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Acts 19: 1-7 

Psalm 29 

Mark 1: 4-11 

 

In the psalm we read about “the voice of the Lord,” doing various things. How is the voice of the Lord 

different from the “Word of God”? I don’t know that there is much difference other than the language 

used by the poet. Here we have a repeated phrase which could be translated as “the call of God” as well 

as “the voice of God.” What does this voice do, this call? It echoes across the waters, thunders across 

them. This would certainly be understood baptismally, and so it is included in the readings for today. 

This voice also has power and strength. It disrupts and disarms enemies. It conquers evil. It is powerful 

and good.  

 

It is this voice we hear at Jesus’ baptism. It comes from above, and states that “this is my beloved son.” 

Those who hear this voice understand who is speaking. They may have even thought of this psalm.  

 

Words matter. They really do.   

 

One time some years back I got a call from someone who wanted to know the exact baptismal language 

used by the Rev. Spencer Smith in Camp Hill in 1963. I immediately assumed they were becoming a 

Roman Catholic, and asked about that; yes, they were getting married, you see, and needed to be sure 

that Mr. Smith didn’t use some newfangled formula. I knew enough about him, and his years in the 

pastorate at Camp Hill, from 1940 to 1973, to know he used the old Book of Common Worship, and 

used the traditional language of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. I told the person there was no exact 

record of this, but I could send them a copy of the book, showing what he surely would have used. That 

satisfied the questioner, and so we did that.  

 

You see, there are some in our day who want to change the ancient formula, and baptize in the name of 

the Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer.  That may not sound all that bad, but it is different from, and I 

would argue lesser than, Father, Son, and Spirit. Words matter.  

 

What we do matters as well. You know, we were getting the communion wine and bread ready for 

communion at my house recently. Someone yelled from the other room, “can we use white wine?” I 

answered, “No! No anemic Jesus!,” quoting my old friend and mentor in all these matters, Jim Kirk, 

who resisted  the substitution of anything for red wine. But my family didn’t like the red wine we 

happened to have. I told them they were not going to drink much of it. They would live.  

 

One time I was involved in a baptism at a Catholic Church on a Sunday afternoon. The family was 

there, the mother’s Roman Catholic family, and the father’s Presbyterians. I was told to watch and 

assist, and would be given a chance to speak after the actual baptism. And so I did. And what I saw was 

this Catholic Deacon acting out everything we talked about. So I said, we are a church of words, and 

you are a church of actions; we talk about it, and you actually do it, – things like putting a white robe 

on the newly baptized child, for example. I still believe that. We talk about things, because of John 
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Calvin’s fear of actions, of things becoming idolatrous ritual. But as we delve into the liturgical 

richness of the greater church, I think we find we do not have to be afraid.  

 

So if words matter, and actions matter, what about baptism? What is the correct form? Many pages of 

ink have been wasted on this debate. The word from the ancient church is this:  

  

 Baptize into the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, in living water. But if 

 you have no living water, baptize into other water; and if you cannot do so in cold water, do so in 

 warm. But if you have neither, pour out water three times upon the head into the name of Father 

 and Son and Holy Spirit.  (Didache, chapter 7) 

 

When the ancients said “living water” they meant what we call “running water,” not stagnant water. So 

if you can, use water in a river. If you can’t do that, use other water. If you can’t use cold water, use 

warm. If you must, pour it out three times on the head of person being baptized. In other words, the 

form doesn’t matter as much as we think!  

 

One time in seminary, I was in a small group seminar with Dr. Ed Dowey, who was “Mr. John Calvin” 

in the Presbyterian Church for his whole career. He was teaching a course on Luther, and one morning 

he asked us, “what about someone who rebaptizes someone else?” We began to recite chapter and verse 

from Luther on why this was wrong. You can only receive baptism one time, you see. Then Dr. Dowey 

said, “what if I told you I did that?” We immediately changed our tune, and in effect said, you must 

have had a good reason! He laughed at us, and told us the story of his time in the Pacific during WW2. 

He was on a beach and some soldier came up, and said, “Chaplain, I am so scared I am going to die.” 

Dowey began to counsel him, talking about his baptism. The soldier said, “I need you to baptize me; I 

was an infant when that happened, and I don’t remember it.” So Dr. Dowey took him to the water’s 

edge, and as he said, “dunked him under three times, for the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.” Then he 

said, “sometimes pastoral considerations overrule the niceties of good theology!”  

 

In the psalm we read that the voice of the Lord thunders over the waters. It echoes. It proclaims Jesus to 

be the Son of God. It does a lot of other things, demonstrating its power and strength. It acts like we 

expect the Spirit to act: coming like a roaring wind and a fire.  

 

Those people in Acts 19 were baptized into the “baptism of John,” about whom Paul says, “he baptized 

into the repentance of sins for faith in Jesus.” They didn’t know about the Holy Spirit and hadn’t 

received it at their baptism. And so Paul baptized them into the Christian faith and they received the  

Spirit. I sense a distinction here, and perhaps it has meaning: a baptism for repentance is to say, “I have 

sinned, and I am sorry. I repent of that.” A baptism into faith in Jesus includes that, but goes beyond it. 

That means we are to believe and trust in Jesus for salvation and new life, and for the grace that comes 

by way of the Spirit. There is more here than simple repentance for sins.  

 

One time I was talking to a man who was baptized as an infant in the Presbyterian Church by a fairly 

well-known pastor.  He was telling me that he was being baptized again, “because the first one didn’t 

take.” He didn’t believe in baptizing babies. I suggested that it may have “taken” just fine, but it may 

have taken the Spirit many years to get his attention! Just because you recently found faith doesn’t 

mean your baptism wasn’t any good. In fact, you may have found your faith because of that baptism! 

He didn’t believe me.  
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The Spirit comes, but not always in dramatic ways. Sometimes Spirit blows like a hurricane, and 

sometimes like a gentle breeze. Sometimes the voice of the Spirit, the voice of the Lord, is a still, small 

voice. A quiet voice. Nonetheless, we should listen for it, and to it.  

 

The Psalmist here praises God as a Voice, who brings fire and earthquake, who makes the wilderness 

shake, whose voice thunders over the flooding waters. May this God bring his people peace, the psalm 

ends. Indeed!  

    Thanks be to God!  


