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“Reformation 500: Holy Baptism” Matthew 28:19-20 

(Jesus said) “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 

the Holy Spirit, 
 
teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the 

age.” 

 

This weekend we continue our Reformation 500 sermon series on the Six Chief Parts of Martin Luther’s Small Catechism 

with Holy Baptism. Each section of this part of the catechism begins, “As the head of the family should teach it in a simple 

way to his household.” This is a reminder that even though we have Christian pastors, Sunday School, VBS and day school 

teachers, youth and adult Bible class leaders, the primary teachers, models and examples of the Christian faith for children 

are their parents for as long as God gives them both life in this world. 

“What is Baptism?” Luther answers: “Baptism is not just plain water, but it is the water included in God’s command and 

combined with God’s Word.” He then quotes the words of our text from Matthew 28 commonly known as the Great 

Commission. They are some of the last instructions we have from the risen Jesus to His disciples before He ascends into 

heaven.  

We take last instructions seriously. Before she leaves on a round the world trip, our neighbor may ask us to feed her dog 

for the next month. We don’t then forget about poor Fido and leave him starving in her garage. We feed him every day. 

Before he is shipped overseas for a two-year military deployment, a brother may ask us to take care of his Corvette 

convertible. Once he is gone, we don’t then take that car out into a farmer’s field and do figure 8s among the corn stalks with 

it. We leave the car covered and drive it sparingly and carefully. As he lies upon his death bed, our father makes us promise 

to take care of mother after he has passed away. Once the funeral is over we don’t tell her to pack her bags and give her a 

one-way bus ticket to Butte, Montana. No, we check on her every day and make sure she has everything she needs. Likewise, 

the Christian Church for the last two thousand years has been fulfilling the final words of our Savior Jesus to His followers. 
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We have been making disciples of all nations and doing so by baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 

the Holy Spirit. 

“What benefits does Baptism give?” Baptism works the forgiveness of sins. First time parents may have a hard time 

hearing this. After all, the new-born baby is cute, sweet, innocent, pure and precious. How can this mean ol’ pastor say that 

he/she needs the forgiveness of sins? Veteran parents understand this a little better. It does not take long for the child to 

display the sinful nature with which we all are born. After about 18 months to two years the parents ponder taking child back 

to the pastor and pleading, “Baptize him all over again, the first one obviously didn’t take, the devil is still in him.” As 

parents we don’t have to show our children how to put their hand on a hot stove, stick a piece of toast in the DVD player or 

draw on the wall with crayons. Those things come quite naturally to our sinful natures. Instead, as parents we spend our time, 

energy and efforts teaching our children how to do the right things, God-pleasing behavior, what is going to make them 

productive members of society, because those things don’t come naturally to us. 

Baptism “rescues from death and the devil”- The process of death begins as soon as we are born. The dying cells begin to 

outnumber the new cells at age 18 and we are at that point already “over the hill.” At birth the devil grabs hold of us and says 

“this one is mine.” In baptism God slaps the hand of the devil away and says, “no, I’ve got dibs on this one.” 

Baptism “gives eternal salvation”- In baptism the Holy Spirit joins us to God’s Son Jesus in His death upon the cross for 

the forgiveness of our sins and also joins us to Jesus in His resurrection from the dead for our new and eternal life. Each day 

following our baptism we can get out of bed, put our feet on the floor and say, “I am baptized” and know that in that baptism 

we have the blessings of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection with us. And that is how we are say it, not “was baptized” because 

our baptism is constantly with us. In our baptism is God’s promise of life without end. While we already are living that life 

now, only a small part of it is here in this world, rest of that promised eternal life we will live with Christ in His personal 

presence. These gifts are not magic potions or once-and-for-all immunizations that automatically send a person to heaven. 
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They are to be received and lived by faith. The blessings of baptism belong to believers. But it is another act of God’s grace 

that through baptism the Holy Spirit gives us the very thing God requires of us, faith in Jesus as our Savior from sin. 

