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“We Are Baptized In Christ Jesus”


The Baptism of Our Lord							        January 10, 2010
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson								               Isaiah 43:1-7
Epistle Lesson									           Romans 6:1-11
Gospel Lesson										  Luke 3:15-22


One of my favorite verses from the Letters of St. Peter is where he says, “We should all read St. Paul.  He writes many wonderful things, though some of them are hard to understand.”  I’ve always enjoyed that verse, and I’ve always agreed with it.  I think one of the most difficult sections that Paul ever wrote is Romans, chapter six, which is what we have as our Epistle Lesson this morning.  My goal for today is to help you internalize what Paul is saying in Romans, chapter six, so that on this day when we mark the baptism of Jesus we can understand what he did for us in his baptism, and what he does for us in our baptism.  If we can internalize that then if makes a difference to us in how we live each day of our lives.

I want to begin by pointing out that the questions we ask in life make all the difference.  It is important to be aware of the questions that we are actually asking.  Because the questions we are asking, will determine the answers that we hear.  For example:  A man goes to counseling because it has been suggested that he go to counseling.  But when he goes to counseling, the question he really has in his mind is:  “How can I stay exactly as I am, continue to blame my problems on my parents, my wife, and my children, and be as happy as a pig rolling in mud?”  If that’s really the question that he has in his mind when he goes to counseling, this man will tell all of his friends that the counselor has no real insight, and that the counselor didn’t help him at all with his problems.  He will declare for the rest of his life that counseling doesn’t work.  

Here’s another example.  A man goes to worship service, and he gets ready to half-way listen to the sermon with this question in his mind:  “What is the most I can get away with in my life, still consider myself a good person, and then get to heaven when I die?”  This man will conclude that the preacher had no real insight.  He will conclude that the preacher didn’t help him at all, because all he did was talk about religion, and Jesus things that weren’t practical at all--it wasn’t at all what he wanted to know.  Because what he really wanted to know was what’s the most I can get away in my life, still consider myself a good person, and then get to heaven when I die.  If that is your question this morning, I can’t help you.  Because I don’t know what is the most you can get away with in your life, still consider yourself a good person, and then go to heaven when you die.  I don’t know.  It is not a question I am in the habit of asking.  It is not a question the Bible answers.  I am certain that if you could meet Jesus in person, and asked him that question face to face, eye to eye, that Jesus would look at you with a puzzled look and he would say, “Huh?  What are you talking about?  That’s nonsense.  That’s like asking me how many cats you need to build a house.  I don’t get it.  I have no idea what you’re even asking me, let alone know the answer.”

But this is how Paul begins Romans, chapter six, by asking a question that makes no sense, a question that will get a person nowhere.  “If God is gracious, does that mean that we should continue to lead the same old lives, so that God has the joy of forgiving us more and more?  If God is gracious should we try to figure out what is the most we can get away with, and still consider ourselves good people, and then go to heaven when we die?”  Paul says, “Wow! Is that goofy.  Why on earth would you ask such a question?”  That’s what Paul says.  Paul says, “We don’t ask questions like that anymore.  Since we are aware that God has connected us to himself in Jesus Christ, since we are aware that God gives us the ability to live confidently connected to God, since God gives us the ability to live secure and to live at peace, since God gives us the ability to live significant, redemptive lives, and to live above our circumstances with hearts lightened by God, we don’t ask questions like this anymore.  We don’t want to know what’s the most I can get away with.”  Paul says the request we have is this:  “Tell me again how God connected me to himself through Jesus Christ.  Tell me that good news.  Tell me again how I can live confidently, secure, and at peace in this coming week when the world comes at me.  Tell me again how my life can be a significant, redemptive presence.  Tell me again how I can live above the circumstances that are trying to crush me.  And tell me how I can live with a light heart in a world that weighs heavy on me.”  

If this is the question that you’ve come with this morning, we are in business.  Because that’s the question I know the answer to.  Here is how it works.  In his baptism, Jesus of Nazareth joined the human race for you and for me.  Have you ever asked yourself, “Do I really want to go through with this?”  I bet you have.  You set the date for surgery, and then the night before what do you keep asking yourself?  “Do I really want to go through with this?”  It’s a question that may occur to people on their wedding days—both men and women.  As they’re getting ready for the wedding service, the thought goes through their mind, “Do I really want to go through with this?”  

Well, this is a question that Jesus had to answer.  Imagine Jesus watching his cousin, John the Baptist, baptizing people in the Jordan River.  John told people that they had taken God’s gifts and squandered them on themselves.  That the mistake they were making, in their lives is that they were not servants who were a blessing.  Instead of taking the gifts of God and using them in productive servant lives, they were squandering their lives on themselves.  John told people that they should surrender to God’s will for their lives.  John told people they should quit being concerned with what’s the most they could get away with, and start asking themselves, “In God’s grace, what is the most I can become?”  And you know what?  It worked.  It worked on their consciouses, and they came forth by the hundreds to do just that.  They said, “You know John, you’re right.  We are wasting our lives on ourselves.  We should surrender our lives to God and let his gifts be used in us to serve.”  By the hundreds they went and surrendered to God and were baptized by John.  

Now here’s Jesus standing on the edge of the crowd.  He’s watching; and he listening to his cousin.  Day after day he does this.  He’s about 29 years old.  Maybe 30 years old.  Up to this point he has shared with the human race in most of the good things of life.  And he could say to himself, “It’s not so bad being a human being.  It’s not so bad.  I have a loving family.  It’s kind of a kick being around them.  I enjoyed playing as a child growing up, and I enjoy playing with my nieces and nephews and the children of Nazareth now.  That’s fun.  I enjoyed learning to read and to write.”  “I enjoyed memorizing the Scriptures,” Jesus said.  He shared in human life with a lot of the good things.  He learned the trade of a carpenter.  He learned the joy of working with his hands, and at the end of the day saying, “I built that.  I did that.  It looks good.”  He had the joy of going to family weddings, going to village weddings, dancing with his male friends.  He took holiday trips to Jerusalem.  He thought they were great fun.  He had the friendship of his buddies in Nazareth.  Life was good.  At 29 – 30 years old, he shared a lot of the good things of life. 

