        The Baptism of Abbott Robert Moeller ~ June 7, 2009

What Is Baptism?

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

There are many questions that could be asked regarding this divine gift called Holy Baptism.  Perhaps this is the first time in a long while that you’ve thought about it.  How do you learn about Baptism and what it means?  There’s a wonderful little handbook that Martin Luther wrote for parents to us with their children.  He called it the Small Catechism.

A catechism is a book of instructions, usually in the form of questions and answers.  Luther’s Small Catechism sums up six chief parts of Christian doctrine as found in Scripture.  The Sacrament of Holy Baptism is one of those chief parts.

The genius of Luther’s treatment of Baptism is found in the four questions he asks.  In fact, they are questions a child might ask regarding any gift that was given to him.  

“What is it?”  

“What does it do?”   

“How does it work?” 

“Why are you giving it to me?” 

Luther’s first question, “What is Baptism?” addresses the nature of Holy Baptism.  Simply put, Holy Baptism is the application of water upon the baptized in the name of the Holy Trinity—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  Plain water is used in this sacrament, it is true.  But it is not plain water alone.  It is water with the Word of God.

In Matthew 28:19, our Lord Jesus Christ, following His death and resurrection and just before His ascension, gives the Church the gift of Holy Baptism.  “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.”

So it is that the water of Holy Baptism is used according to Jesus’ command and combined with the name of God and all that name stands for.  This God-given reality changes everything about this particular application of water.  

This leads us to the second question: “What benefits does Baptism give?”  

Holy Baptism is a sacrament, that is, “a sacred act instituted by God, in which God Himself has joined His Word of promise to a visible element, by which He offers, gives, and seals the forgiveness of sins earned by Christ.”  That is to say, God has made a saving promise and has attached that promise to the act of baptizing with water in His name.

Jesus suffered, died, and rose again in order to save people from the eternal death brought about by sin.  Through His saving actions, Christ purchased and won salvation for all.  Baptism delivers and bestows the benefits of Jesus’ redemption upon the baptized.

The first of those benefits is the forgiveness of sins.  Everyone is conceived and born in sin (Psalm 51:5).  Therefore everyone, including children are, by nature objects of wrath, that is, at enmity with God.  This includes Abbott!  There is no greater trouble that Abbott (or any one of us) faces than this.

Yet it is right here where Baptism is such a great gift.  In Baptism, the Lord tears down the barrier of sin that separates us from God.  Baptism frees us from the eternal consequences of sin.  Jesus has taken upon Himself God’s punishment for sin, and God reconciles Himself to us by crediting to us the forgiveness of sins won by Christ at Calvary’s cross.

With the washing of Holy Baptism, Abbott is clean and holy and under the favor of God.  Baptism frees him to live forever as a “favorite” of the Lord, a beloved child of God.  Through the forgiveness of sins, he has the same place in the lap of the Father as does the only-begotten Son.  As a matter of fact, today as he is adopted by the heavenly Father, my grandson, Abbott, becomes my brother.  He becomes the brother of all us Christians!

Baptism also rescues from death and the devil.  Imagine that you were living day after day on death row.  What could you look forward to?  Only death and grace await you.  This is all that awaits everyone who lives apart from Christ.  They are living under a death sentence of sorts.  God’s wrath demands payment for sin.  Those found guilty will be condemned to eternal death, that is, separation from God.  The Bible also calls this eternal separation “hell” and “damnation” and “the place reserved for the devil and his followers.”

God teaches us in His Word that eternal death is the fair wage paid to us because of our sin.  In other words, death is what we sinners deserve.  What this means is that no matter how hard we work, how many ladders we climb, or how great a success we seem to make of our lives, in the end it all comes to nothing.  We eventually end up not only in the grave, but eternally separated from God.

Enter Jesus.  He takes our sins upon Himself.  He takes our place on death row.  He removes the power death has over us.  In other words, He pays sin’s wage for us and in a blessed exchange gives us resurrection and eternal life.  In Baptism, Christ gives all of this to us so we no longer live under the sentence of death.  Instead, we joyfully live, anticipating our resurrection and eternal life with Christ.

While we are no longer under the dominion of death, we still encounter it in all kinds of ways before the grave.  Little deaths are all around us—broken bones, broken hearts, broken homes, loss of loved ones, loss of health.  These are all little foretastes of the grave that tug at you (and your children!).  They are used by the devil to torment you along life’s way and cause you to despair and doubt the mercy of God.

Because being baptized means that death has no real hold on us, we don’t need to despair over these little deaths.  We can face the hardships and struggles because of the promise that we have here in Baptism—that through Holy Baptism, God rescues us from death and the devil.

Baptism gives eternal salvation.  The children of Israel had been freed from 400 years of harsh treatment and enslavement to Pharaoh and the Egyptians and were on the way to the Promised Land.  When they came to the Red Sea, Pharaoh and his army were in hot pursuit.  They seemed doomed.  Yet the Lord parted the waters of the Red Sea.  The people of Israel passed safely through, but as Pharaoh and his army pursued, they were drowned.  God’s people were saved!

Salvation is the merciful work of God to rescue the doomed and helpless.  As great as God’s salvation was at the waters of the Red Sea, even greater is His salvation through the waters of Baptism.  Baptism is not a rescue from just any enemy, but from the greatest enemies that can be faced—sin, death, and the devil.

Abbott receives this greater salvation today.  True, it will be unfolded fully only on the day of the resurrection of all flesh, but being baptized is a present possession, not only a future hope.  What courage this gives each of us to face any and every enemy encountered with the knowledge that almighty God has made eternal plans for each of His children.

How can water do such great things?  It is the Word of God combined with the water that makes Baptism “quite different from all other water… because something more noble is added here.  God Himself stakes His honor, His power, and His might on it.”  God has attached His Word and promise to that water.  

What does such baptizing with water indicate?  Why are we baptizing Abbott?  

When anyone is baptized, he or she is joined to the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  The Old Adam is put to death, and a new man, who lives by faith in Christ, is raised up.  This death and resurrections sets the pattern and rhythm for the daily life of the baptized.  It is the rhythm of daily repentance and faith.

Daily the baptized child of God, of every age, is to repent, that is, to turn away from sin.  Daily, the baptized then turns to Christ and clings to Him in faith for the forgiveness of sins.  This is the rhythm of the new life given in Holy Baptism.  

I urge all of you who are here to today, especially Abbott’s parents and sponsors, to nurture this pattern of Christian living in his life.  You have the privilege of blessing Abbott with the comfort of forgiveness and absolution.  You teach him to live a life of repentance and faith.  

No longer is he to deal with sin by clinging to it, justifying it, making excuses for it, or feeling guilty about it.  That goes for all of you who have been baptized into Christ.  Whereas the rest of the world tries to excuse sin, to hide it, to dismiss its seriousness, or to cover it up, Christians know how to truly deal with it.

Teach Abbott not only to acknowledge his sin, but to confess it, to turn from it, and to cling to the forgiveness that God freely gives him through Christ.  While you’re at it, make sure that you do the same.  For it is in this pattern of daily repentance, that you may live out the new life of faith given to you in your Baptism.  May God grant this to us all.  Amen.

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