“How can water do such great things?” Luther explains that it is “not water, but the word of God in and with the water 

that does these things.” God has given us water to use as the visible element in this sacrament. I think He has done so because 

water is so plentiful on our planet. We can’t use the excuse of not being able to find water as a reason for not baptizing. But 

water is also very symbolic for what baptism does. We need water to live. We can go weeks without food but only three days 

without water. Likewise, our baptism gives us daily life as a child of God. We use water to clean things. Likewise, baptism 

cleanses us of our sin in the sight of God. Water has tremendous power, whether a lot of it at once or a little of it over a long 

period of time, water has power. Baptism comes with the power of the Holy Spirit making our bodies His earthly temples. 

But because water is so plentiful and easily accessible to us, we take it for granted. We turn on a faucet and water comes 

out, no big deal. If God had told us to use Chanel #5 to baptize, we would get the mistaken idea that the power of baptism 

was in the perfume, instead of being in the promise of God’s Word. So Luther explains, “But with the word of God it is a 

Baptism, that is, a life-giving water, rich in grace, and a washing of the new birth in the Holy Spirit.” 

What does such baptizing with water indicate? Luther tells us that “the Old Adam in us should by daily contrition and 

repentance be drowned and die with all sins and evil desires.” Every day we can return to our baptism by repenting of our 

faults and failures in living according to God’s good will and gracious ways for our lives. While we typically baptize by the 

method of pouring, Luther uses the image of immersion here to describe baptism as a daily death by the drowning of our old 

sinful nature through the repentance of our sins. But there is more, “and that a new man should daily emerge and arise to live 

before God in righteousness and purity forever.” Baptism gives us a new nature in which the Holy Spirit raises us to a 

victorious life and a daily living of that life. 

Holy Baptism shows the great grace of God, especially when it is done for infants. Before they can do anything for God, 

says anything about God, or give anything to God, He claims them as His own chosen children, forgiven and saved by His 
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own Son Jesus. Like their physical birth is something that just happened to them, they did not bring it about, so also their new 

birth as a child of God also just happens to them without their work. But there is much work to be done to follow up on that 

baptism. Parents don’t bring a baby home from the hospital and say to the child, “now go into the kitchen and get yourself 

something to eat,” and “go into the bedroom and change your clothes,” and “go into the bathroom and do whatever you need 

to do in there.” If new parents tried to do this, two grandmothers quickly would jump into action and say, “let us show you 

how this is done.” 

No, when we bring the baby home from the hospital, we parents know that we have the privilege and responsibility of 

providing for that child for the next 18, 21, 25, 30! years. It is the same with our baptized children. We don’t say that having 

them baptized is all we need to do for them. No, in their baptism we pledge to raise them in the faith, being nourished by 

God’s Word so that the seed of faith the Holy Spirit plants in baptism can grow as the child does. This is the job of parents in 

the home as they teach their children to pray, have family devotions with them, read them Bible stories and have them learn 

the catechism. But this Christian education is a big job so we ask other people to share that responsibility as sponsors, or 

godparents. They witness the baptism, pray for the child, remind the child of his or her baptism, and provide for the Christian 

education of the child if the parents can’t or won’t. I like to say that asking someone to serve as a child’s sponsor is giving 

that person permission to “butt in” when it comes to that child’s Christian education. It is still a big job, so we have a family 

of faith that provides us with regular services of worship here in God’s house and with formal Christian education through 

our day school, Sunday School, Vacation Bible School, youth and adult Bible classes. There is no end to learning the faith, it 

is life-long until God calls us out of this world. Together, it takes a congregation of fellow believers to raise a baptized child 

to know and live with Jesus as the Lord of our lives and our Savior from sin.  Luther quotes Paul from Romans 6, “We were 

therefore buried with Christ through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the 

glory of the Father, we too may live a new life.” AMEN 


