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Wednesday of Lent 1
~ March 4 2009

What Is Baptism?

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

WHAT IS BAPTISM?  

Baptism is not just plain water, but it is the water included in God’s command and combined with God’s Word.

WHICH IS THAT WORD OF GOD?  

Christ our Lord says in the last chapter of Matthew:  “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” (Matthew 28:19).  

The Small Catechism gets to the heart of the matter.  What every baptized Christian should know and confess.  The ABCs of the biblical faith.  It asks the childlike questions.  “What is that Daddy?”  Expecting a sure answer from the Scriptures.  

So tonight.  “What is Baptism?”  Can you give a certain answer?  Does the answer come from you?  Or from the Lord?  On whom can you count for such an answer?  From the Lord Jesus of course.  He’s the one to whom all authority in heaven and earth is given.  So to Matthew 28.    

Jesus directs the disciples to a mountain.  Of His choosing.  He meets them where He promises.  He runs the show, not them.  And that’s a good thing.  At least it gives continuity and completeness, uniformity and certainty.

The disciples are a mixed bag.  When they see Jesus they worship and doubt all at the same time.  And they’re minus one.  The treasurer, Judas, satanically betrayed Jesus for some quick cash, despaired, and took his life.  Now they are only eleven.  One short of twelve – the number of God’s people.    

And on the night Judas went on his betraying spree these disciples argued and fought among themselves.  They had a board of directors meeting to duke out the pecking order of who would be the all powerful CEO among them in the church.  Peter, ever the bold one, as if he were the infallible pope already, defiantly declared: “You’ll never wash my feet Jesus!”  

Dumbfounded disciples.  They do not understand what Jesus is doing or saying.  And even now after the resurrection there are still doubters among them.  Does that surprise you?  It shouldn’t.  They are sinners.  Whole hog sinners.  Entire enchilada sinners.    

Sinners for whom the Lord died.  Just like you.  Jesus died for you too.  And for all.  The ungodly.  While we were still sinners He came to die for us.  Jesus came not to be served but to give His life as a ransom for many.  He is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.  

Jesus truly is among the eleven and among us as Servant.  To do a divine service.  Giving out gifts.  The gifts won in His Good Friday dying.  The gifts of forgiveness, salvation, and eternal life.

And so on the mountain the all-authority-in-heaven-and-on-earth, crucified and risen Jesus mandates that all nations be discipled.  This passage has often been called the Great Commission.  But really it’s the institution of Holy Baptism.  It tells us how disciples, followers of Christ are made.  Disciples are made by baptizing sinners for whom Christ Jesus died in the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  

Jesus died for all.  Now He wants all to receive the benefits of His Calvary death.  And so He gives us Baptism.  Baptism is done with water.  How much water the Lord doesn’t say.  But water, whether it’s a handful or a bathtub full, is to be hooked or connected with this specific mandate and institution Word of Jesus.  “Make disciples of all nations baptizing them in the Name  . . .”   

It’s what Jesus says to do.  His institution.  What He mandates is never useless.  And what He mandates to be done He’s there doing it and bestowing it.  “And behold, I am with you always to the end of the age.”  Or as He said it in the Passion Reading tonight:  “Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever receives anyone whom I shall send, receives Me.”     

And so to be baptized in God’s Name is to be baptized by the Lord Himself.  “Although it is performed by human hands, it is nevertheless truly God’s own act,” Luther writes in his Large Catechism (LC IV, 457.10).  Jesus is there with His Name.  It’s His doing.  His giving.  According to His mandate and institution Word: “Make disciples of all nations [by] baptizing.”  

Can you remember the day you were baptized?  Some of you can.  Most of you can’t.  It doesn’t matter.  What matters is that the pastor used water and spoke Christ’s Word: in the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Water plus the Word.  Done according to Christ’s Word that is the formula for a Baptism.  And Christ Himself is the baptizer for He’s there with His Word.  That’s what He promises in Matthew 28.  “Behold, I am with you always, to the end of age.”

So what is Baptism?  Not just plain water but it is the water included in God’s command and combined with God’s Word.  That’s the Matthew 28 word of Christ Himself.      

With the water the Lord gives you His Name.  Puts the divine Name on you.  You are baptized in the Name.  The Triune Name.  Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

With His Name the Holy Trinity makes you His own and gives you all of Himself.  The Holy Trinity comes to you.  The Father who created you, the Son who redeemed you, and the Spirit who holies you.  He comes as giver.  He gives you His saving Name.  

So now you also know who the true God is.  He is one God in three Persons.  He exists for you.  To provide for you.  To care for you.  The Son gave His life into death for you and your salvation.  And now you are a disciple of Jesus.  For you are baptized in the Triune Name.  One baptism for the remission of sins as the Creed confesses it.  

For the remission of sins?  Really?  Yes, indeed.  But that’s next week.  Until then, you who are baptized in the Triune Name are disciples of Christ.  Disciples are disciplined in the life of repentance and faith.  You are learners of the Christian faith, being taught all that Christ has commanded.  Receiving all that Christ has to give you.  You are followers of Christ.  And that too is the life of Holy Baptism.  More on that in the next few weeks, too.  

What is Baptism?  Water included and combined with God’s Word.  Christ’s command Word.  And with His Word, the all-authority-in-heaven-and-earth Jesus Himself did it and gave it.  That’s what is certain and sure.  Now and forever.    

So that you might believe and have life in His Name.  So that you might know beyond a shadow of a doubt that you are His child and heir.  So that you might continue to hear this Good News: 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. 
