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Text:  Luke 3:21-22   ·   Theme: “Baptism: the ‘River’ of Your Catharsis”
Intro.:   In the name of the Father and T of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.
Amen. It's odd, I think, that we can so easily read, mark, learn, and 
inwardly digest the Holy Scriptures all through our lives (or that's what we
pray that God will cause us to do), yet we miss so much. That is why I, for 
one, have always enjoyed studying the Old Testament.

I was blessed to be raised in a Christian home. My father, a pastor, not
only stressed to everyone else the importance of every Sunday Bible Class
and worship, but he had a life partner, my mother, who totally shared 
that value and helped to raise a family in that way. Every Saturday meant 
that we 5 boys polished our shoes. It meant that all of us children, 
including my 2 younger sisters, had baths. Our Bibles and our SS lessons 
would be placed on a shelf by the front door where we could easily pick 
them up on our way out the door on Sunday morning.  Our clothes and 
shoes for Sunday morning would be laid out at the foot of our bed where 
we would know that we could get them on Sun. morning. We also were 
expected to go to bed at the same bedtime as we had for school nights. 
We didn't go out to movies on Sat. nights, and even when we were in H.S.
we did not go to movies and the like during the Lenten season. All of 
these things, and more, were done so that we would give our full 
attention to God's Word on Sunday morning.

I'm telling you all of that because you'd think that, with all of that 
proper preparation for Sunday, I would not have missed a thing. But, of 
course, you know that's not the case either. I attended Sunday School 
classes, and learned the stories: about the creation – Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob – Moses – King David – King Solomon  –  wicked King Ahab  – 
Samuel, Elijah and Elisha, great prophets of God – Job – Shadrach, 
Meschach, & Abednego – Daniel – Isaiah and Jeremiah and some of the 
other prophets. I was taught the miracles of our Lord Christ – about the 



12 disciples –  and about Paul's great missionary journeys, and so much 
more.

BUT . . . I am now 62 years old and I remain very much a student of 
the Word. The more I study this holy Word of God, the more wonderful 
insights and wonderful surprises the Lord reveals to me to grow me up in 
the Christian faith. God has done so MUCH to give salvation to us poor, 
miserable sinners. He overwhelms me again and again with new insights 
about His work.

I titled the sermon “Baptism: the 'River' of Your Catharsis.” You 
wonder what I mean like that. According to one online dictionary, 
“catharsis” is defined as: “The process of releasing, and thereby providing
relief from, strong or repressed emotions.” In my own experience, a 
“catharsis” usually comes about as the result of some rather unexpected 
experience which causes you to reexamine your life, your priorities, and 
your relationship with God and others. 

For example, when as a young man I dated a young woman and fell in 
love with her only to not have that love requited, it was cathartic for me, 
and chased me back to God's Word to learn how to deal with that awful 
disappointment. It can also be “cathartic” when a young husband and 
wife have their first child – something changes in them (as indeed it 
should)  so that they reexamine their priorities, and their true values. A 
“catharsis” might come when you are fired from a job, go through a 
divorce, and/or when you generally effect some life-changing moment, 
good or bad.
I. The cathartic effect of water on God’s people:

A. Moses - first plague - Red Sea - water from a rock - Jordan to go into Canaan – Jewish
ritual washing before meals, dirt from feet, etc.                                                                        

B. Jesus @ baptism & start of public ministry - water into wine - his own thirst               
I was really surprised this past week when I started to see the 

cathartic effect that water has always had on the people of God. Changes 
via water seems to be a recurring O.T. theme:
• the great deliverer of the Old Testament was Moses, you will recall. 

You will also recall that the name “Moses” means reeds, AND you will 
recall that Moses was born at a time when the Israelites were 
enslaved in the land of Egypt and the wicked Pharoah of Egypt had 
told the Hebrew slaves that, if they gave birth to little boys, those little
boys were to be murdered. He was afraid, you will recall, that the 
Hebrews, many in number, might come en mass against him. But you 
will also recall that Moses' mother gave birth to her little boy and put 
him in a reed basket and hid him in the reeds along the mighty Nile 



river. She told her daughter to watch over the baby. The Pharoah's 
daughter “found” the baby in the reeds and took him into her home 
to be raised as her son,  Pharaoh's “nephew.” And it was through that 
awful Nile River water that Moses was raised up, and, later in his life, 
became God's chosen “deliverer” of the Hebrews. Cool, huh? There's 
more.  :-)

• When God sent Moses to tell Pharoah to let God's people go, the very
first plague which God leveled against Pharoah, to get his attention, 
was to turn all of the water of the Nile River and in the wells and in 
the homes of the Egyptians into blood. That certainly caught 
Pharoah's attention, and he began to re-examine his life with God 
(although, sadly, he hardened his heart over and over again).

