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away.  Jesus sets us free.  We are free to worship, free to learn, 
and free to serve.  God promises to show up, to meet us here, and 
to go with us wherever we go. 
 
As I wrestled with how best to end this sermon, I kept thinking of 
the marvelous hymn, “As the Wind Song” (#292).  As we think 
about all the ways in which the Spirit meets us in worship, in learn-
ing, and in our service to God let’s sing the hymn together and 
seek the fire that comes as a gift from God: 
 
As the wind song through the trees, 
as the stirring of the breeze, 
so it is with the Spirit of God, 
as the heart made strangely warm, 
as the voice within the storm, 
so it is with the Spirit of God. 
Never seen, ever known 
where this wind has blown 
bringing life, bringing power to the world, 
as the dancing tongues of fire, 
as the soul’s most deep desire, 
so it is with the Spirit of God. 
As the rainbow after rain, 
as the hope that’s born again, 
so it is with the Spirit of God, 
as the green in the spring, 
as a kite on a string, 
so it is with the Spirit of God, 
making worlds that are new, 
making peace come true, 
bringing gifts, bringing love to the world, 
as the rising of the yeast, 
as the wine at the feast, 
so it is with the Spirit of God. 
(by Shirley Erena Murray 2004). 
 
To God be the glory.  Amen. 



more you grow.  Learning opportunities at church happen on 
Sundays and Wednesdays, and we are cultivating many small 
groups right now and invite you to join in.  We hope to fill the 
new Alday Cottage with groups!  First Café programs after the 
meal give you a time to learn, expand your thinking, and hear 
from others who are in our community.  Feed the fire of your 
faith through learning this year.  Ask questions.  Consider being a 
leader in a group.  Pray.  Study.  Get engaged.  Fan the flames 
and believe that God will show up.   
 
In addition to worship and opportunities of learning, our service 
to others spreads the fire of faith.  It is tempting just to think of 
church as a place where we make a little fire for Jesus each 
week, sit around it, feel and enjoy its warmth, and then extin-
guish it until next Sunday.  What would John and Jesus say about 
that? In the name of John the Baptizer and Jesus, I invite us to 
consider the ways we can carry the fire of faith out into the com-
munity.  Who in our circles of influence need the love we offer 
here?   
Did you know that hunger is a significant challenge, especially for 
people on the West Side of Nassau County?  We are working on 
some efforts in February to “Tackle Hunger” all month.  Stay 
tuned for how you can help! 
Our elders and deacons and church staff will be working on these 
opportunities, and they appreciate your active support. 
 
I think we all have the opportunity to have an incredible year of 
ministry together.  We have many outstanding people in our 
class of elders and deacons.  We have such vitality in our congre-
gation.  We live and serve in a wonderful community.  There is 
the potential for a little fire within each one of us.  Fires must be 
stoked.  They need fuel, time, and care.  How will it be for us this 
year? 
 
God marks us for sacred service as disciples of Jesus Christ and 
that mark is baptism.  Jesus assures us that our sins are wiped 
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“Fire” 
 
Fewer words in all of the Bible stir me more than when John the 
Baptizer promises us that One who is coming who is more power-
ful than he who “will baptize us with the Holy Spirit and with fire!”  
On the one hand, I have said, “I want this to happen!  It sounds so 
amazing! Let’s do this!  Bring on the Spirit and fire!”  But on the 
other hand, I say, “God, I don’t think I can handle this.  It sounds 
completely terrifying!  Could you choose someone else, please and 
keep your Spirit and fire to your self!” 
 
John the Baptizer is a mysterious character, someone who is out in 
the wild where people are coming to him because the temple sys-
tem of the day is just not working.  He invites all who come to him 
to look deep within.  Search for God in surprising place, recogniz-
ing that God is out and on-the-move in the world.  Repent.  Turn 
away from all that is not of God and turn towards the One who is 
true!   
 
