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On this Sunday before Theophany, it is fitting that the 

Gospel reading for today turns to John the Baptizer. He is the 

precursor, or as we say, the forerunner of the Messiah, Jesus 

Christ. He is the last of the OT prophets, and is considered to 

be the greatest among them (CCC 523). Other prophets, such 

as Isaiah and Malichi, foretold the coming of the Baptizer. And 

our Lord says of John, “Truly, I say to you, among those born 

of women there has arisen no one greater than John the 

Baptist” (Matt 11:11). 

John was not the Messiah, but was to announce His 

coming and prepare His way.  Thus, John’s call to repentance, 

and the baptism he administered, foreshadowed a repentance 

and a baptism that was yet to come.  And so, he says to his 

hearers:  

One more powerful than I is to come after me. I am 
not fit to stoop and untie his sandal straps. I have 

baptized you in water; he will baptize you in the Holy 
Spirit (v.8). 

John’s call to repentance and the baptism that he 

administered was a foreshadowing similar to what we see in 

the OT. The bread and wine offered by the priest Melchizedek, 

and the manna that the Israelites ate in the desert, for 

example, foreshadowed the Holy Eucharist. The bronze 

serpent on the pole, which Moses lifted up in the desert, was 

a foreshadowing of Christ on the cross.  The Israelites passing 

through the waters of the Red Sea, to escape slavery in Egypt, 

was a foreshadowing of the waters of Baptism, through which 

we pass to escape slavery to sin and death.   

The message of John the Baptizer, then, was, as it 

were, the capstone of the OT concerning the Messiah and the 

salvation of God’s people.  In John’s Gospel, John the Baptizer 

says, “…for this I came baptizing with water, that he might be 

revealed to Israel (v. 31). And reaching the end of his 
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prophetic mission, John said of Jesus, “He must increase and I 

must decrease”.  Thus, the feast of the Theophany of Our 

Lord, which we are about to celebrate, is a pivotal moment in 

salvation history. It not only marks the fulfillment of John’s 

prophetic mission, but that of the entire OT. 

John baptized with water only as an outward sign of an 

interior repentance, which was to lead to the forgiveness of 

sin.  This forgiveness of sin, however, would only be fulfilled in 

Jesus Christ and the Baptism which He instituted.  The Baptism 

instituted by Christ is not merely of water, but water and the 

Holy Spirit.  And so, the forgiveness of sin foreshadowed by 

John is fulfilled by Jesus Christ. This baptism, which Christ 

established, is not simply an outward sign. It is an effective 

sign. In other words, the outward sign of baptism actually does 

what it signifies or stands for. St. Paul, in his letter to Titus, 

writes:  

When the goodness and loving kindness of God our 
Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of deeds 
done by us in righteousness, but in virtue of his own 
mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewal in 
the Holy Spirit [i.e., baptism], which he poured out 
upon us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that 
we might be justified by his grace and become heirs in 
hope of eternal life (Tt 3:4–7). 

 This is not the baptism that John administered. Again, this 

Baptism, according to St. Paul is “…the washing of 

regeneration and renewal in the Holy Spirit…through Jesus 

Christ…that we might be justified by his grace”.  Elsewhere, 

the Apostle Paul explains that we were baptized into Christ’s 

death, HIs burial, and His rising from the dead (Rom 6:4; Col 

2:12). 

And in the words of St. Peter:  

God’s patience waited in the days of Noah, during the 
building of the ark, in which a few, that is, eight 
persons, were saved through water. Baptism, which 
corresponds to this, now saves you… (1 Peter 3:20–21). 
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According to Peter, then, the waters of Baptism now save us. 

And as Jesus said to Nicodemus, “Truly, truly, I say to you, 

unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the 

kingdom of God” (Jn 3:5).  The baptism that John administered 

pointed to this baptism in water and the Holy Spirit. 

We have a deeply profound teaching on Baptism.  This 

teaching developed from Sacred Scripture, the Fathers of the 

Church and the Holy Councils.  So, it is impossible to say 

everything here about this Holy Mystery that ought to be said.  

Nevertheless, there are two main effects of baptism; they are 

the forgiveness of sins and being born anew in the Holy Spirit. 