• Later, when the Israelites were brought out of their captivity in Egypt, 
they were in danger by the Egyptians. But God opened a way for them
through the great Red Sea, they passed through unharmed, and 
Pharoah and his army, when they tried to follow them, drowned in 
the depths of the sea. You can bet that the surviving Egyptians AND 
the Israelites who were thus delivered re-examined their lives and, in 
particular, their lives with God! – and this water stuff just keeps going 
on!

• When the Israelites were traveling around in the wilderness en route 
to the promised land of Canaan, they ran out of water and cried out 
bitterly to God. And He delivered them by having Moses simply tap on
a rock so that all kinds of water – enough for the whole millions of 
people, and their livestock, to have their thirst sated. Again, it was 
surely time to rethink their relationship with the Lord.

• Still again, when this great nation was to finally cross over the Jordan 
River into their promised land of Canaan, God had the water of the 
Jordan pile up so that the nation could cross into their new, God-given
nation on dry land – and they were delivered through water on dry 
land AGAIN! Yet again, they are to rejoice in their identity as the 
people of God!

• In the New testament, the Jewish people used water in special ways: 
they washed according to a prescribed method (having to use at least 
an eggshell full of water, and letting the water run down toward their 
fingertips rather than backward down their arms) before they ate. 
They even criticized Jesus and the 12 disciples when Jesus did not 
require the 12 to always wash just thus and so before they ate.



• Oh, and you remember the whole deal about washing the feet of your
guests, don't you? In Palestine, it was considered an act of servitude 
to have the feet of your guests washed from the road dirt when they 
would enter your home. AND you will remember that, on Maundy 
Thursday – the night when our Lord Jesus instituted the Lord's Supper
and was going to be betrayed into the hands of wicked men –  HE 
washed His disciples' feet! Remember Peter? He insisted that the Lord
NOT wash his feet – until Jesus told him that if he did not let the Lord 
wash his feet, then Peter would have no part with the Christ. All of the
12 HAD to rethink their lives with Jesus that evening – unfortunately, 
it took them time to realize all which the Lord was doing for them on 
that fateful night and that holy weekend.

Now when it comes to Jesus, we are surprised to realize that He is 
baptized at the hand of John the Baptist. But Jesus certainly has no need 
for a baptism of repentance of sins, as John himself noted. But, at Jesus' 
insistence, Jesus was baptized; and then, at His ascension, Jesus instituted
the Sacrament of Holy Baptism for His Church. You can be sure that, at 
Jesus' baptism, things changed dramatically for John – in fact, he is hardly 
mentioned anymore because he has done that for which the Lord had 
sent him. And John was glad about that, for it truly meant that he HAD 
done what the Lord had wanted him to do.

You will also recall that the very first miracle which Jesus does is the 
miracle at the wedding in Cana where He turned water into wine. His 
mother Mary, the disciples, and surely the bride and groom, and some of 
the others at that wedding, when they heard of that miracle, thought 
about the relationship which they should have – or might want to have – 
with Jesus.

Finally, as I was thinking about it, I realized that one of the words of 
our Lord, from His cross where He was hanging, the holy, bloody sacrifice 
for the sins of the whole world, was “I thirst.” He was thoroughly human 
for our salvation.
II. Our sins against baptism 

A. don’t baptize - don’t teach - don’t think on it - aren’t comforted by it - it’s only a one-
time event                                                                                                                                           

B. treat it as merely our work . . .                                                                             
It is good, on this Sunday, when Christendom observes the Baptism of 

our Lord, that we should think about baptism and confess to God our sins 
against Baptism. Think about it:



 Many in Christendom today say that they are Christians but they do 
not baptize their children.

