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Once upon a time, in the middle of the night, there was an explosion at the 

local chemical plant.  Before long, the entire building was engulfed in raging 

flames.  Several volunteer fire crews responded to the blaze, and each was met at 

the scene by the president of the chemical company.  “Our company’s secret 

formula is in there,” he said desperately, “if it gets burned up, we’re ruined.  I will 

pay $50,000 to the first fire crew that can put out this fire.”

After an hour, with the flames still getting higher and hotter than ever, the 

president of the chemical company upped his offer.  “I will pay $100,000 to the 

fire crew who can get this blaze put out,” he promised.

Just then, with lights and siren blaring, an old, rickety-looking, antique fire 

truck came chugging along.  It was carrying a company of volunteer fire fighters, 

all of whom were oldtimers, 65 years old and up.   Without slowing down in the 

least, the antique fire truck plunged head-long, full-speed, straight into the heart of 

the burning building, with all the fire fighters still on board.

Everyone stood and watched in awe, as the oldtimer-volunteers sprang from 

the back of their ancient fire truck and began fighting the raging fire all around 

them with an intensity and determination never before seen, even from firefighters 

half their age.

Within thirty minutes, they had the fire completely out.   Covered in sooth, 

the oldtimers were greeted by the now-jubilant president of the chemical company.

He was so overjoyed that he announced, “Gentlemen, given your valiant efforts, 

I’ve decided to double the reward and make it $200,000.”

Everyone cheered, but then the reporter from the local newspaper spoke up.  

“Excuse me,” she said to the captain of the oldtimers volunteer fire-fighting 

brigade.  “Excuse me,” she said, “but I wonder if you can tell us, Captain, what 

you plan to do with all that reward money?”



“Well,” said the captain, “I can tell you this much.  The first thing we’re 

gonna do is get the brakes fixed on that rotten old firetruck of ours.”  Think about 

it.

Fire.  Needless to say, that’s what I’ve been thinking about for the past 

week:  fire.  In particular, I’ve been thinking about the words which John the 

Baptist says in today’s gospel story.

In today’s gospel story,  John’s out in the wilderness, doing his thing, 

baptizing people in the River Jordan, telling them to repent and have their sins 

washed away.  And John says he’s doing that because he’s preparing the way of 

the Lord.  He’s getting people ready for the appearance of the Messiah, Jesus.

And then John says this.  “I baptize you with water,” John tells the crowd, 

“but the one who’s coming after me [Jesus, that is]/ he’s going to baptize you with 

the Holy Spirit and with fire.”

It’s that very last part that I’ve been thinking about all week:  he’s going to 

baptize you with fire…   

Now, if you grew up in a church like I did, where you heard a lot of fire and 

brimstone preaching, that statement of John’s might make you a little nervous at 

first.   It might give you flashbacks, as it does me, to sermons and Sunday School 

lessons about hell, sermons which gave you nightmares for days afterward. 

And so, you might find yourself wondering, “Uh-oh, is that where John the 

Baptist was headed with this?”  When Jesus came, was he going to rant and rave 

and terrorize people’s hearts with an angry, vindictive message of hellfire?

Well, no, I don’t think so.  Not in this case.  Yes, John the Baptist certainly 

did warn people pretty sternly at times about the consequences of unrepentant sin.  

An example of that shows up in today’s gospel reading, in fact, in what John says 

to the hypocritical Pharisees and Sadduccees who made a show of coming out to 



hear him preach.  Yes, at times, John warned people very strongly to change their 

hearts.  And, yes, at times in the gospels, Jesus warned people, too.  

But Jesus always did so out of love and concern for people.   Jesus was not a

fire and brimstone type of preacher; that was not the heart of his message.   And I 

don’t think that that’s what John the Baptist meant, either, when he said that Jesus 

would come to baptize us with fire.

Instead, here’s what I think John the Baptist was saying.  I think he was 

drawing a contrast between what he himself was doing at the River Jordan, and 

what Jesus the Savior would do, when he arrived.  

Remember, what John was doing was, he was baptizing people with water.  

People were coming out to the River and John was dunking them, basically.

Water baptism, in other words, was and is about being cleansed.  It’s about 

having your sins washed away.   “Repent and be baptized,” John was saying.  

Repent and let God wash away your sins.  That’s what John’s baptism was all 

about.   It was about asking God to wash your soul clean.

