
Sermon: Baptism of Repentance  

Acts 19:1-7 
19:1 While Apollos was in Corinth, Paul passed through the interior regions and came to Ephesus, where 
he found some disciples. 
 
19:2 He said to them, "Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you became believers?" They replied, "No, 
we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit." 
 
19:3 Then he said, "Into what then were you baptized?" They answered, "Into John's baptism." 
 
19:4 Paul said, "John baptized with the baptism of repentance, telling the people to believe in the one 
who was to come after him, that is, in Jesus." 
 
19:5 On hearing this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. 
 
19:6 When Paul had laid his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came upon them, and they spoke in tongues 
and prophesied-- 
 
19:7 altogether there were about twelve of them. 
 
Mark 1:4-11 
1:4 John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the 
forgiveness of sins. 
 
1:5 And people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem were going out to 
him, and were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins. 
 
1:6 Now John was clothed with camel's hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and 
wild honey. 
 
1:7 He proclaimed, "The one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to stoop 
down and untie the thong of his sandals. 
 
1:8 I have baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit." 
 
1:9 In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. 
 
1:10 And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit 
descending like a dove on him. 
 
1:11 And a voice came from heaven, "You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased." 

 



My Ordination was in December so I had the option to choose an advent hymn for the worship service in 
December of 2016. I chose the Canticle of the Turning. The idea of “turning” in the title was both a nod 
to “revolution,” (derived from the Latin which means “to turn”) and to the message of John and Jesus’s 
preaching in all of the gospels, the core message of which was, “Repent, and believe the good news.” 
“Repent” translates a Greek verb that is to say, a complete change of the self, of mind and heart, which 
might also be rendered as “turn around.”  This song had become deeply meaningful for me in my turn 
from what I had seen become an abusive theology to a new way to see God and see others. A part of my 
call was this turn toward inclusion and radical welcome and liberation.  

In our new year, here on Baptism of the Lord Sunday we are also called to a turning, the baptism of 
repentance. Repentance is a word us Presbyterians don’t use a whole lot in my experience. My bosom 
friend is a Baptist Minister and Educator and we often discuss that theological divide in our traditions. It 
can be hard to see where the practice of repentance is taking place when there in no alter call or often 
not even a direct call to repent in some liturgy styles.  

However, John calls us to repent in our Gospel today. There is a very clear, direct call to repentance. 
Perhaps that’s why he is called Baptist. Repentance is the focus. We are called to a baptism of 
repentance. Perhaps, baptism is our connector for us good Presbyterians who so often use the phrase 
“remember your baptism”. We do love the baptismal waters, the font, the liturgy, the meaningful 
symbolism.  

But have we forgotten what is behind those beautiful things? John’s clear call to turn from our close-
clinging sins? Do we even recognize our sin anymore? When black churches are burned to the ground, 
flags that say our siblings matter burned as public statement, and just last month churches of our black 
siblings vandalized: Do we see how we have been complicit in that?  

As Presbyterians we need to remember our baptism. And that begins with remembering what baptism 
means. For John, it is a baptism to repentance, by very definition a turning is what we are being called to 
do. Can we see it? And if so, will we be moved to act against our self-preservation to stand against sin 
done in the name of politics, sin of our “grandfathered-in” racist pasts and present, sin that still 
desperately denies our complicity in violence to the marginalized. WE must turn. Baptism’s definition 
and the Gospel itself demands it.  

January can be a hard month. Cold with no end in sight. All the countdowns of advent and Christmas-
tide have come to an end now. WE haven’t reached a point in the year where we start looking forward 
to a whole lot except a playoff loss by our beloved Bills. It is hard to be in the moment and stay there. 
WE long to skip to the good parts of life when things are slow or hard or what they are right now.  

It is normal for us to want in this New Year to skip to the good part. In our Scripture today where the 
Spirit descends like a Dove, calling us Beloved. But our world needs us to see things differently beginning 
with ourselves. This can be the hardest part of following Christ with baptism. The self-examination of 
where we need repentance as people and a society.  

How easily we can become convinced we are on the right side, that there is no sin in our corner, that we 
have arrived as disciples of Christ. This is foolishness and toxic to the Spirit’s work. This is the very thing 
that can harden your heart to repentance in your life that liberates yourself and others.   



How do we begin a baptism of repentance in our life? We name the elephants in the room. We examine 
where we have injured others and ourselves and we clearly name it. When we talk about welcome or 
how to invite people of color or our lgbtq+ siblings into our church spaces, we like the word 
reconciliation. But we have forgotten our baptism is not reconciliation according to John today, but 
repentance. We have started with the wrong R. We must remember our baptism in a way that calls us 
and our communities to repentance.  

Can you imagine what a beautiful picture that could be? Sisters and Brothers of all race repenting for the 
churches long unholy marriage to whiteness? Repenting for years of claiming radical welcome while the 
poorly dressed are ushered away and children kept silenced and gay folks quietly dismissed?  

We have talked reconciliation too long. We need repentance if we want to see the Spirit come alive in us 
and instituitions re-imagine what we could be free from the chains of white supremacy? Our societal 
pitfalls are in the church walls, because we put them there. Only the baptismal water can flush it out by 
the power of the Holy Spirit that called the Middle Eastern refugee named Jesus “Beloved” and inspired 
the humility of John in saying: “I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals.” 

We have done enough finger pointing across denominational and other man-made walls of polarization. 
We need Holy-Spirit inspired repentance that demands we look inward at where we have failed to 
remember our Baptism’s beginning. The very waters that claim us in our mother’s womb. The waters 
that cleanse us, renew and redeem us. The waters that split wide for enslaved peoples and demolished 
oppression.  

Are we ready for this kind of Baptism of the Lord Sunday? A Baptism to repentance?  

To live aware that we are a people claimed by God in the cascading waters of baptism. That in our 
baptism we are called to be that same flowing water of grace to others. Let’s come clean. We have 
turned our backs on God’s call and on one another historically and even now. Let’s confess our sin.   

A Presbyterian confession reads: “We confess inaction as agents of reconciliation that hurts our witness 
as the Church of Jesus Christ. We confess that we have not stood with those who have been wronged by 
injustice. We confess our habits and compulsions that degrade the image of God within us and others. 
We confess our greed that exploits human labor, and plunders the earth.” 

Is this just good liturgy or a baptism that commits us to turn? A baptism to repentance.  

“From the halls of power to the fortress tower, 
not a stone will be left on stone. 
Let the king beware for your justice tears 
ev’ry tyrant from his throne. 
The hungry poor shall weep no more, 
for the food they can never earn; 
There are tables spread, ev’ry mouth be fed, 
for the world is about to turn.”  

May it be so. Amen.  

 



 
 

 

 