 One of the sins of Lutherans against God's gift of baptism is that we 
have our children baptized but then we refuse to raise them up in the 
Christian church: we don't teach them about their baptism, we do not
observe the day when they were spiritually born again, we don't send 
them to Sunday school and Church and we don't always encourage 
them when it comes time for confirmation classes and they are to 
grow up some more in the faith. Why not? Is it too much trouble? Is it
because we ourselves do not acknowledge God's work in us?

 Again, we sin against God's gift when we are not comforted by our 
Christian baptism. When trouble, hurt, disappointment, and so much 
else come to attack our faith, the Lord wants us to be comforted by 
His unchanging promises delivered to us in baptism.

 We sin against Baptism when we simply think of it as something 
which happened to us at one point in our lives. In fact, the reason why
we make the sign of the cross whenever we speak of Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit, is to emphasize to ourselves that we ARE baptized and 
that baptism is more than just a one-time event. It began a 
relationship which is literally life long.

 Finally, and possibly worst of all, we sin against our baptism when we 
think that baptism is something which WE do. We think of it as OUR 
work, as something which WE do FOR God! Quite honestly, when we 
think of it in that way, we entirely MISunderstand His gift to us!

III. Jesus’ Baptism was cathartic for Him
A. Voice from the cloud                                                                     
B. start of public ministry             
C. He BEcame a target for the devil (wilderness temptation)

Jesus'  baptism is Him identifying Himself, sinless and holy, WITH us 
who are sinful and NOT holy. He has come for our redemption. The whole
work of Jesus is to make us sinners into children of God through His work 
on our behalf! The baptism of our Lord clearly marks the beginning of His 
public ministry. Up until now, Jesus born at Bethlehem, is rather quietly 
and privately just growing up, being in his family's home, and the like. But
from this point on, Jesus will publicly preach and teach and, in many 
ways, make it clear that He has come to seek and to save the lost. He has 
come, the great Physician, to heal our sin-sick souls! Now His very public 
work is to save us from our sins! This is a life-defining change, if you will, 
in His life, as He clearly shows us that He has come for our salvation.



The Father's Voice makes it clear to Jesus as to others there that 
something very special is taking place. “You are My Son; with You I am 
well pleased,” is the affirmation that Jesus IS the fulfillment of today's 
Old Testament Lesson. HE is the chosen One, the Son of God. His 
“mission” is truly God-ordained.

Similarly, the Holy Spirit appearing in the form of the dove is terribly 
significant. “Messiah” is the Old Testament word which means “sent One”
and was always referring to the office of the One for whom all of Israel 
was supposed to be waiting. The Messiah, which in Greek is the word 
“Christ,” would be filled with the Spirit of God. Here is visible proof that 
Jesus is the long-awaited Messiah, the Christ of God! Here is salvation! 
Salvation is what He is here to do!

As we also know from the Scriptures, it was also right after His 
baptism, at the start of His public ministry, that Jesus is targeted by Satan 
in that great temptation in the wilderness where the very Word of God is 
attacked by Satan who dares to quote the Word of God to the Word of 
God Himself, and where the Word of God answers the devil's temptations
with the Word of God. The Word of God, you see, is the venue by which 
God informs us of His holy will, and of His great work to save us!
IV. How baptism is (supposed to be) cathartic in your life

A. the casting out of satan/exorcism                                                                                                  
B. born again                                                                                                                                           
C. new identity - new purpose - new power over sin

It really SHOULD be fairly obvious to us, by now, that the baptism of 
our Lord Jesus Christ is intended to be a catharsis – that is, a life-changing 
– event of some significance to us. And it really is! As the Lord walks up 
from that river bed, the Holy Spirit descends upon Him in the form of a 
dove, and the Voice from the cloud is obviously God the Father. So we 
have Father, Son, and Holy Spirit there present – it should call to mind our
baptism.
✔ I am baptized in the Name of the Father and of T the Son and of the 

Holy Spirit – at Jesus' Baptism, He, the very Son of God, is there in the 
flesh, God the Father's presence is clearly made known 

✔ When we were each baptized, the same questions were asked: “Do 
you renounce the devil? Do you renounce all his works? Do you 
renounce his ways?” That part of the liturgy of baptism is called the 
“exorcism.” It is, literally, the casting out of the devil from our lives, 
and of us making it clear that we will NOT permit him to be the 
constant influence of our lives, causing us to do whatever our sinful 
feelings “make” us do!



