Ascension Lutheran Church

Pastor Godkin’s Sermon for the week of January 12010
Baptism by Fire for You and Me (Luke 3:15-22)

Grace, mercy and peace to you from God our Father a nd from our Lord and Saviour Jesus
Christ. Amen. The text for today’s homily is from t he third chapter of the Gospel according
to St. Luke. Our Lord says to us:

“ZINow when all the people were baptized, and when Jes us 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, ‘Y ou are my beloved Son; with you | am
well pleased.”

This is the Word of the Lord.

Dear friends in Christ, | would like to take you ba ck in time to the second century, to a time
when Christianity was not the norm of society like it has been perhaps during earlier
periods in our life. Today we take a glimpse of his tory when Christianity went against the
grain of the culture. | want to tell you about a ma n of God named Polycarp of the second
century. Now Polycarp was the Bishop of the church at Smyrna, which is modern-day
Turkey.

A persecution had broken out in Smyrna and many Chr istians were fed to the wild animals,
to lions and such in the arena. And the godless and bloodthirsty crowd called for the death
of the leader of the Christians — that was Polycarp .

Can you imagine what it was like for the church in Smyrna as they watched their beloved
and aged pastor burn at the stake? Polycarp was a d isciple of one of Jesus’ disciples. He
was taught by the Apostle John himself. One could t ell it immediately because it is said
that he possessed the same tenderness and compassio n as his mentor.

The Roman authorities sent a search party to find h im. Polycarp had been taken into
hiding but the Romans tortured two young believers until they finally disclosed his location.
When the authorities’ arrival was announced there w as still time to whisk Polycarp away
but he refused to go. He said, “God’s will be done. ”

And in one of the most touching instances of Christ ian grace imaginable Polycarp
welcomed his captors as if they were friends. He ta lked with them and insisted they eat a
meal. He made only one request before being taken a way — he asked for one hour to pray.
The Roman soldiers granted this request and listene d to his prayer. Their hearts melted
and they began to have second thoughts. In fact, th ey were overheard asking each other
why they were sent to arrest and put to death such a venerable and pious man.

Other authorities also experienced a warmed heart w hen Polycarp arrived to answer to the
Roman Governor. The Governor tried to find a way to release him too. He said, “Revile
Christ, swear by the genius of Caesar and | will le t you go!”

But Polycarp replied: “For eighty-six years | have served Him. He has never done me
wrong. How then can | blaspheme my King was has sav ed me?” Polycarp said: “If you
imagine for a moment that | would do that, then I t hink you pretend that you don’t know
who | am. Hear it plainly. | am a Christian.”
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The Governor pleaded with Polycarp to renounce the Christian faith, but Polycarp stood
firm. The Governor threatened to feed him to the li ons. But Polycarp again stood firm. He
said, “Bring them forth. | would change my mind if it meant going from worst to best, but
not to change from right to wrong.”

The Governor finally threatened, “I will burn you a live!” But Polycarp again showed God-
given strength and said: “You threaten with fire th at burns for an hour and is over but the
judgment on the ungodly is forever.” The fires engu Ifed him. The witnesses noticed his
faith and his joy. They also noticed a miracle of s orts. According to the ancient historian,
Eusebius, the fire formed a wall around the body of Polycarp. “And he was in the midst not
like burning flesh, but like gold and silver purifi ed in the furnace”.

As the persecutors saw that his body was not being consumed by the flames, they
commanded the executioner to finish him off with a sword. And so on February 22, 155
A.D. Polycarp was buried as a Christian martyr.

Now that was a Baptism by fire! It was as much a da y of victory as it was a day of tragedy.
Polycarp illustrated the power of having Christ as Lord and Saviour, that nothing can
separate from the eternal life there is in Jesus.

It is interesting that fire played such a prominent role in Polycarp’s martyrdom and powerful
Christian witness. His God-given faith worked in him by the Holy Spirit protected him in a
very visual way from the flames of condemnation.

John the Baptist prophesied about the power of the Holy Spirit and he connected it to the
work of fire. He said, “I Baptize you with water bu t He who is mightier than | is coming...He
will Baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire .”

Now fire is obviously something we do not want to p lay with. We can get burned. We don’t
even want to touch a hot stove. But there is a very good use of fire in the spiritual sense.
Ironically, we see this fire connected to the water of Baptism and the Baptism of our Lord
to be specific.