And that’s still what the sacrament of baptism is about, in part.  It’s about 

coming before God and asking him for cleansing.  It’s about bringing yourself to 

God (or your child, as the case may be) to receive grace and cleansing, forgiveness 

and new life from him.   That was the business that John the Baptist was in.  He 

was in the business of helping people’s hearts get clean; and water was the symbol 

of that.   Because that’s what water does.  It washes; it cleanses.

But fire is different.  Unlike water, fire burns.   Fire doesn’t wash; fire 

refines.  Fire purifies.  In the ancient world, people saw that happen most 

commonly with metals.  Metals were smelted, refined, purified, by fire.

I did a little reading about that last week.  In particular, I read about how 

copper is refined.  After all, they mined copper in Jesus’ time, and of course they 



still do today.  Anyway, what was interesting was that I learned that in the process 

of refining copper, both water and fire play a role.

According to the University of Illinois’ website on the subject, when copper 

is mined, the ore comes out of the ground containing less than 1% copper.  The 

other 99% is just rocks and minerals and stuff.  Impurities, basically.  The ore, in 

other words, is very impure.

So, what they do is, they grind the ore up real fine.  Then they slurry it with 

water.  That helps wash away some of the heavier stuff which isn’t copper.  Then 

they dry it out and put it in a super hot furnace, which basically burns away and 

separates out the pure molten copper from all the rest of the bad stuff.

Now, don’t get all hung up on the technical details – this isn’t the Science 

Channel.  But just think about it in the broadest terms.  First water is used.  It starts

the refining process.  It helps get the copper ore ready for the next step.  Just like 

John the Baptist: he used water to start the spiritual refining process for people, and

to get then ready for what came next.

And what came next was the fire – the Messiah’s baptism with fire.  Which 

wasn’t a bad thing at all.   It was just what was needed to finish the job.  The fire of

a smelter refines the copper and makes it pure in a way that water alone couldn’t 

do.  Fire finishes the job.  And, spiritually, that’s what Jesus did too.  He finished 

the job which John could only start.    John’s baptism was about washing away 

sins; Jesus’ was about purifying us to the core.

Now, copper of course wasn’t the only metal that they refined in Bible 

times.  They refined gold and silver with fire too.    That’s what the prophet 

Zechariah was talking about in our OT reading today – a reading which John the 

Baptist no doubt had in mind when he said what he did about the Messiah’s fire 

baptism.  



In Zechariah chpt. 13, God speaks to the prophet and says that this will 

happen when the Messiah comes, quote:  “I will put this third into the fire; I will 

refine them as one refines silver, and test them as gold is tested.  They will call on 

my name, and I will answer them.  I will say, ‘They are my people,’ and they will 

say, ‘The Lord is our God.’”

The point is, all this talk today about refining and about fire in the Bible, 

isn’t about God zapping us or roasting us till we’re all burnt and crispy.  It’s not 

about some sort of sick desire on God’s part to fry us.  It’s about his loving desire 

to purify us, to make us His through and through. 

Martin Luther picked up on that idea, and went a slightly different (but 

equally vaild) direction with it.   Luther often used down-to-earth things to explain 

the faith to people; and so Luther said that, when you think about the Messiah 

baptizing us with fire, think about an iron poker – like the kind that just about 

everybody back then had next to their fireplace.

Think about an iron poker, Luther said, and imagine plunging that poker into

a hot fire and leaving it there until the poker itself was glowing red hot.   At that 

point, Luther said, one could say that that poker now contained both iron and fire.  

The fire had actually infused the iron with its heat, with its presence.   In a similar 

way, Luther said, God wants to fill our humanity with his divine nature.  God 

wants to makes us glow with his own radiant presence inside us.

(By the way, that’s not just Lutheran theology.  That’s good Catholic 

theology, good Orthodox theology, and good Protestant theology, all three.)

And that’s what Jesus came to do:  to purify us, to refine us, and to fill us.  

He came, as 2 Peter 1, v.4, says:  to make us “partakers in his [own] divine nature.”

What’s that mean?  It means that you and I are meant to house the fullness of God.