✔ In baptism, we are born again. Ours is a new life with a new identity. 
We are no longer known as the world's people or as the people who 
are not known to God. Rather, we ARE now known as the people who 
belong to God, who have been adopted by God, who are the 
recipients of ALL His gifts and mercies! We even have a new language,
namely, the language of the Church which is called “liturgy,” which is 
God's own Word. It is foreign to those who are not the people of God 
but to us it is our new language.

✔ In baptism, we have a new life's purpose. Our twofold purpose is first 
to ever praise and cry out to God; and, second, to rescue those lost 
souls who do not even know that they are lost from God. We exist 
individually and as a congregation in order to save people by showing 
them the suffering and death of Jesus Christ for the sins of the whole 
world!

✔ In baptism, we are learning to say no to our sins and sinfulness every 
single day. Sometimes we fail, but we must never become complacent
regarding our sins, for Christ has died for sin and has risen again, and 
He does NOT want us to be enslaved to sin any more or ever again.

Concl.: Beloved in the Lord, welcome to your new life in Christ in your 
baptism. When you understand it properly, baptism IS the river of your 
spiritual catharsis. As Noah was changed by the Flood, as Israel was 
changed in the Red Sea, and in the Jordan River, as Jonah was changed by 
his time in the belly of the great fish, as Jesus is identified to us in His 
baptism, so you have been, and remain, baptized into Christ your Savior, 
When He died, you were with Him. When He rose again, you were with 
Him. You are His now! In the Name of the Father and T of the Son and of 
the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

T S D G T

+ THE APOSTLES' CREED
+ Prayer of the Church

Gracious Father, at the Jordan River, You called Jesus Your beloved Son
in whom You are well-pleased. Assure all of us that because in Baptism 
we have put on Christ, You also call us Your beloved and are well-pleased 
with us. Renew us as Your baptized children, so that we walk in newness 
of life, considering ourselves dead to sin and alive to You in Christ Jesus. 
Lord, in Your mercy, hear our prayer.

Lord God, heavenly Father, You opened the heavens and the Holy 
Spirit descended on Your only begotten Child. As we hear Your Good 
News, send that same Holy Spirit to us, whom You have made Your 



children. Enable us to remain steadfast in the faith even when we, like 
John, are called to suffer for Your truth. Lord, in Your mercy, hear our 
prayer.

Lord Jesus, You humbled Yourself to be baptized at the Jordan River. 
Give humility also to all pastors today and to our Synod and district 
leaders, so that they serve You faithfully. Open the lips of every preacher 
boldly to proclaim repentance and forgiveness of sins, as John did. And 
open the ears of each of us to hear and believe Your holy words. Lord, in 
Your mercy, hear our prayer.

Father, look in mercy on all those who govern our country and the 
nations around the world. Give them courage to defend what is right and 
to correct what is wrong. Grant them hearts that care for those who are 
vulnerable, including the unborn. Defend those who serve in the armed 
forces and all who labor to keep us safe. Allow commerce and the arts to 
flourish in ways that benefit all people. Lord, in Your mercy, hear our 
prayer.

Holy Savior, at Your Baptism, You embraced all of humanity as You 
identified Yourself with us sinners. Work among us sinners today. Heal our
divisions. Protect all lives. Give skill and love to those who serve in 
schools, hospitals and social agencies. Help us to one another as evidence
of Your constant love. Lord, in Your mercy, hear our prayer.

Lord, give Your comfort to all who mourn. Extend Your healing hand to
all who need Your care. Assure us each of Your promise that even when 
Your people walk through the fire, the flames will not consume them. 
Grant us faith to believe that they need not fear, for You are with us. Lord,
in Your mercy, hear our prayer.

Finally, holy Father, receive our thanks for the lives of all Your servants
who were washed in Baptism, taught Your Word, fed with Christ’s  body 
and blood, and now rest in Your presence. Strengthen our faith day by 
day with Your holy means of grace. Prepare us for the day when we who 
have been united with Him in a death like His are united with Him in a 
resurrection like His. Lord, in Your mercy, hear our prayer.

Into Your hands, O God, we commend ourselves and all those for 
whom we pray, through Jesus Christ, our Lord, who lives and reigns with 
You and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever. Amen.
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