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January 7, 2018 

Genesis 1:1-5 

Mark 1:4-11    Baptized into Something New 

 

This time of year, it seems like everyone is starting something new. Or 

at least, it is strongly suggested that we start something new. As soon as 

we walk into any store in January, there is that display of healthy 

organic food. And next to it is the display of workout videos and hand 

weights and yoga balls, all reminding us that this is the time for a new 

start, that we can be something better, someone improved like the very 

fit person modeling the work out gear. Come on, get a move on. Turn 

over a new leaf. Get started on the new you. 

In our scripture reading from the gospel of Mark, everyone is making a 

new start too. And whether it was New Year’s resolution time or not, I 

can’t say for sure. But all those people had the same notion that they 

wanted to start over. They came to the river Jordan wanting a new 

beginning for their lives, wanting a new beginning with God. And John 

the baptizer was there to baptize them into it. He was there to bring them 

through the waters of re-creation. Like a midwife, birthing them into a 

new world. Helping people begin their lives again. Repent. Push the 
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reset button. Be baptized. Start over. Because you CAN start over with 

God. You can always start over again. 

Our scripture says people were coming to John the Baptizer; all of 

Jerusalem were coming, the WHOLE Judean countryside. Everyone 

wanted to be part of this. Not just a few fringe-y folks or a scattering of 

people here and there, but everyone. It was a movement, a campaign for 

the whole world to wash off the old life and its old sins and its old 

troubles and begin a new life. But what John was doing out in the 

wilderness at the River Jordan wasn’t really new. It was something old 

done in a new way. In Jewish tradition, washing was a common 

religious ritual. First century Jews like John and Jesus washed in special 

pools to maintain ritual purity with God. These pools were called 

mikvehs and they were there to remove the yuck and mess of life so you 

could present a clean self to God. Washing in the mikveh was required 

after a sickness or skin disease. After martial intimacy. After childbirth. 

After touching a corpse or a grave. People washed in the mikveh at 

special turning points in their lives. A bride and groom both washed. 

Priests being ordained washed. Converts to Judaism washed. And at 
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death, the body was washed before burial. The waters of the mikveh 

washed away the old: the old sin, the old baggage, the old life in order to 

prepare for something new. It was this ritual washing that John the 

Baptizer was using at the river Jordan. “Repent!, he said, Turn away 

from sin. Wash away the dirt and grime that clings to you. Let go of the 

guilt and the shame. Start over. Be forgiven. Begin again!” 

Is it any wonder that all the people came? All of Jerusalem and the 

whole Judean countryside? Is it any wonder they wanted a chance to 

start again? Just like you and I. Isn’t that what we all want? A chance to 

start over. Instead of living in the past, wishing that things could be 

different, that our lives could be different, that God could be different. 

With John, here was their chance. Here it was, free of charge. Free of 

requirements. Come as you are, however you are and confess that your 

life isn’t what it should be, what it could be. That you are ready to leave 

behind the old and start anew. What if you could do that? What if you 

had a chance to start again? 

All the people came to John at the river Jordan for his baptism of 

repentance. For the forgiveness of sins. It was a place to be forgiven. 
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Forgiven of anything. Forgiven of everything. All the mistakes wiped 

away forever. Never to be counted again. And that’s what happens in 

this water. In this mikveh of baptism. It’s the place where we start over. 

Where the old life comes to an end and a new one begins with God.  

Baptism is the end and the beginning. It is the end of the old life and the 

beginning of a new one. It is the end of a life measured by sin, and the 

beginning of a forgiven life. It’s the end of sin’s power over us. That’s a 

bold thing to believe, isn’t it? It’s what the church has believed for a 

long time. That our mistakes no longer control us. At the beginning of a 

baptism in the early church, the one being baptized underwent exorcism. 

Satan and Satan’s demons were cast out by the priest before they entered 

the church. Then Satan was cast out again inside the front doors. And 

then again at the front near the altar. Baptism took someone from the 

devil’s clutches and made him or her God’s own. The individual 

verbally rejected Satan too. And we follow that tradition with our first 

baptismal question. Do you reject evil and its power in the world? 

Because yes, we know there is evil out there. There is evil in here. And 

we must say no to it. We must say no to its beauty and its greed and its 
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careful way of enticing us away from God. We must say no to the sins of 

pride and self-righteousness and the idea that we are in control. We must 

confess them and name them and reject them, because then they lose 

their power. We say No to a life controlled by the devil. And yes to a 

new one controlled by God. 

