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Acts 8:14-17 
Luke 3:15-17, 21-22 
 

As you might have noticed from the collect and the Gospel reading, today is the Feast of the 
Baptism of our Lord.  This feast always comes on the first Sunday after Epiphany, but why?  For that 
matter, why was Jesus of all people baptized?  Isn't baptism all about washing away sin?  And while 
we are here, what's the deal with the Holy Spirit in our reading from Acts?  I'm going to try to address 
these questions in what will hopefully be a coherent if not cohesive manner.   

The reason why we celebrate the Baptismal feast on this Sunday is because it is part of the 
theme of Epiphany.  Although these days we separate out the Magi, the Baptism, and one other event 
that we will get to, for a long time in the Church, these all went together under the theme of 
manifestation.  Christ was manifested to the Gentiles in the form of the Magi; Jesus' son-ship was 
manifested at his baptism.   And as we will read next week, Christ's authority over the elements was 
first manifested at the wedding in Cana.  These three events were at one time more closely related in 
the Church calendar.  Of course, that was a time when folks went to church once a day rather than 
once a week – or once a month as the case may be. 

To make manifest, to embody some idea or concept, is closely tied to our understanding of 
Incarnation.  In Christ the fullness of God was pleased to dwell.  The outward and visible sign of that 
inward reality is made manifest in the Magi, the Baptism, and the Wedding.  Not only those, of 
course, but they are the three near the beginning if you will.  So now that we have anticipated the 
arrival of Christ in Advent, and celebrated his birth in Christmas, so now we turn to events in the life 
of Christ that focus on the manifestation of his nature as the Christ, as the anointed one of God. 

So that in part answers the question of why Jesus was baptized.  His baptism was an outward 
sign of his inward nature.  Now, some groups in the past have taken this idea a step further saying 
that the divine nature of Christ began at his baptism.  This is a heresy called adoptionism.  The idea is 
that Jesus was just a normal person until his baptism when God adopted him as God's son.  The 
problem with adoptionism is that it denies the virgin birth and diminishes the human/divine 
interaction in the Christ.  For Christians, Christ must be fully human and fully divine for all of his 
existence, not just from some point in the process. 

Another aspect of Jesus' baptism is that it models the submission that his followers must 
engage in.  Even though Christ needed no washing away of sin, we do.  But left to our own devices, 
we try to mitigate our need for redemption.  I'm not all that bad.  Why should I worry about these 
little things that I might do from time to time?  Jesus had no sin at all, yet he submitted to baptism.  
What right do we have to say that even if Christ submitted, we have no need to? 

Of course, baptism is more than the washing away of sin.  “Holy Baptism is the sacrament by 
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which God adopts us as his children and makes us members of Christ's Body, the Church, and 
inheritors of the kingdom of God.”  We are adopted.  Jesus was begotten.  In addition, the inward 
grace that baptism represents is “union with Christ in his death and resurrection, birth into God's 
family the Church, forgiveness of sins, and new life in the Holy Spirit.”  While forgiveness of sins is an 
aspect of our baptism, it is not its entirety.  There is so much more to it than just sin. 

It is because baptism is not just about sin that we believe it right to baptize infants.  In the 
same way that one is not given a choice as to which family one is born into, being a part of God's 
family shouldn't solely depend upon personal choice.  But just as one can become estranged from 
one's earthly family, so to can we become estranged from God's family.  Being baptized – no matter 
what age – is no guarantee that we will remain connected with our family.  What effect that has on 
salvation is a whole 'nother thing, but is outside the scope of this sermon.  I mean, we want to get to 
lunch at a reasonable hour – or least before the other churches, right? 

So even though baptism is full initiation into Christ's Body, the Church, there is a human need 
for something else, especially if baptism was part of our infancy.  To that end, we have confirmation.  
One aspect of confirmation is that we confirm, or affirm our dedication to God's family and take on 
the responsibility for the promises made on our behalf as infants.  In a theological sense, confirmation 
is not necessary.  In fact, it has been described as a rite in search of a theology.  But the Church is not 
just a theological society.  It is made up of human beings.  As corporal beings, we need those outward 
and visible signs.  So if one were baptized as an infant, confirmation marks a transition in 
responsibility even if not one in membership.  At the same time, confirmation can be used as a means 
of membership, not of God's family, but of the Episcopal Church in particular. 

But that is putting it rather badly.  By virtue of one's baptism, one is a member of the Church. 
How do you join the Episcopal Church?  Be baptized.  You're in.  Of course, not everyone who is 
baptized wants to be an Episcopalian.  I can't understand why, but it happens.  So again, an outward 
and visible sign is useful if not necessary.  Confirmation is a physical way to mark one's acceptance of 
membership in the Episcopal Church.  It shows a commitment, less to Christianity and more to our 
particular way of Christianity.  That is why we believe it important that a bishop perform the rite.   

A bishop is a manifestation of the unity of the Church.  By the bishop laying on hands to a 
confirmand, he or she is presenting the diocese and by extension the whole church.  That is why 
bishops must have the approval of a majority of the standing committees of the dioceses and the other 
bishops.  He or she is not just a part of a particular geographic region, but of the whole church. 
Besides, as one commentator put it when the idea of allowing priests to confirm was brought up a 
general convention one year, “If priests can confirm, what will we need bishops for?”  I can assure 
you, though, bishops do other things. 

Now, reading our passage from Acts today, one may get the idea – and in fact, at one point this 
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was the idea – that confirmation somehow completes baptism.  The Samaritans had “only” been 
baptized, but had not received the Holy Spirit.  Some Christian denominations see in this a 
justification for two kinds of baptism, one of water and the other of the Holy Spirit; two different and 
distinct events.  One may have been baptized for many years before one has been baptized in the 
Spirit.  For many of these churches, the defining characteristic of being baptized in the Holy Spirit is 
the gift of glossolalia, or “speaking in tongues.”  While there are charismatic Episcopalians who put 
much stock in glossolalia, the majority of us are content to leave that to others.  Using Rite I language 
is enough of another tongue for most of us. 

In confirmation, the bishop does pray that the presence of the Holy Spirit will daily increase 
“more and more.”  But there is not the idea that the Holy Spirit had been absent prior to that moment.  
It is the presence of the Holy Spirit in our lives that helps us to grow in our relationship with God.  
The more that we rely on God's Holy Spirit, the more the Holy Spirit will be present in our lives, and 
the better able we will be to proclaim the greatness of God to the word.  In the Name of the Father, 
and the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 


