PAGE  
4







6th Sunday of Easter ~ Series A ~ April 27, 2008

Baptism Now Saves You


Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!


The dramatic story of Noah and the Flood has stimulated minds in every century.  Painters have used the Flood to emphasize the judgment of God, and movie producers and playwrights have used the Flood to highlight man’s dilemma with sin.  The recent movie “Evan, Almighty” borrowed heavily from the Flood narrative.  However, the most important use ever made of the story of Noah and the Flood was when the inspired apostle Peter used God’s saving act in the Flood to explain God’s powerful saving act in Baptism in our text, 1 Peter 3:21: “Baptism, which corresponds to this [ark], now saves you.” 


For a better understanding of how God has used, and continues to use, water both as a means of judgment and as a means of salvation, we need to examine the Scriptures.  The entire Bible, from Genesis to Revelation, tells how human rebellion against God brings destruction and death.  

In Genesis 6, God clearly expressed to Noah His wrath because of man’s wickedness.  Then God informed Noah of His intention to punish all who did not repent of their sinfulness.  St. Paul warned the Romans: “Because of your stubbornness and unrepentant heart you are storing up wrath for yourself in the day of wrath and revelation of the righteous judgment of God” (2:5).  In Revelation we are told that unrepentant sinners “also will drink of the wine of the wrath of God, which is mixed in full strength in the cup of His anger” (14:10).


But even as the Bible points to God’s wrath against human sinfulness, the Bible also reveals God’s grace and mercy for His children.  Thus in His grace, God told Noah to build an ark, a huge floating box.  God even described exactly how it was to be built.


The way of salvation given to Noah was available to everyone.  God did not indiscriminately arrange to save some and damn others.  Anyone who listened to Noah’s preaching or watched his work also could have been saved.  However, just like God’s gracious act of salvation offered today through Baptism, the idea of building an ark sounded to Noah’s contemporaries like utter nonsense.  No one except Noah and the members of his family heeded God’s warning.  

Please notice: when the ark had been completed, God Himself shut Noah in.  From the beginning to the end it was God who was the source of safety for Noah and his family.  The floodwaters delivered Noah from the old world dominated by sin into the new world given again by God.


As in Noah’s day, God continues to provide a special ark large enough for all sinners that will carry them safely through all His judgments upon an evil world.  St. Peter explains clearly where this new ark floats today: “Baptism now saves you” (1 Peter 3:21).  In the waters of Baptism God again delivers man from the sin-dominated world into the new creation that Christ brings.


Christians have been receiving God’s gift of Baptism for nearly two thousand years.  Yet sadly, many inside the Christian churches don’t understand the blessing and comfort promised and given to them in their own Baptism.  And few people outside the Christian church understand why the true church on earth still continues this ancient practice.


Like Noah, you and I, who trust in God’s saving power in Baptism are the target of skeptics who ask: “Isn’t water used in Baptism simply water?  What does the water of Baptism have to do with the unseen, the eternal, and above all, with safety for sinners in the presence of a just and angry God?”  Sadly, these skeptics have everything confused.  The secret of Baptism’s power lies in the simple biblical truth Luther explains in his Small Catechism.  This is “not just plain water, but it is the water included in God’s command and combined with God’s Word.”  

That’s how Baptism now saves you!  The water of Baptism is connected to God’s all-powerful and life-giving Word.  Only God who created the earth and covered over 70% of it with water, only the Lord who created human beings with bodies that are composed of over 70% water, can add to water a new use and give it special significance.  If we fail to see God’s saving power in Baptism, we are simply attempting to pit man’s foolish wisdom against God’s divine promise.


Every time the devil tempts us to doubt that God can work through ordinary water connected to His Word, we need to be reassured by the testimony of the Scriptures.  For example, the Old Testament tells of a Syrian general, Naaman, who had been stricken with leprosy.  When one of his servant girls told him there was a prophet in Israel named Elijah who could help, Naaman decided to visit him.   

Elijah told the general to go and wash seven times in the Jordan River.  Very much like people today who ridicule the power of Baptism, the proud general refused.  He ridiculed the advice, saying the water of his own country would be better to use for washing.  Eventually the general did as the prophet commanded and received the healing the prophet promised.  

Of course, on its own the Jordan River had no power to cure Naaman, but the power that cleansed him was based upon God’s command and promise through the prophet.  God’s life-giving Word, divinely connected to the water, produced the cleansing result.  Such is the case with the water used in Baptism.  “It is nothing else than a divine water, not that the water itself is nobler than any other water, but that God’s Word and command are added [to it].”  

The Word of God carries the presence of God Himself in all His creative power.  Because God has commanded Baptism, He has bound Himself to its water and its words to accomplish His will.  The important issue regarding Baptism is not the source of the water or how the water is applied, but the necessity for the application of this water with God’s Word for our forgiveness, life, and salvation.

All people are conceived and born in sin (Psalm 51:5).  All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God (Romans 3:23).  All of us are slaves to sin.  And the worst thing about this is that we are all totally helpless to change our own spiritual condition and status before God.  But Baptism now saves!

Life’s salvation always comes from God.  It can never be produced by man.  Jesus first told Nicodemus: “No one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.”  Then He went on to explain that the Holy Spirit works this rebirth in Baptism: “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God” (John 3:5).

