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PLANTED WITH CHRIST
Based on Romans 6:1-11
Preached on January 8, 2011

Epiphany 1:  The Baptism of Jesus

By Pastor Nathan Fuehrer
Today’s message is based on the sacrament of Holy Baptism, informed by our epistle lesson from St. Paul…especially this verse:  “For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we will surely be united with him in a resurrection like his.”
Just a couple of years ago, Mr. Jon Metz moved from his urban dwelling in New Haven, Connecticut, to the suburbs. He had purchased an old home that he was now fixing up. One day, John was cleaning an old boiler-style furnace in the basement when his arm became lodged inside the furnace. The harder Jon tried to free himself from the furnace, the more his arm swelled and he became entrapped. Two days later, Jon realized that his situation was even more dicey and perilous. Because in his attempts to free himself, Jon had cut himself on the filthy furnace. He was now infected with poison. In an act difficult for us to imagine, Jon was able to reach tools nearby. He fashioned a tourniquet and amputated his arm. Doctors later agreed Jon’s heroic act saved his life.

The story of Jon Metz is particularly humbling.  It isn’t “inspiring” since hearing his account didn’t give me any more courage or confidence in my own ability to do such a thing.  No the story was a humbling one. Jon he found himself in this situation:  that His arm, once dear to him, was costing him his life, and the only solution was to cut it off.  And I don’t think I could’ve done it.
Jon’s story has a biblical connection.  You might remember Jesus preaching this one time:  If your right arm causes you to sin, cut it off, for it is better for you to lose one of your members than that your whole body go into hell (Matt. 5:30).  And last Sunday we talked about how the OT covenant of circumcision was a meaningful act that pointed to the cutting off of sin.  And today, in Rom 6:1–11, St. Paul has a similar message.  In Baptism, our old self is cut off…crucified with Christ so that our body of sin is put to death.  But death is not the whole message, because in Baptism we receive the benefits of Christ giving his life. 
The idea of cutting off is (obviously) pretty gruesome and violent.  Under the old covenant with God, there was much talk of cutting off of sin, because sin keeps us from having a relationship with God.  But “cutting off” of sin doesn’t give us a very pretty picture of that relationship, does it?  Circumcision is not a pretty picture at all.  And Jesus’ words that it is better to go to heaven gimpy than not at all isn’t much comfort either, is it?   Because at best we can imagine hopping into heaven with one leg, bumping into the pearly gates with a patch over our eye, approaching Saint Peter, (as it were), but only able to shake his left hand upon entry.
That’s why Jon Metz’s story is not inspiring.  It is all law and little gospel.  The good news is that he survived, but the bad news is that he had to maim himself to do it.  Yes it is better for him to go through life maimed than for his whole body to die, but it’s a mixed blessing, because every time he looks at his right arm, he’s gonna be reminded of a tragic and cruel accident that left his body 
There were many people in the Bible, who must’ve felt that their whole life was a tragic and cruel accident.  Men who were blind from birth.  People who were lame and crippled, lepers and other diseased people.  And Jesus healed them.  And did you ever wonder why Jesus went around healing people?  Is it because he loves them?  Of course he does, but that can’t be the point of his healing.  If it is then why doesn’t he heal Jon Metz arm?  Why doesn’t he heal your cataracts, your sciatica, your diabetes, your cancer, your hair loss, your human frailty?  Instead these conditions persist until death.  And if Jesus came to earth to show his love by healing peoples bodies, why did he stop?  Why did he ascend to heaven as though his work here was done?
Jesus performed miracles of healing to show us something.  It is because the final revelation of the Gospel is not only cutting off your sin.  If that were the case, there would be scarcely anything left of us.   It is also making you whole.  When God forgives you, he is not just cutting off your sin, He is uniting you with the body of Jesus.  Jesus heals people, because we will not enter heaven maimed, cut off, or gimpy.  We will enter heaven whole.  And what is missing in you here and now is made up in the body of Christ.  The body into which you were baptized.
Have you ever heard of the practice of grafting?  At least you’ve heard of “skin grafting.”  Well the language of skin grafting came from the practice of grafting plants.  Grafting is when you cut a branch off of one plant tree and bandage it to another until they grows together.  Now I’m no horticulturalist, but here’s my understanding of why you do it.  You might have a tree whose branches are capable of producing the most magnificent fruit, but it has a poor root system that choke the branches and the hinder the fruit.  And so a way of saving branches so they will thrive with good fruit is to graft them into another tree…a tree with a good root system.  
Ladies and Gentlemen, that’s Baptism…that’s what it does  Christ is the vine and you are the branches, and anyone who remains in him will bear much fruit, but apart from him you can do nothing.  You were born into the world, as branches bound to a poisonous tree.  In baptism you are a branch cut off from the tree of the world and grafted into the body of Jesus Christ, into His one Christian and apostolic church, whose roots are firmly planted with him.  St. Paul says you are united with Christ, literally planted together with him.  

And for those who might think that baptism is just trumped up tap water let me tell you something.  There is good reason why God would use mere water as his own adhesive bandage.  God works through simple things that we could not in a million years delude ourselves about and take credit for.  You see God didn’t justify us by having us do good works that get us into heaven, earning our way in.  Or God could make us his own when we are old enough to “choose” baptism, and we could pat ourselves on the back for making the right choice.  The more we work to be saved, the further we are from god.  The more we try to free ourselves from the furnace of sin, the more our members become swollen and cut and infected, like Jon Metz arm. 

That’s why God doesn’t, let our works or our choices save us, because he wants it to be clear that we can’t take credit for saving ourselves and boast about something within you.  But when you boast, “I am baptized, you are boasting in what God has done for you.  There’s no way you can take credit for it.  God cuts off your sin, and He grafts you into his son and makes you whole.
The story of Jon Metz is the story of god’s people.  His arm, once dear to him, was costing him his life.  John Metz lost his arm here, but he will have it again in heaven.  So too, our old selves so enamored with the world are cut off in baptism, but what has been cut of perishable will be raised imperishable.  What has died to sin will be resurrected in Christ.  

And God’s good work that was begun at your baptism, will be completed in the day of our lord Jesus Christ.

