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“The Augsburg Confession:  Baptism”


The Eighth Sunday after Pentecost							  July 18, 2010
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson								         Genesis 18:1-15
Epistle Lesson									     Colossians 1:21-29
Gospel Lesson									 	Luke 10:38-42

Today we come to Article IX of the Augsburg Confession.  It’s printed on the back sheet of the Service Folder.  I call these things Service Folders, lot of people call them Bulletins.  I discovered last week something I never knew.  They are also known as Catholic air conditioning---you just learn things all the time!  Here’s Article IX of the Augsburg Confession:

1. [bookmark: article9.2]Concerning Baptism, our churches teach that Baptism is necessary to salvation (Mark 16:16) and that God’s grace is offered through Baptism (Titus 3:4-7).

2. They teach that children are to be baptized (Acts 2:38-39).  Being offered to God through Baptism, they are received into God's grace. 
[bookmark: article9.3]
3. Our churches condemn the Anabaptists, who reject the Baptism of children, and say that children are saved without Baptism. 

In connection with today’s sermon, I have two lessons which I’ve printed out on page seven.  

Titus 3:3-7
At one time we too were foolish, disobedient, deceived and enslaved by all kinds of passions and pleasures.  We lived in malice and envy, being hated and hating one another.  But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy.  He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that, having been justified by his grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life.

I Peter 3:18-22
For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God.  He was put to death in the body but made alive by the Spirit, through whom also he went and preached to the spirits in prison who disobeyed long ago when God waited patiently in the days of Noah while the ark was being built.  In it only a few people, eight in all, were saved through water, and this water symbolizes baptism that now saves you also—not the removal of dirt from the body but the pledge of a good conscience toward God.  It saves you by the resurrection of Jesus Christ, who has gone into heaven and is at God's right hand—with angels, authorities and powers in submission to him.

The Augsburg Confession was read to the Diet of the German states in Augsburg, Germany, on April 25, 1530.  The German princes and the theologians were called back to the Diet on August 3, 1530, to hear the response from the Roman Catholic theologians.  This response is known as the Pontifical Confutation of the Augsburg Confession.  The Pontifical Confutation of the Augsburg Confession is quite negative toward the Augsburg Confession with a few exceptions.  One of the notable exceptions was the Article on Baptism—Article IX.  The Roman Catholic Church found no fault with this Article.  They said, “Yes, you’re right.  That’s what it is.”  And to this day there is no argument between Roman Catholics and Lutherans concerning Baptism.  A person baptized in a Catholic church who becomes Lutheran is baptized.  A person baptized in a Lutheran church who becomes a Roman Catholic is baptized.  There’s no problem.  The problem of course was, and still is, with the Anabaptists and their descendants.  The direct descendants of the Anabaptists are the Amish, the Hutterites, and the Mennonites.  However, many Christian groups, such as the Baptists, most Evangelicals, many of the so called non-denominational groups, most Covenant groups, Assemblies of Gods, and other Pentecostal churches share with the Anabaptists the rejection of what they call Regenerative Baptism.  They say that baptism is not regenerative.  It does not give new life.  They call it Regenerative Baptism; it is commonly known simply as infant baptism.  

The rejection of infant baptism began with the observation that many people who were baptized as infants didn’t act very Christian when they became adults.  I’m sure that’s something you have observed as well.  The conclusion was that infant baptism obviously didn’t work, because it didn’t produce good Christian people, and you could tell that just by looking at them.  This general observation led to four conclusions concerning baptism.  The first conclusion was the rejection of original sin, and, consequently, the teaching that children are not sinful until they reach what is called an age of accountability, when they can decide to break God’s laws.  The second conclusion was the definition of Christian faith as “intellectually grasping the teaching,” which is not possible until children have the reasoning capacity to do so.  The third conclusion was the definition of conversion as an intentional act of the human will, which can only be done after one as reached the age of accountability, and after one has intellectually grasped the Gospel, and after one has decided on his own to accept God’s offer and lead a life worthy of God.  And the fourth conclusion was the redefinition of baptism into “an act of obedience,” which the new believer makes rather than accepting a gift which God gives.  This is perhaps the most dramatic of the four conclusions.  They said baptism is not an arrow downward where God gives something to his children; it is an arrow upward where people who now trust in God offer him an obedient act signaling that they accept the Gospel. 

I am fully prepared to deal with all of these issues, and it gives me great joy to do so at great length.  But you cannot endure all that I can tell you!  So, I’m going to do something much simpler this morning.  The essential difference between regenerative infant baptism and non regenerative believer’s baptism is really how one envisions the relationship between God and the human being.  That’s what it’s really about.  And that’s what I’m going to talk about—that one issue.  It comes down to a very basic question:  How does one become a Christian in the first place?  That’s the question I want to deal with.  If we get that clear in our mind, baptism will fall into place for us.  

Today’s sermon is in four parts.  The first part is “The Minnesota Twins and the Adams Family.”  The second part is “Who Makes You a Christian?”  The third part is “Can an Infant Be a Millionaire?”  And the fourth part is “The Benefit of Saying, ‘I am baptized.’”  

