Text: Matt 3:13-17; Baptism
Introduction
If you read Luther’s Catechism enough the question “what does this mean?” sticks in your head.  And when you ask that question you pass from a realm of simple action into a more complicated reality.
If you’ve ever played sports, you want to live in the zone of pure action. If you are asking questions like “what does this mean?” a few things happen. First you are just too slow. Because thinking is hard and slow. The Psychologist Daniel Kahneman called it thinking fast and slow.  We seem to have two systems of thought to him.  System one you could call instinct or intuition or emotion. It moves fast. It’s given you an answer – maybe the answer – before system 2 even spools up. The athlete’s goal is often to uses slow system 2 – analysis and intense attention – to train up system 1.  And then in the game let system 1 run.  If you spend all your time in that system 2, not only is it slow, but you might find yourself conflicted.  The gut has an answer and wants to move, but your head tells you something different. Reconciling internal contradictions is hard. Last thought about asking “what does this mean?” type questions, sometimes you can’t really answer without defaulting to something like “because I said so.”  There are fancy words for that – like axioms in geometry. Parallel lines never meet.  There are also just things like “because coach says so.” 
Now you might ask something like, “if this is the case, why would you ever ask questions like ‘what does this mean?’” And I think this is something that might go all the way back to the garden. The snake didn’t lie to Eve about everything. Satan’s lies are not simple ones. We now know both good and evil.  And it is that slow system of thinking that can actually discern the difference. It is also asking question like “what does this mean” that helps train the fast system.  Athletes take the coach into the video room, analyze something, and then through repetition try to make it automatic. We used to understand that all education was like that, a training in virtue. So when the test comes – and the test always comes -  we could respond with virtue.  Of course the question then becomes what is virtue? or whose virtues?  Thing once clear in a fallen world are cracked.  Coherent societies tend not to ask those questions because the large majority agree, or just know the answers.  They’ve been formed.  Societies breaking down can’t stop arguing about them.
Text
In the Bible there are two types of Baptism. There is the Baptism of John which is a baptism of repentance.  It’s a more dramatic form of ritual cleansings that the Jews performed. It is somewhat interesting that nowhere in the Old Testament law does God say to Israel “wash yourself.” It seems to be a ritual man developed.  The evangelist Mark whose gospel is thought to have captured the preaching of Peter to the Romans comments: “For the Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they wash their hands properly, holding to the tradition of the elders, and when they come from the marketplace, they do not eat unless they wash. And there are many other traditions that they observe, such as the washing of cups and pots and copper vessels and dining couches. (Mk. 7:3 ESV)”  It’s not about hygiene, although the ancients were not idiots. It was an outward act signifying compliance with the Kosher laws. John the Baptist took it to the extreme. What needed to be cleansed – repented – was the entire self.  All Israel needed to once again pass through the waters of the flood, of the Red Sea, of the Jordan.  As Luther’s baptismal prayer reminds us.
The second type of Baptism is the one that Jesus commanded.  “Go make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit and teaching them everything I have commanded you.” And this baptism, the type we practice, is not just on outward sign, although it does remain a sign of repentance. It is more than that.  This baptism does what it promises.  It works the forgiveness of sins, rescues from death and the devil, and gives eternal salvation to all who believe this.  Because this baptism is not simple water only, but it is the water included in God’s command and combined with his word. God has put his promise on these waters. 
And it is this difference of baptisms that gets John the Baptist upset when Jesus appears.  “I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?” Anyone who has John’s Baptism of Repentance, anyone who knows that they are a sinner, knows that they need something from God.  God, Jesus, does not need John’s baptism.  This is the spotless lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.
Jesus’ reply to John is somewhat cryptic, but tells us why he is there.  “Let it be so for now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness.”  John’s Baptism – that outward sign – is going to be filled or made full of righteousness.  It is no longer just going to be an outward sign, but it will change us inwardly.  It is no longer our outward act, but it is the inward act of God on us.
Christology
And this is where we need to employ some of what I started with.  If we lived in simple Christendom where every child was baptized – was Christened – because that is just what you did we might be fine. That is the simple childlike faith.  But we do not live in that world.  Why do we do this?
The scriptures have two ways of talking about what this baptism does.  The first is the idea of exchange.  The Lamb of God took our baptism – that baptism of repentance – and we receive His baptism – the forgiveness of sins. As Peter would write, “Baptism now saves you, not as a removal of dirt from the body but as an appeal to God for a good conscience (1 Pet. 3:21 ESV).”  Christ stood in those waters of the Jordan to fill them with righteousness, his righteousness.  The righteousness of God that is given to us by faith in his promise – the promise that these waters contain it.  Jesus took all the sins offered up in those waters of repentance and gives us in exchange his righteousness.
The other and maybe more significant way of talking about what this baptism does is how Paul talks about it. In this baptism we have been connected to Christ. We have been baptized into Christ. And specifically we are baptized into his death. Baptism according to Paul is a burial. Which when you think about the world of Noah or Pharoah at the Red Sea, being under the waters is death. And we all eventually pass under the waters. But Jesus has also placed himself under the waters.  And if we have been united with him in a death like his – if we have been baptized – we shall certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his.  A resurrection to eternal life. This is the promise.
This act is not just some nice family right of passage. Nor is it our pledge to be good boys and girls. Nor is it some mere outward sign. This act is God giving us his righteousness.  Placing his Spirit within us.  This act is God connecting us eternally with his son Jesus so that death has no dominion over us.
Moral
This is what we – the church – confess. If it is just some act that we do, you are still in your sins. If it is only a washing like washing the body, then we will get dirty again.  Baptism is nether of those things. We confess one baptism for the remission of sins. In this baptism you have been united to Christ.
Do we then try and maximize the exchange?  Go and sin more.  No. Because we have been united with Christ. “You must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Jesus Christ.”  
I appreciate how Luther talks about it in the catechism.  “The old Adam in us should by daily contrition and repentance be drowned and die along with all sins and evil desires, and the new man should daily emerge and arise to live before God in righteousness.”  Baptism only needs to be a one time thing because God’s promises stand.  But in our lives it is a daily thing.  Daily we think about these things and drown the Old Adam.  And Daily we come out of the waters and arise.  It’s a daily death and resurrection.  It’s a daily training in righteousness. It is a daily growing into Christ.
Eschatological
We can be sure that the New Man exists because Christ is risen. And because he is risen, “we shall certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his.” 
Today we struggle daily with that Old Adam.  We have to drown him daily.  We take part in the exchange.  But that exchange fulfilled all righteousness. There is no sin that hasn’t been paid for.
And so leaving behind the sin in the waters, we listen to him as the voice of God told us, and grow in the newness of life. We do this until that day we put off this Old Adam permanently and put on the resurrection body.
