7. The Means of Grace, Part 1: Word and Baptism

The last 40 days had been a bit of a blur. It wasn’t long ago that Jesus was dead and
buried in the grave. But now, here he was, standing in front of them on top of a mountain,
giving them his last instructions before ascending into heaven. He would no longer be
visibly present with them on earth. They were going to be his chosen messengers to bring
the gospel to the world. How could they ever feel prepared for such an important and
intimidating task?

In just a few short verses, Jesus reminded his disciples of what they needed to know. First
of all, even though he was ascending into heaven, he would still be with them. It would be
his power and his authority that would cause his gospel to spread and his church to grow.
Secondly, he gave them the means to carry out their mission. He gave them the gospel in
Word and Sacrament. Everything they needed was contained in his word, and the power
to create and strengthen faith was provided by him through his Sacraments.

He would be the one providing the power, all they had to do was unleash his power in the
world through the word they had been taught and the sacraments he had given them.
Equipped with these means of grace, they were ready to “go and make disciples of all

>

nations.’

(adapted from Matthew 28:16-20)

This lesson focuses on the tool God uses to create faith in human hearts. “The gospel,” Paul
writes, “is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes.” In this lesson we will
look especially at how God applies that gospel to our hearts through the sacrament of baptism.
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WHAT ARE THE MEANS OF GRACE?

Review the two main messages of God’s Word and discuss why they are both
important.

Read Acts 2:22-24, 32-33, 36-41.

In this Pentecost sermon, the Holy Spirit led Peter to preach both law and gospel. Many
people responded to this message. Their response was repentance and faith.

1 Corinthians 12:3 No one can say, "Jesus is Lord," except by the Holy Spirit.

Romans 10:17 Faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard
through the word about Christ.

Based on the passages we’ve read so far, it is clear that the Holy Spirit is responsible for
bringing people to faith. He does it by bringing them into contact with the gospel of
Jesus Christ.

The following diagram illustrates the different ways that he does this, also known as the
Means of Grace.

MEANS OF GRACE
(i.e. Gospel, Good News, Word of God)
|
I |
WORD OF GOD WORD OF GOD + ELEMENT = SACRAMENT
(e.g- hearing, reading, understanding) (i.e. the visible Means of Grace)
| I I
Baptism Communion
Word + water Word + bread & wine

In addition to the written or spoken Word, the Holy Spirit also brings people the gospel
in two other very special ways. The Lutheran church calls these sacraments. We define
a sacrament as:

= A sacred act that Jesus commanded
* An act using certain physical elements connected to God’s Word

* An act through which God promises to give forgiveness, new life, and salvation
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The only two acts that fit this description are and

NOTE: Whenever we talk about these two sacred acts called “sacraments,” we need
to remember who is acting. Both sacraments are purely the work of God, and not
the work of man. If we forget this, we stand to lose all the joy and comfort that God
wants us to have in both baptism and the Lord’s Supper. The sacraments only work one
way: from God to us.

the only
Means of Grace

YOU

Let’s begin with the sacrament of baptism. . . . ..

WHAT DOES THE BIBLE SAY ABOUT BAPTISM?

WHERE IN THE BIBLE DOES JESUS COMMAND BAPTISM?

Matthew 28:18-20 Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has
been given to me. 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, and teaching them to obey everything I have
commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”

Jesus says that our mission is to make disciples of all nations. In the original Greek, baptizing
and teaching are clearly identified as the means by which people are “made disciples.”
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WHERE IN THE BIBLE DOES IT SAY THAT IN BAPTISM, GOD SAVES SINNERS?

1 Peter 3:20-21 In (the ark) 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 clear conscience towards God.
It saves you by the resurrection of Jesus Christ. . .

Acts 2:38 Peter replied, “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name
of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the
Holy Spirit.

Through baptism God saves us, by forgiving our sins and giving us “the gift of the Holy
Spirit.” (As we’ve discussed previously, the Holy Spirit is the one who gives us faith.)

Paul speaks a similar way about baptism in his epistles:

Galatians 3:26-27 So in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith, for
all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.