We can begin to see now that, 

Holy Baptism is the basis of the whole Christian life, 
the gateway to life in the [Holy] Spirit… (CCC 1213). 

Baptism infuses in us a supernatural grace, which is the seed, 

the beginning of eternal life, a foretaste of heaven here and 

now. We see this in how baptism opens the door to the other 

Holy Mysteries, particularly, the Holy Eucharist. What is the 

Holy Eucharist, but heaven mystically present here on earth?  

This grace, given to us through baptism, is precious 

beyond all measure, and we must carefully guard and 

preserve it.  It can be lost.  This is very important to 

understand for two reasons.  First, just as a seedling can 

perish because of neglect, such as a lack of water, sun and 

good soil, so can the seed of eternal life in us wither and die.  

Baptismal grace, this seed of eternal life, must, then, be 

protected and given all that it needs to grow in us. We must 

practice the virtues, keep good company, avoid the near 

occasion of sin, and frequent the sacraments, particularly 

Confession and Eucharist.  We must pray and fill our minds 

and hearts with all that is good, true and beautiful.  In short, 

we must live out our baptism. We must respond to the grace 
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of God and the inspirations and guidance that He gives us.  

Venerable Bede says: 

We are baptized by the Lord in the Holy Spirit, not only 
when in the day of our baptism, we are washed in the 
fount of life, to the remission of our sins, but also daily 
by the grace of the same Spirit [by which] we are 
inflamed, to do those things which please God.1 

Let’s not fool ourselves, then, into thinking that we can live a 

kind of comfortable and easy Christian life, to be lukewarm 

about it.  We must respond to His grace. In the book of 

Revelation, the Lord says to the Church in Laodicea, 

“…because you are lukewarm, […] I will spew you out of my 

mouth” (Rev 3:16).  Just as failing to take care of our health 

leads to sickness, and even death, so too the neglect of our 

soul, leads to the death of baptismal grace. 

 
1 Venerable Bede, Catena Aurea. St. Mark, ed. John Henry Newman, 

vol. 2 (Oxford: John Henry Parker, 1842), 14. 

 Second, besides neglect, we can lose baptismal grace 

by committing grave sin.  The Lord knows that we are weak; 

that we have a tendency toward sin.  But He loves us more 

than we can imagine and He wants to save us.  This is the 

reason that He gave to the Church the authority to forgive sin 

after baptism.  No matter our sins, then, Baptismal grace can 

be restored, if we truly repent.  In the case of grave sin, such 

that we lose baptism grace, the Holy Mystery of Confession is 

like a second baptism for us. 

Christian life is a struggle.  St. Paul describes it as a 

struggle with the world, the flesh (i.e., disordered passions) 

and the devil (Eph. 2:1-8).  But he also points out that God is 

rich in mercy, offering to us the grace of salvation. We have 

not earned this grace; it is a total gift of God’s love for each 
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and every one of us. By God’s grace, then, we must persevere 

and never give in to discouragement or despair.  As our Lord 

says, “He who endures to the end will be saved” (Matt 24:9).  

We have the victory in Christ; we need but strive to live out 

the baptismal grace that the Lord has given us.  And if we lose 

this grace, we must quickly run back to Him with all our heart 

and He will retore us.  

As the Catechism teaches: 

“Baptism indeed is the seal of eternal life.” The faithful 
Christian who has “kept the seal” until the end, 
remaining faithful to the demands of his Baptism, will 
be able to depart this life “marked with the sign of 
faith,”88 with his baptismal faith, in expectation of the 
blessed vision of God—the consummation of faith—
and in the hope of resurrection (CCC 1274). 

Let us, then, by God’s grace, strive to live out our faith and 

persevere in it until the end.  Let us look to the saints for 

encouragement and inspiration, particularly, St. Paul. Toward 

the end of his life, he wrote to Timothy: 

…the time of my departure has come. 7 I have fought 
the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the 
faith. 8 From now on there is reserved for me the 
crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous 
judge, will give me on that day, and not only to me but 
also to all who have longed for his appearing (2 Tim 
4:5-8). 

 