Now there is a decision before him, as he stands on the edge of the crowd watching his cousin baptizing people in the Jordan River.  Here’s the question:  “Shall I join the human race for the second part of the ride--the second part that isn’t so good; the second part that isn’t so much fun?  Shall I commit myself to live as a servant--without limit among people, who will for the most part, not appreciate it?  Shall I spend my time declaring the truth to people who don’t really want to hear it?  Shall I leave the comfort of Nazareth and my family to mix with people who are depressed, possessed, criminal, diseased, poverty stricken, hopeless?  Shall I commit myself to do good out there among the thieves, the corrupt officials, the cheats, the greedy people, the profane, the low-life’s, the jealous, the disorganized, the petty—shall I do that?  Shall I begin on the road that will wind around Palestine until it leads to a cross on a hill just outside of Jerusalem?  Do I really want to go through with this?”

One day John the Baptist looked up to see that the next person in line to be baptized was his cousin Jesus.  John’s immediate response was “Whoa!  Whoa, you ought to be baptizing me.”  But Jesus said, “It’s all right.  That might be true, but you go ahead and you baptize me, because in so doing, I will fulfill all righteousness.”  And John baptized Jesus.  In doing so, Jesus of Nazareth joined us for the bad part of the trip.  He did this for you and he did this for me.  In this, Jesus was agreeing to be our righteousness, and he was agreeing to die our death.  In his baptism Jesus committed himself to the human race—he joined us.  

Now in our baptism, Jesus united us into himself.  We are united with him in his death.  Another way to say it is this:  The death that he died, on the cross was our death, and he died it for us in our place.  Our proper response is, “Whew.  I’m glad to have that out of the way.  That is a great weight lifted off of my soul.  That the death that I should have died for my sins has already taken place in the death of Jesus on the cross.”  God’s Word says:  “The soul that sins shall surely die.”  And that is true.  But Jesus has already done that for you.  Jesus has already done that for you.  We are united with him in his death.  So, we’re not going to worry all that much about the day we leave this earth.  This is what led St. Paul to write, “Oh grave, where is your victory; oh death, where is your sting?”  Our dying day will be a painful inconvenience for us and for those who love us, but it will not be the eternal threat it was intended to be in Satan’s mind.  That horrible death that Satan prepared for us has already been experienced for us by Jesus Christ.

But wait!  There is more.  “If we have been united with Christ in his death, then we have also been united with him in his resurrection.”  Jesus is living eternal life—the eternal life of his resurrection.  And so are we.  His Easter is our Easter.  God’s Word tells us that we should not live wondering if we will receive eternal life.  We should live confidently that we are already living eternal life.  We will not enter eternal life the day we die.  We entered eternal life the moment we were baptized, and Christ joined us to his resurrected life.  For Jesus, the resurrected life is already begun and because we are united with Christ in our baptism, it has already begun for us as well.  We will not enter eternal life when we leave this earth.  We have already entered eternal life.  United with him in his death, a weight has been lifted from us.  United with him in his resurrection, a wonderful hope has been internalized into us.  

But wait!  There is more.  We are united with Christ not only in his death, and not only in his resurrection, but we are untied with him in his life, as we live out our life today.  Our lives are marked by God’s connection to us in Jesus Christ.  We are not orphans; we are not wanderers on this earth; we are not disconnected living beings; we are God’s children—his sons and his daughters.  We can live confidently in the assurance that we are so closely connected to our Creator—and so we can live in that confidence.  We can live with the security and a peace that only God can give us, because the life we live isn’t some disconnected wandering.  We are living in God, united with Christ.  We can live satisfying lives of redemptive significance assured that Christ in us is living out his life in our life for his purposes.  And we can live above the circumstances of our lives as we live in Christ’s victory.  And we can even be light-hearted as we live in this troubled world, because Jesus, who is united with us, has overcome this world.

If someone wants to know what is the most he can get away with, still consider himself a good person, and finally get to heaven—I can’t help him, because I don’t know.  But for those who are yearning to hear that God has redeemed them, for those who are yearning to hear that God has given them back their lives, and continues to walk with them into forever, I have good news for you.  I have a reminder for you.  I’m going to read it to you from the Old Testament Lesson.  “But now, thus says the Lord—he who created you, he who formed you:  `Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name; you are mine.  When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; when you pass through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you.  When you walk through fire, you shall not be burned; the flames shall not consume you.  For I am the Lord, your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Savior.  Because you are precious in my eyes, and you are honored, and I do love you, I give men in return for you, I give peoples in exchange for your life.  Fear not, for I am with you--everyone who is called by my name, whom I created for my glory, whom I formed and made.”

I want to help you internalize this even more, so I’m going to ask you to stand and sing the sermon hymn again—“We Were Baptized In Christ Jesus”

We were baptized in Christ Jesus, we were baptized in his death;
that as Christ was raised victorious, we might live a brand new life.
And if we have been united in a dreadful death like his,
we will all be reunited, for he lives.

In the water and the witness, in the breaking of the bread,
in the waiting arms of Jesus who is risen from the dead,
God has made a new beginning from the ashes of our past;
in the losing and the winning we hold fast.

Glory be to God the Father, glory be to Christ the Son,
glory to the Holy Spirit, ever three and ever one;
as it was in the beginning, glory now resounds again
in a song that has no ending.  Amen.