Many people do indeed repent, and John offers them a ritual of 
baptism where he washes them clean.  Their old lives are gone, 
and their new lives of faith begin!  Many say John is one of those 
people who preach with “fire and brimstone.”  Typically in our 
context when we refer to someone who is like that, we are not 
talking about Presbyterian preachers!   
 
I think of someone who shouts a lot, who is charismatic, and who 
uses tactics of guilt and shame more than love and grace.  Let’s be 
careful giving John false labels.  Stereotypes often do far more 
harm than good.   
 



For example, during a Presbyterian worship service a man began 
to be moved by the Spirit.  
He shouted: "Amen!" and people nearby became disturbed/ 
"Hallelujah!" he said, and people began to stare. 
Louder still he shouted "Praise Jesus!"  
An usher moved quickly down the aisle, bent over and whispered 
to the man, "Sir!. Control yourself!" 
The man exclaimed, "I can't help it. I got the Spirit!!!"  
To which the usher responded, "Well you didn't get it here!" 
 
What about this fire John describes?  The subject and reality of 
fire appears in numerous places in the Bible.  God judges people 
and communities using fire.  Remember the story of Sodom in 
Genesis 19:28?  With the pillar of fire, God leads the ancient Isra-
elite by night during the wilderness wanderings.  The prophets 
Ezekiel, Zechariah, and Malachi all speak of the purifying fire of 
God.  Zechariah 13:9, “And I will put this third into the fire, 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.” 
 
In Judges 13:20, an angel/messenger of God ascends from the 
flames of fire with a man named Manoah and his wife who fall to 
the ground in awe.  In the New Testament, we see the Holy Spirit 
lighting upon the heads of the disciples at Pentecost, giving them 
tongues of fire to preach and more than 5000 people are bap-
tized!   
 
In Romans, Paul says, “Do not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, 
serve the Lord. 12Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, perse-
vere in prayer. 13Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend 
hospitality to strangers.”  Paul urges us to serve God with a little 
fire in our bellies!  We must mention the lake of fire from Revela-
tion 19 where those who are working against God are thrown in 
and consumed!  These are all gripping images that capture our 
imaginations.  But what do we make of the fire today?  How can 

John the Baptizer’s words relate to our lives in this New Year of 
2019? 
 
One of the most highly regarded scholars on Matthew is Dale 
Bruner who writes this about fire, “The love of God is holy love.  
It is fire, and it is the warning of the judgement of fire.  The 
measure of fire’s reincorporation into our preaching will be the 
measure of the church’s recommitment to social justice” (p 95). 
 
Our God whom we worship and serve is holy.  God is the Creator 
of all of life.  God sustains us all our days.  Some day in the full-
ness of God’s time, we will meet our Maker and God will judge 
us and the entire world.  We catch a glimpse of how God will do 
this in the sacrificial life, death, and glorious resurrection of Jesus 
Christ.  We have nothing to fear!  Because of Jesus, we have eve-
ry reason to be humbly confident in our future with God and all 
the more motivated to serve God with fire in our souls!   
 
Today on baptism of the Lord Sunday, as we rededicate our 
selves to our vows of baptism and to the principles of the Chris-
tian faith, I offer three ways for us to live out this fire of the soul.  
The first is through worship.   
Fire happens by a spark between two sources of fuel.  When I 
was an adolescent I always saved the lent from the dryer to use 
as fire starter for camping.  All it takes is one small spark to hit 
that dryer lent, and you’ve got an easy, fool proof way to create 
fire!  
 
You and I are like the dryer lent when we come to worship, and 
weekly worship is like the match or the flint and steel.  We gath-
er here to listen to God’s word, to sing and pray, and somewhere 
God creates the spark to ignite our fire.  My friends, I urge us this 
year to remain open to God’s fire by coming regularly to worship 
and trust that God will spark something in you here. 
 
Much like worship, the opportunities for learning and education 
fan the flames of God’s fire within us.  The more you know, the 