You know, this past week, I was reading about a great Russian saint named 

John of Kronstadt.   John lived back in the 1800s and he watched with sorrow, as 



rampant alcoholism devastated the lives of the people in his Russian city.  But, 

rather than standing up in his pulpit every Sunday and berating people, telling them

what awful, awful sinners all those boozers were, instead John would go out to the 

skid row of his town, he would find someone there on the street who had collapsed 

into a drunken stupor, he would cradle them in his arms, and he would gently say 

to them, “This is beneath your dignity.  You were meant to house the fullness of 

God.”

Friends, we were meant – you and I are meant – to house the fullness of 

God.  That’s why Jesus came: to put the poker in the fire.  That’s why John the 

Baptist said that Jesus would baptize us with fire: all so that our lives would burn 

deep and strong and bright and true with his holy presence, with his living love.  

All so that we would house the fullness of God in these mortal lives of ours. 

That’s why, time and time again, the NT says that our bodies are temples in 

which the Holy Spirit dwells.  The Holy Spirit is God, and the Spirit lives within 

us, you and me.  As Christians, we are meant to house the fullness of God.

So, ask yourself: how are you doing with that?  Would God say you’re a 

good landlord, or not?  Speaking for myself, as I look inside myself, I have to 

admit that I have a number of different tenants living inside me.  Yes, God is there,

and I’m so thankful for that.  But there are also some other, seedier-types who live 

in me too.

Which just means that there is still more refining to be done in me.  But 

what about you?  How fully would you say you presently house the fullness of 

God?  How far along has the refining process come in your life?

Maybe God’s really been working on you recently.  That’s great!  Don’t 

discount that.  Celebrate it.  Praise him for that.

On the other hand, maybe you’re like me and you’re aware of how much 

more purifying and refining still needs to be done inside you.  If so, okay.  Don’t 



freak out.  At least you’re aware of it.  And you want it.  God can work with that, 

and he will.

Really, the only problem is, when we don’t want it.  When we don’t want 

God to refine us, to purify and transform us, to make us fully His through and 

through.  That’s when the trouble comes.  And that’s what we’ve got to watch out 

for.

Someone wiser than me once put it like this.  He said, we all want our sins to

be washed away.  We all want to be forgiven, so that we can go to heaven.  We all 

want John the Baptist’s water baptism, if you will.  

But how many of us want to go one step further?  How many of us really 

want Jesus to transform our whole lives, from the inside out?  How many of us 

want him to burn away every single impurity, to make us totally his through and 

through?  Do we want to be 10 K gold, or do we want God in his grace to make us 

24 K gold?

10 K gold means that a given metal is 10 parts gold and 14 parts other stuff. 

10 K gold, in other words, is in round numbers roughly 40% gold and 60% other 

stuff, “impurities,” quote-unquote.  Is that you?  Is that what your spiritual life 

looks like?  40% for God, 60% diluted by other stuff.   Now ask yourself:  are you 

content with that?

If you are okay with that, then you can take a nap for the rest of today’s 

sermon.  But if you’d like to be a 24 K Christian, and not just a 10 K one, then 

here’s all you need to do.  Just ask God to keep baptizing you with the fire of his 

holy love.  “God, light the spark of your Spirit in my heart.  God, keep my faith 

burning strong and bright.  Lord, melt away all the stuff that’s in my life that’s 

keeping me from being filled to the utmost with you.  Lord, purify my heart, my 

love, my devotion to you.  I’ll keep my poker in the fire, Lord; please keep 

working on me.”



“Love is a burning thing,” Johnny Cash sang in one of his great ballads, 

“and it makes a ring of fire …  I went down, down, down, and the flames went 

higher, and it burns, burns, burns, the ring of fire.”

There are probably lots of different ways to take those lyrics – that’s why 

it’s a great song, after all.  But here’s my thought about them today:

If the flames which go higher and higher are the flames of God’s love, and if

the ring of fire is God’s own heart, then there’s nothing scary about going down, 

down, down into the ring of fire.  They’re nothing scary about being plunged into 

the depths of God’s bright and burning love, nothing scary about being baptized in 

the fire of God’s own heart, a heart which is passionate about you.  Because it’s 

there that God’s love refines us, purifies us, engulfs us, and fills us with himself, so

that we may forever be his, through and through. 100%.

Let God do that for you today.  Let Jesus the Savior baptize you with his 

Holy Spirit and with fire.  Let him plunge you into the ring of fire which is his own

heart, a heart which burns with all-consuming love for you.  In the name of the 

Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 