“The Minnesota Twins and the Adams Family.”  When a professional baseball team wins the World Series they hug each other, they pour champagne over each other’s heads, and any interviewer who comes and talks to them are told, “We’re family.  We’re a family!  I love these guys!  We’re a family!”  But in reality, a professional baseball team is not a family.  Let us consider three great Minnesota Twins:  Harmon Killebrew, Rod Carew, and Johann Santana.  They each decided at an early age that they had the athletic talent to play baseball at a very high level.  They each worked hard to make themselves the best baseball players they could be.  They each performed at a very, very high level.  They attracted the attention of the Minnesota Twins; the Minnesota Twins offered them contracts; they signed contracts to play baseball for the Minnesota Twins.  They were Minnesota Twins right up to the point that they were either unable to perform as they once did, or until they wanted more money than the Twins wanted to give them.  They were family right up to that point.  Then, all three of them got traded.  Oh, you can hug each other, you can pour champagne on one another, and you can call yourself family, but when you can no longer perform, you find out very quickly that you are not family.  It’s wonderful as long as you are performing up to the mark.  But if you are not performing well enough, you never get on the team in the first place, and if you’ve been on the team you get moved right along when your performance dips below a certain level.  When things are going well there is the illusion that the whole thing is a family.  But when it comes right down to it, the issue is performance not family.  Well, that’s the Minnesota Twins.

Now for the Adams family.  I don’t want to disappoint too many of you, but it’s not that Adams Family.  The Adams family that I am talking about is the family of President John Adams and his wife Abigail Adams.  John and Abigail Adams were devoted to each other as husband and wife.  Their marriage is legendary in American literature.  They were church-going Christian people.  They were deeply committed to their children, and they put a great deal of effort into bringing up their children correctly—which they did.  They were good; they were fabulous parents.  Their first child was Abigail.  They called her Nabby--to keep Nabby and her mother Abigail straight.  She was a delight to her parents, and they loved her dearly.  Unfortunately, when it came to men she had no judgment.  She married a neer-do-well spendthrift, who was not faithful to her.  He was not a good provider, and he was not a decent father.  This was a cause of great heartache to John and Abigail.  When Nabby’s husband died, John and Abigail took in their daughter because she was family.  And when she died, they took in her orphaned children, because they were family.  

Their second child was John Quincy Adams.  John Adams was the Vice-President under Washington, and he became the second President of the United States, and John Quincy Adams became the sixth President of the United States.  He was his parents pride and joy, and he brought great credit to their family.  Unfortunately his marriage was very unhappy, and his children were very troubled people.  They were, for the most part, alcoholics who did not do very well in life.  But John and Abigail always included their daughter-in-law and their grandchildren because they were family.

Their third child was Suzanna.  Suzanna died as an infant about the age of two.  

Their fourth child was Charles Adams.  Charles went to Harvard and became a lawyer.  He died of alcoholism at the age of 30—leaving his wife destitute.  When he died John and Abigail took in their daughter-in-law because she was family.  

Their fifth child was Thomas.  Thomas also went to Harvard and became a lawyer.  He got married and had several children.  He was an ill-disciplined and lazy man so he never made a living as a lawyer.  He was a heavy drinker on top of all of his other irresponsibility’s.  When it was clear that he was not going to take care of his wife and his children, John and Abigail let the family live on their farm in Braintree, Massachusetts.  Thomas did odd jobs around the farm—never earning his keep.  But John and Abigail brought them to the farm so the grandchildren would have shelter, would have food, and would get a decent education.  They did this because Thomas and his wife and his children were family.

In these two examples we see two very distinct ways of dealing with people.  The Twins are a baseball team that is run on performance—absolutely—it’s run on performance.  Killebrew, Carew and Santana made themselves baseball players who performed well enough to be Twins as long as they could perform well enough to be Twins.  Their performance made it clear that they were worthy baseball players who belonged on that team.  The Adams family was a family.  It was run on gracious love from above.  On the Minnesota Twins, the performance of the players keeps things together.  In the Adams family, the gracious love of John and Abigail Adams kept their family together.  Nabby, John Quincy, Charles, Suzanna, and Thomas did not make themselves members of the Adams family.  They were born into the Adams family by the actions of John and Abigail.  And quite apart from their good performance or their lack of good performance, Nabby, John Quincy, Charles, Suzanna, Thomas, their wives, and children remained members of the Adams family, because it was always a matter of family and never a matter of performance.  It was often difficult to accept or to even live with their behavior and the decisions they made, but the love of John and Abigail for their family always overcame those difficulties.  They were always family.  So you see, there are two very different ways to belong.  One can belong on the basis of one’s performance, or one can belong on the basis of strong family commitment from above.  

