Sermon Epiphany 1C – Luke 3:15-17, 21,22 – 12/1/25
Sermon Videolink: https://youtu.be/-v6Xcmc9Lw4

I was Baptised on 28th May 1961 when I was four years old. My parents were not practising Christians and I knew nothing about God.  I didn’t know who Jesus was and certainly didn’t know Christmas had any religious significance. With the encouragement of my soon-to-be Godfather, my parents agreed to have me baptised. Not in a church, but at home by a Lutheran pastor Noack who could speak in German to my parents.

It wasn’t until four years later when my parents moved from the farmhouse they were renting from my Godfather into the local township, that I began to learn about God and Jesus. An elderly couple offered to take me to church and Sunday School every Sunday morning. Soon the Spirit was creating a faith in my heart.

By the time I was 12 my fledgling faith was rocked by my Godmother who had joined a sect and tried to convert me. By the time I was confirmed I no longer had an active faith and shortly afterwards stopped going to church over the next few years, I became more and more convinced that there is no God. It wasn’t until 1979 when I was 23 years old that the Holy Spirit drew me back to faith and I began to attend church once again.

When I came back to faith in my 20s some people suggested my Baptism wasn’t valid because I didn’t have faith when I was baptised. I also didn’t make a decision for Christ and give my life to Jesus and choose to be Baptised. For a while, this confused me, until I learned it is the other way around. God decided for me, choosing me as a dearly beloved child and confirming it at my Baptism. 

Thankfully it is not a person’s faith that makes Baptism valid, in the same way that it is not a person’s faith that makes the bread and wine in Holy Communion the body and blood of Christ. It is God’s Word attached to the visible sign of water that makes it valid. 

In the New Testament baptism is not something people do, it is something that God does. Beginning with the baptism of Jesus, and ever since, each baptised person is passive. God is the one who is active in baptism. The person being Baptised does not wash themselves or speak the name of God over themselves. Instead, they have another person pour water over them or immerse them in water. They have another person speak the name of God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit over them. 

Baptism is valid even if a person does not have faith, but it is also true that those who believe and are baptised will indeed be saved. If a baby were adopted by loving parents and due to unforeseen circumstances never got to know their adoptive parents, they would never experience their adoptive parents’ love and miss out on all the benefits of that love. In the same way, a person who is baptised but never gets to know God and his Fatherly love, cannot learn to trust in him. They would not have faith in their heavenly Father because faith comes from the Spirit working in a person’s heart through the hearing of God’s Word. 

Some Christians are blessed with an unwavering faith, never doubting God’s love for them through Jesus Christ. Other Christians go through times of doubt, especially when life becomes particularly difficult. When a loved one dies, when a person experiences injustice, betrayal, relationship breakdowns or personal illness, their faith may be rocked. For a time, they may not believe at all. Does that mean they will not be saved?

Baptism is adoption by no one less than God the Father.  People adopted by God are regarded by God as dearly beloved children, having the same standing in God’s family as God the Son. Some human parents may write off their children, but not God. Nothing can separate us from the love of God which is wider, longer, higher and deeper than any human love. We know this because even while we were still God’s enemies we were reconciled to God through the death of his Son, Jesus. 

In The Hammer of God, a fiction book by Lutheran Bishop Bo Giertz, a man with a lifelong devout faith becomes old, ill and suffering from dementia. His pastor, an older man who has come to know the depth of God’s love and grace, visits the man. In a lucid moment the man says, “I am holding on to God.” the pastor replies, “But what if your grip should slip?”  Then the pastor smiles and continues, ““Thankfully, God will hold onto you.” Those who believe and are baptised will be saved, but whenever your faith falters, Jesus will still be holding onto you.

Soon after the Holy Spirit drew me back to faith at the age of 23, I had an interesting conversation with a Christian who was not a Lutheran. He asked me if I had received the Holy Spirit. I thought this was a strange question because I was fairly certain I had received the Holy Spirit when I was baptised. This person said I had to have a certain gift of the Spirit to prove I had the Holy Spirit, and he insisted that I kneel while he prayed over me. When I got up I didn’t notice anything different, except I felt like I had been coerced.

Did I have the Holy Spirit? Do I have the Holy Spirit now?

In the New Testament, the Holy Spirit is almost always imparted with Baptism. Paul always assumes this whenever he refers to Baptism as does Titus when he says, “he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Saviour (Titus 3:5-6, NIV). 

There is only one incident in the New Testament where people have received Christian baptism without receiving the Holy Spirit. This is so unusual that Luke records it in Acts 8:14-17. These people were Samaritans, and possibly some of the first non-Jewish converts to Christianity. They were visited by the apostles Peter and John. After the apostles prayed for these people, they received the Holy Spirit. As a result of this unique event, the apostles come to the realisation that the gospel of Jesus Christ extends to all people and began to preach the gospel in Samaria.

If you have been Baptised in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, you received the Spirit at your baptism. For many people, this happened when they were babies and too young to be aware of Jesus and the good news of God’s love and grace, in any conscious way. For me, it happened when I was four years old and because of the absence of God’s Word in my life, the seed of faith planted by the Spirit did not have any opportunity to grow for several years.

If you ever have doubts about your salvation and you are baptised, then be encouraged by this. God already knew how your whole life would unfold before the creation of the universe. Knowing this! Knowing the ups and downs in your walk of faith. Knowing the sins you would commit. Knowing how often you would fail to live the full, loving life he wants for you. Knowing everything about you, God still chose you in Holy Baptism to be his dearly beloved child. As a baptised child of God, nothing can separate you from God’s love. Even in the darkest valleys, Jesus will always be with you reaching out to hold your hand. 
Amen
Pastor Rolf Lungwitz





