘love’, of which the most powerful example is Jesus’s washing of his disciples’ feet, after which Jesus says, ‘if I have washed you feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet’ (Jn 13:14).
· every baptized Christian has been baptized in the Spirit – even if receiving the Spirit, living in the Spirit, bearing the fruits of the Spirit, are the journey of a lifetime.
· but in this Year of John as we together dig deeper into the riches of this Gospel, may we open ourselves in new and surprising ways to receive the Spirit and so be empowered to go into the world to be bearers of God’s love, light and life.
· Let me close with a prayer from our baptism liturgy:
Heavenly Father, by the power of your Holy Spirit you give your faithful people new life in the water of baptism. Guide and strengthen us by the same Spirit, that we who are born again may serve you in faith and love, and grow into the full stature of your Son, Jesus Christ, who is alive and reigns with you in the unity of the Holy Spirit now and for ever. Amen