Romans 6:1-7 What shall we say, then? Shall we go on sinning so that grace may
increase? By no means! We are those who have died to sin;, how can we live in it any
longer? Or don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were
baptized into his death? We were therefore buried with him 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. For if we have been united with him in a death
like his, we will certainly also be united with him in a resurrection like his. For we
know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body ruled by sin might be
done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin— because anyone who has
died has been set free from sin.

BEFORE FALL AFTER FALL CONVERSION IN HEAVEN

Created in IMAGE Lost IMAGE slowly IMAGE fully
God’s IMAGE in the Fall being restored restored
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WHY DO LUTHERANS BAPTIZE INFANTS?

Read Acts 16:13-15 and Acts 16:29-34

In both these stories of Christian converts in Philippi, the people were baptized along
with their whole families. No distinction of age is mentioned.

We also know the following truths from God’s Word:

Psalm 51:5
Children are sinful from

Ezekiel 18:20

Sinful people deserve to

1 Peter 3:20b-21

Baptism people from sin

Matthew 28:19

Jesus says to baptize ,” not “just adults”

Ephesians 2:8-9

Every time a person comes to faith it is a —no matter how young
or old they are.

Luke 18:15-17

Jesus says “Let the come to me.” (The Greek word in this passage
is used in other Scripture passages for infants and unborn children)

HUMANS
dead in sins
accountable for sins
need the means of grace to be saved

faith is miraculous
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FOR DISCUSSION

Agree or disagree?

1.

Babies are too young to understand baptism.

. Babies are too young to believe in Jesus.

. Babies should be baptized as soon as possible.

Only pastors may perform a baptism.

. If you were baptized as a child in another Christian church but later become a

Lutheran, you must be re-baptized.

If you were baptized as a child, lost your faith, and years later became a Christian
again, you must be re-baptized.

. It is wrong to be baptized by immersion.

OPTIONAL: Discuss “Frequently Asked Questions About Baptism” — Appendix, p.

102

OPTIONAL: Discuss “Is a Person ‘Once Saved, Always Saved?” — Appendix, p. 102-

103
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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS ABOUT BAPTISM

Why do some churches not baptize infants?

They view baptism as something we do, rather than something God does. Because of this, they
only permit those who know about baptism and ask for it to be baptized. Their understanding is
that the “arrow” of the sacraments points up (from us to God), while the Bible says that the arrow
points down (from God to us).

Did the early church baptize infants?

Absolutely, because early Christians knew that baptism is something God does for us. Numerous
inscriptions on the graves in the catacombs, dating back to the very first centuries of Christianity,
testify to the fact that the early Christians baptized their children. Here is one: “Aristus lived
eight months. He was recently baptized.”

Does it matter how much water is used in baptism?

No! Scripture nowhere specifies an amount of water to be used. Early engravings dating as far
back as 165 AD show pictures of baptisms by pouring water over the head. It is not the water
that has the power, but the Word of God applied with water in the name of the Triune
God.

Is there any difference between baptizing children and adults?

Jesus said, “Go into all the world and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of
the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have
commanded you.” (Matthew 28:19-20)

e  When we baptize an infant, we trust through this sacrament God is putting faith
in their heart. We (pastor, parents, and sponsors) also take responsibility to teach
them God’s Word throughout their life so their faith can grow.

e  When we baptize an adult, we recognize that God has already given them faith
through the preaching of the Gospel. We trust that God will strengthen that faith
through baptism, and through a steady diet of God’s Word throughout their life.
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IS IT TRUE THAT A PERSON IS “ONCE SAVED, ALWAYS SAVED?”

CONFIDENCE IN CHRIST

On the one hand, Jesus doesn’t want us to doubt our salvation. As he died on the cross, he said

“It is finished.” Our salvation is completed, accomplished, paid in full. Nothing more needs to
be added.

In addition, Jesus doesn’t want us to doubt that he will guide us all the way to heaven. He will

never forget us or let go of us. There is nothing in all creation strong enough to tear us away
from Jesus.

John 10:28 I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish, no one will snatch them out
of my hand.

Romans 8:38-39 Forl am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons,
neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything

else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our
Lord.