When we are baptized, we are no longer under the power of sin. We 

don’t live in fear of evil and darkness and death. Because we belong to 

God, not the devil. Now and every day from here on out, not just on the 

day we are baptized. We belong to God’s kingdom. We belong to God’s 

family. We belong to God’s new creation. We belong to God and 

nothing else. 

Martin Luther, the great Reformer of the sixteenth century, was a bit like 

John the Baptizer.  He called the church to repent, to cast off its old, 

self-serving ways and to start over with God. But too many powerful 

people did not like that idea. They did not like him. In fact, they wanted 

to kill him. And Luther had to hide in the castles of Germany.  From 

these hiding places, he wrote books and letters and waited for the armies 

to come for him. He waited every day in that fear, and every day he 
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reminded himself, I am baptized. No matter what happens, I belong to 

God.  

Baptism is the end of an old life and the beginning of a new one. Evil 

cannot claim us anymore. But we can no longer claim ourselves either. 

That’s what we confess in our second baptismal question. Who is your 

Lord and Savior? Who is the one you follow? Who is the one you trust? 

Who is the one who makes the rules that you live by? Because it’s no 

longer us. We are no longer in charge. That old life is gone. Our new life 

is now in Christ.  

John the baptizer tells the all the people that he baptizes with water, but 

one is coming who will baptize with the Holy Spirit. And we catch a 

glimpse of that One with the Spirit at Jesus’ baptism. When he comes up 

out of the water, and the skies are ripped apart, and the Holy Spirit 

descends like a dove. A voice from heaven says, “this is my son, the 

beloved; I’m proud of him.” Baptism is the end of life on our own. It’s 

the end of life without God. Because the heavens have been torn open. 

The barrier that stands between us and God is gone. And just as the 

voice of God spoke to Jesus, it speaks to us and rings in our ears and 
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echoes in our hearts saying, “you are mine. Made by me. For me. I claim 

you as my own. You are MY beloved.” 

That old life of us being alone and God being far away is gone. The 

heavens have been torn apart and God has infiltrated the world. God is 

now everywhere; around us, with us, in us. The old life that’s up to us is 

gone. Because we are God’s beloved. Living beloved lives with our 

Lord. Where he goes, we go. Where he stays, we stay. We go with him, 

anywhere, everywhere that creation cries out for relief from sin and 

darkness. 

In our baptism, we reject that sin with our first question. We entrust 

ourselves to our Lord with our second question.  And with our third 

question, we promise we will be Christ’s disciples, obeying his word and 

showing his love. We promise to live the life of the beloved. And that 

beloved life will mean something new. It will make us different, like it 

made Jesus different. It will mean a different kind of existence, believing 

different things than the world believes; that the least are the greatest. 

That the lost can be found. That the last will be first. It means we live in 

the Spirit of Jesus and we love one another. And we love our neighbors 



8 
 

as ourselves, we love our enemies and our persecutors, we love the 

strangers and foreigners among us. It means we know the beloved life 

leads to the cross. It will lead to suffering and sacrifice and death. But it 

also leads to resurrection. We believe that’s how God works. God works 

through Good Friday and Easter Sunday. God works through dying and 

rising again. This isn’t something we do ourselves. This is God’s work. 

And nothing stops God. All it takes for that new life to begin is a word. 

Spoken over the formless waters. Spoken over the emptiness and void. 

All God has to do is speak a Word and call our name and new life begins 

again. 

In our baptism, it is the end of the old life and the beginning of a new 

one. First, we reject evil and its power over us. Second, we put our trust 

in our Lord Jesus Christ from here on out, for the rest of our lives. And 

last, we promise to live the life of the beloved. Living like Jesus lived, 

living beyond ourselves, living beyond our worry and our anxiety and 

our understanding even, with the faith that no matter what, we belong to 

God and that God is at work, like a midwife, helping creation be born 

anew. 
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So today, I invite you to leave behind the old life. Leave behind the old 

hurts, the old fears, the old worries that God could never be FOR you or 

be pleased with you. Leave behind the doubt that God couldn’t possibly 

be at work in your situation or with that problem or that mess. Listen to 

God’s voice, slicing through the heavens, breaking into our world. 

Come, let’s begin again.  You and me. Let’s start over. For you are my 

Beloved and with you I am well pleased. 