Scripture gives many other examples of the way God the Holy Spirit gives this life-giving power of Baptism.  For example, to the crowd assembled in Jerusalem on the first Pentecost, Peter declared, “Repent and let each of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:38).

Here we might liken the Holy Spirit to a divine electrician who connects each sinner’s house to the power source that is Jesus Christ, the “light of the world.”  The “wire” that the Holy Spirit uses to connect individuals to the power dwelling in Jesus Christ is Baptism.  Baptism brings the Holy Spirit to us, and the Holy Spirit brings us to Christ, even as Christ is our way to the heavenly Father.

Baptism is a family affair.  John the Baptist referred to Jesus Christ as the Bridegroom of the Church.  St. Paul informs us that in Baptism, the Holy Spirit unites us to Christ in the Church.  Christ has made His bride worthy of His presence because He has cleansed her “by the washing of water with the Word.”  

Through Baptism God continues to add members to His family.  For this reason Baptism in the early church was often spoken of as the church’s “womb” in which her children are born.  St. Cyril of Jerusalem called the waters of Baptism “both your grave and your mother.”  

In the waters of Baptism, Christ’s worldwide family is both broadened and unified.  Baptism is an integral part of the church’s evangelizing.  For this reason Jesus gave His Great Commission: “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”

Disciples are made by baptizing and teaching.  The order doesn’t really matter.  Neither activity is to be omitted.  Converted adults are generally first taught about Christ and then baptized.  Infants are first baptized and then taught the basics of the faith they have received in the water and Word.  While for a time they cannot respond verbally to the oral preaching of the Gospel, nevertheless, they can be brought under the Spirit’s influence through Baptism.  For many of you, God’s first “kiss” of love was bestowed when you were not even aware of it at your Baptism as infants!  Through baptizing and teaching, Christ has made it possible for all people to share in the benefits of His ministry.  

The motion of salvation is always a motion from God toward spiritually helpless humanity.  Both salvation and the presence of faith in every individual is totally the result of the working of the Holy Spirit as His undeserved gift.  Jesus said to His followers, “You did not choose Me, but I chose you” (John 15:16).  The apostle Paul likewise said, “for while we were still helpless, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly” (Romans 5:6).

Every human being is as helpless and dependent upon God as a newborn baby!  As sinners we were all spiritually wearing dirty diapers (Isaiah 64:6), but God has come to cleanse us in His Baptismal waters.  Infant and adult, rich and poor, male and female, all fall under these words: “And what do you have that you did not receive?” (1 Corinthians 4:7).  For this reason, the faith that saves is the one resting upon Jesus’ merits.  Faith, whether in adults or in infants, is not a human-generated response of a totally free will toward God, but saving faith is what happens to the human heart that is grasped by God’s own Spirit.  

Therefore, every Baptism of an infant is a visible sermon to the onlooker of the wonder of God’s unmerited love toward all of us who are as spiritually helpless as the child being baptized.  Even Jesus’ adult disciples needed to be reminded of this.  That’s why Jesus told them, “Truly I say to you, unless you are converted and become like children, you shall not enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 18:3).

Baptism now saves you!  While Baptism is not repeatable, it is never “over with.”  In this way it can be compared to marriage.  The marriage ceremony is only the beginning.  It establishes the relationship, which is to be constantly nurtured and enjoyed through many hours spent together in meaningful communication.

Baptism now saves you!  Whenever you are misled to seek your status and self-worth in worldly things, remember you belong to Christ the King.  Through Baptism God has handed you a special crown that marks you as members of His royal family.  The Holy Spirit has personally drawn up those papers which make you a “chosen generation, a royal priesthood, a holy nation.”

Baptism now saves you!  Whenever trouble and sorrow come into your life and you begin to wonder whether God is for you, remember that through Baptism the Triune God is committed to be with you throughout life’s long walk.  God does not forsake a family member (Romans 8:39).

Baptism now saves you!  Whenever the guilt of your sins seeks to drive you to despair and away from God, remember that by the waters of Baptism you have been connected to Jesus Christ, in whom there is grace upon grace, like a continuous light rain to wash away the dirt of sin.

Baptism now saves you!  Whenever you feel totally alone and isolated from the love of others, remember that through Baptism you are a part of the eternal fellowship of all of God’s people.  One future day you shall stand in joyous fellowship with them all, because the body that was washed in the waters of Baptism shall be resurrected to a greater glory.

Until the glorious day of resurrection, all believers are partners with God in His plans to reveal His lordship to all.  Within yourself and within the world you will still find areas that refuse to bow to His lordship.  The devil, the unbelieving world, and the presence of our sinful nature all attempt to throw mud on the crown handed to you by the Spirit through Baptism.  They would all like to seize the crown from you.  But remember Jesus’ challenge: “I am coming quickly; hold fast to what you have, in order that no one take your crown” (Revelation 3:11).

Remember: Baptism now saves you!  It saves you now and it will for eternity.  Remember your Baptism daily.  Follow Luther’s suggestion for morning and evening prayer: In the morning when you get up make the sign of the holy cross and recall the Triune name of God into which you were baptized, pray, and go joyfully to your work.  In the evening when you go to bed, make the sign of the holy cross and recall the Triune name of God into which you were baptized, pray, and go to right to sleep, trusting that the Lord is always with you.   

Just as the sign of cross first marked you as God’s child at your Baptism, promising salvation and eternal life, so it does today.  Baptism now saves!  You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 