WARNINGS AGAINST COMPLACENCY

On the other hand, Jesus does warn us not to be complacent in our faith lest we reject him. It’s

been said, “No one can snatch you out of Jesus’ hands — but you can choose to jump.” Sadly,
sometimes this happens.

Luke 8:13 Those on the rocky ground are the ones who receive the word with joy when

they hear it, but have no root. They believe for awhile, but in a time of testing they
fall away.

1 Timothy 1:18 Fight the battle well, holding on to faith and a good conscience, which
some have rejected and so have shipwrecked with regard to their faith.

Galatians 5:4 You who are trying to be justified by law have been alienated from
Christ; you have fallen away from grace.

Here are a few more specific examples from the Bible:

Saul was called by God to be the first king of Israel. (His life is chronicled in 1 Samuel). Many
indications are given that God chose a believer. In fact, 1 Samuel 10:6-9 describes the Spirit of

the Lord coming upon him to give him the gift of prophecy. But Saul abandoned faith in his God
and died in despair.

Judas Iscariot was called by Jesus to be one of his closest disciples. No indication is given in the
beginning of Jesus’ public ministry that he chose an unbeliever. Rather, Judas was involved in
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the ministry of the disciples as a Jesus follower (Acts 1:17). But Jesus himself tells us Judas died
an unbeliever (John 17:12).

A member of the Corinthian congregation fell into a lifestyle of sexual sin for which he was not
repentant. Paul urged the congregation to “hand this man over to Satan” (1 Cor. 5:4-5), that is,
to view him as an unbeliever until such time as he repented of his sin and rejoined the
congregation. Thankfully, this particular story has a happy ending. The man came back to faith,

repented of his sin, and was welcomed back into the congregation with love and forgiveness (2
Cor. 2:5-11)

HOW DOES A PERSON FALL AWAY?

The Bible lists several marks of behavior that could lead to a Christian rejecting the gospel, and
so becoming an unbeliever:

e Refusal to stay connected to God’s Word (Mark 4:16-17)

e Refusal to repent of our sins and work towards a sanctified life (Romans 8:13-14; 1
Corinthians 6:12)

e Despairing over sin, that is, believing our sin is too great to be forgiven (Matthew 27:1-
10)

e Becoming entrenched in works righteousness (Galatians 3:3, 5:5)

Note that these sinful attitudes and actions do not always indicate unbelief. In fact, Christians
struggle with these attitudes and actions every day! Thank God that Jesus forgives us and helps
us. However, remember that the Holy Spirit builds faith through God’s Word, and specifically
through the gospel message. The attitudes and actions on this list strive to keep us from regularly
hearing God’s Word and taking it to heart. Without being fed a steady diet of the gospel, our

faith can grow weak, shrivel, and ultimately die. The Bible gives us many warnings not to let this
happen to us!

1 Corinthians 10:12 So, if you think you are standing firm, be careful that you don’t
fall!

2 Peter 3:17-18 Therefore, dear friends, since you have been forewarned, be on your

guard so that you may not be carried away by the error of the lawless and fall from your
secure position.

1 Corinthians 9:27 Therefore I do not run like someone running aimlessly; I do not
fight like a boxer beating the air. No, I strike a blow to my body and make it my slave so
that after I have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified from the prize.

Hebrews 3:13 Encourage one another daily........ so that none of you may be hardened
by sin’s deceitfulness.

Matthew 10:22 The one who stands firm to the end will be saved.
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To sum up — Jesus doesn’t want us to doubt our salvation. He has washed our sins away,
covered us with his righteousness, and put faith in our hearts. Based on all that our Savior has
done for us, we can be confident that we will be with him in heaven.

However, Jesus also wants us to have a healthy awareness of our own sinful nature, which
would still like to rebel against him. He wants us to battle against our sinful nature every day,
“drowning it” (in the words of Martin Luther) “with daily sorrow and repentance, that all its
evil deeds and desires be put to death.” In its place, Jesus wants our “new nature” — our new
heart of faith — to grow and blossom and flourish. As we gladly hear his Word, learn it, and take
it to heart, the Holy Spirit blesses us with a rich and vibrant faith — “like a tree planted by
streams of water, which yields its fruit in season.” (Psalm 1:3)

May God build our faith each day until we reach eternal life in heaven!
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