And in our text we see a wonderfully vivid display of the Holy Trinity. We see the Son of
God Baptized in the Jordan River; we see the Holy S pirit descending on Him in bodily form
like a dove; and we hear the voice of God the Fathe r Himself from heaven giving His
approval.

This marks the beginning of Jesus’ Messianic minist ry to save us. And His Messianic
ministry begins and ends with Baptism. In the first Baptism our Lord received the anointing
of the Holy Spirit for His ministry as the Messiah. He identified with us sinners even though
He had no sin. He became our substitute. Like in fo otball, when a player gets injured,
another healthy player comes in and takes his place . In the same way, sin has left us
injured and unable to make ourselves right with God . But as our substitute, Christ came as
the Saviour to take our place. And His Baptism was the beginning of His ministry of
redemption, His ministry that found its conclusion on the cross.

Later in Luke’s Gospel chapter 12:50 Jesus says to His disciples, “I have a Baptism to
undergo, and how distressed | am until it is comple ted.” He was looking forward to His
cross. On the cross He became a bloody sacrifice fo r our sins. It was a bloody Baptism of
sorts. Out of His great love He voluntarily laid do wn His life to receive the fire of God’s
wrath on our sin. He was consumed on the cross beca use of our selfish attitudes and
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stubborn refusal to submit to God. Scripture says i n Hebrews that God is a consuming fire
and we see the heat of His anger for our sin in the death of Christ on the cross.

And yet, this was also the most wondrous display of His warm compassion and His love for
us and His rich mercy toward us. For Jesus, accordi ng to His human nature was destroyed
for a time so that we could be born again and joine d to His resurrected life in our Baptism.

Baptism, friends, is more than a religious ceremony . It is more than a splash of water and
some nice words. At its heart Baptism is where God has made you His beloved child. It is
where He has joined you to Christ to enjoy Him fore ver. And through your faith in His Word
and your Baptism He sustains your life with Him.

In ancient times scientists discovered that nourish ment and oxygen continuously flow to an
unborn child through the mother’s umbilical cord. T oday, we also know that this life-
sustaining umbilical cord also carries all of the b aby’s poisonous body wastes back to the
mother, who then eliminates the poisons for her hel pless child. This is what happens in
your Baptism and your connection to Christ. He take s your sins and death and removes
them by His grace. He sustains you through His nour ishing Word. And He longs to feed
you and keep you healthy each day with His words fr om Holy Scripture.

We have been talking about the power of fire; this most notably is the fire of God’s love
that moved Him to die in our place. Fire also has a purifying power. | remember as a boy
my days of camping with my cub scout troop. Most ni ghts we would have a campfire going.
We would usually have a snack of some kind. If we n eeded a knife for the food we would
clean it by washing it and sometimes, if the knife had fallen on the dirty ground we might
also hold it over the fire briefly to make it clean .

Fire makes things clean and it purifies. It refines things like gold and silver. This happens
in a spiritual sense as well. The Holy Spirit came on the Day of Pentecost in the form of fire
and in your Baptism you also have received the fire of His grace.

In your Baptism the “old man” with its sinful desir es was drowned and crucified with Christ.
The sinful self was put to death. You are now born again; you are made alive in Christ.
And each day the grace of the Holy Spirit calls us. He leads us back to this Baptism as we
confess our sins, as we repent, and as we receive a bundant forgiveness through Christ
our Lord.

The fire in which the old is destroyed is, for you a purifying fire. Scripture compares this to
the process of smelting and refining ore, where the dross is burned away by intense heat
and the gold or silver becomes pure.

Indeed, our Baptism is a Baptism by fire. Baptism i s where the heat of God’s love has
brought us into communion with Him; it is where He shares His life with His children so that
it overflows to those in our midst; Baptism is wher e God refines and purifies us as His
precious treasures; and it is where He restores us. Like a blacksmith who uses intense
heat to form new objects God is continually mouldin g us in His image.

Friends, may God’s grace ignite your heart and keep your lamp burning. May it burn up the
dross of our hearts and set us on fire to abide Him and commune with Him day by day. For
His love in Jesus Christ surely abides with you. Am en. The peace of God that surpasses
all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Ch rist Jesus. Amen.
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