Part two of the sermon:  “Who Makes You a Christian?”  How do you belong in God’s family?  Are we Christian because of our performance?  Have we made the team by what we have done?  Have we made the team by what we believe or what we feel or what we think?  Will we be Christian as long as we perform as Christians are expected to perform?  Does our performance give us the ability to look at other people and tell whether they belong or not, according to their performance?  Or are we Christians because God has given us birth into his family, because of Jesus through our confidence in him?  Are God’s people on earth a team that we have made?  Or are God’s people on earth a family brought together by the will of God through his grace?  Which is it?  It’s got to be one or the other.  Which is it?  Those who think it is like making a team and that baptism is the obedient act that finally gets you on to the team will not baptize an infant.  And they will have to spend a fair amount of energy focusing on their own performance to see if it’s good enough.  (And I might add, they will spend a fair amount of energy rating the performance of other people as well, to see if their performance is good enough.)  Those who accept the Bible’s message that it is God who brings us into his family by connecting us to the performance of Jesus Christ through a new birth in baptism will gladly receive this gift for their children from God’s goodness.  They will rejoice in God’s goodness toward themselves in their own baptism.  They will focus on the performance of Jesus Christ on their behalf long before they focus on their own performance and way before they focus on the performance of others to see if they’re actually Christian.  

Part three:  “Can An Infant Be a Millionaire?”  Of course an infant can be a millionaire.  An infant cannot earn a million dollars.  I understand that.  But an infant born into wealth can be a millionaire from the moment of birth.  Isn’t that something?  You can be born a millionaire.  Can an infant be a member of God’s family?  An infant cannot grasp the teaching of God’s Word.  An infant cannot decide to be a Christian.  An infant cannot in any way perform so as to be a Christian.  And neither, in truth, can any of us.  So, being grown up doesn’t change anything actually.  If the people of God are a team that we join on the basis of what we perform, then we are all no better off than an infant.  Because if we think we’ve done enough or understood enough or loved enough to be on God’s team, then we are kidding ourselves.  However, by the Sacrament of Baptism God can give a new birth to an infant born in sin.  And God can call that infant a member of his family, such as John and Abigail Adams claimed their children as their family without reference to their performance in life.  We baptize infants because we are convinced of the truth of God’s Word when we are told that baptism is a gift from a generous and gracious God, by which he brings us into his family because of who he is, and because of what Christ has done for us, and not because of what we have done or who we are.  

The conclusion of the sermon, “The Benefit of Saying, ‘I Am Baptized.’”  As Christians we are free to say that we were baptized.  You can say that.  That’s fine.  It refers to an incident in our life that did happen.  I am also free when people ask me who I am, to say, “I was born Randolph Sherren.  I was named Randolph Sherren.”  I can say that; that’s true.  That’s a factual incident in my life.  But is it not more natural for me to say, “I am Randolph Sherren.”  The real point isn’t that on a certain day I was named.  The real point is that I have always been and will always be part of that family.  Throughout my life I have been part of several teams and several organizations because of my abilities and my performance.  Oh, yes, I’ve joined things.  But my abilities and my performance have never, ever entered into the fact that I am Randolph Sherren, a member of my family.  I often have not been a good and worthy son.  I often have not been a good or worthy brother.  But I always have been a son: I always have been a brother.  My parents and my sisters never have asked me for my name back.  Through it all, for better or worse, I am Randolph Sherren.  Just as Nabby, John Quincy, Charles, Suzanna, and Thomas Adams were always the children of John and Abigail Adams.  

The benefit of saying, “I am baptized” rather than, “I was baptized” is that it emphasizes the present nowness of our relationship with our relationship with God, which he gives us today—July 18, 2010.  That’s the benefit of saying, “I am baptized”—today, this morning.  

To say, “I am baptized” is to take comfort and encouragement from God’s attitude toward us rather to be prideful or despairing as we focus on our own performance.  

To say, “I am baptized” is to rejoice that at this moment I am a person for whom Christ lived.  When we are being stubborn, when we are being anxious when we have no need to be, if when we are on top of things and doing our best and performing fairly well, it is a blessing to remember that “I am baptized.”  And even now when I am a pretty good person I am in need of God’s grace to be part of his family.  It is a blessing to remember that even our successes are God’s gifts to us.  

To say, “I am baptized” is a blessing because it reminds us that we are securely in God’s family, and not struggling to make God’s team.  Not struggling to stay on God’s team.  

To say, “I am baptized” is a blessing because it reminds us that God looks at us the way Abigail Adams looked at her children.  

Now this is the absolute conclusion:  Imagine meeting Abigail Adams as an old woman and asking her, “How many children did you have?”  Would she think of all the problems her children had been through and would she say, “None”?  Would she think that John Quincy had done pretty well becoming President and say, “One.  I have one child.”?  Would she think that Nabby’s problems weren’t of her own making and say, “Well, I have two children.”?  Would she think that at least Thomas didn’t die of alcoholism and would she say on that account, “I have three children.”?  Would she think that Suzanna, dying as an infant, wasn’t to blame and therefore say, “I have four children, counting even the one who has gone on before me.”?  Or would she, with a tear in her eye, think of the great sadness of her son Charles causing his own death at thirty, through alcoholism, and would she still look you in the eye and say, “John and I had five children and we still do.”?  With all that she went through with her children, the answer was, “John and I have five children.”  But the real blessing of saying, “I am baptized” is to ask God how many children he has today?  And here’s his answer:  “I have billions of children.  More than you can possibly count.  In your baptism you are one of them.”  Amen
