
Baptism is an act of pure grace 

Acts 2:38-39 

 

 

 

In contrast to many churches, we prefer to speak of a Divine Service rather than a 
worship service. Why? Because the church service – in German Gottesdienst – is not 
in the first place about us serving or worshipping God. It is first and foremost God who 
calls, gathers and invites us into his holy presence. The Lord approaches us. It is He 
who initiates fellowship. He is the one who serves us with his divine grace. He 
addresses us with his word of grace, the gospel; through baptism He adopts us as his 
children; He nourishes us with bread and wine; He listens to our prayers; He 
strengthens our faith and blesses us with forgiveness and peace. Our worship is merely 
a response to all that God is doing to us. The liturgy is therefore aimed at creating space 
for this divine encounter of God with us.   

This morning we witnessed Holy Baptism, experiencing something exceptional that 
the Lord did to a little boy – and being reminded that God once did to us all. 

I want to briefly dwell on the question: what exactly happened in the event of baptism? 
Was it merely a symbolic act, a sign? Or did something concretely and irreversibly 
happen? It is not really possible to explain all the depths of baptism. For baptism 
conveys everything the gospel has to give, namely the suffering, redeeming, 
transforming grace of God in Christ. To explain it all, is impossible. But let me try to 
underline only three facets of baptism.    

(1) In the first place it is the Lord himself who baptise. The living God himself is 
in a special way present, Hé takes the initiative. It is not in the first place the pastor 



who does the baptising. Neither is it the parents who bring their child to be baptised. 
Nor is it the baby Johannes who decided to be baptised – he is totally unaware of what 
has happened to him. No, it is the Lord serving us in and through this sacrament. In a 
mysterious way God is present in the event of baptism. This mystery of God’s presence 
and involvement in baptism is not something we are able to understand or explain, 
nor can we proof it. God is in any way beyond our understanding. But we are invited 
to enter this mystery of his presence in faith and with awe, treading on holy ground.   

But God is not only inviting us to believe in his mysterious presence, He also assists us 
in experiencing it, concretely, existentially. That is why He instructed the church to 
specifically baptise with water, a substance we all know and recognise. We can see, feel 
and taste it. Water is a natural element, essential to all forms of life. Water is clear, it 
is pure, it nourishes our thirst, it gives and sustains life. Water therefore guides us to 
instinctively experience the deeper meaning of God’s presence in baptism. In itself the 
water remains mere water, but if the baptismal water is accompanied by the word of 
God, and by God’s presence, it becomes infinitely more than mere water.  

Like with God, baptism is a mystery we cannot easily unravel or put in clearcut 
definitions or doctrines. We only learn to understand and accept it in faith by 
experiencing it, by witnessing it. It is the Holy Spirit, through the proclamation of the 
gospel, that is opening up all our senses to accept and experience the God’s presence 
in the sacrament. This is typically of Lutheran theology: not abstract knowledge or well 
formulated doctrines, but it is the experience of the presence of the living Lord in die 
proclamation of the word and the ministry of the sacraments that is creating faith in 
us.      

(2) The second truth: baptism is about grace and forgiveness. What we 
experience in baptism is pure grace. It is not something we deserve. There are no 
requirements, no merits, no understanding or good deeds, no conscious faith as 
prerequisite –baptism is radical in that it is a gift of pure grace from God’s hand. It 
reminds us of that special moment when God established the covenant with Abraham 
and promised to be his God and the God of his descendants. God did it while Abraham 
was fast asleep, not even vaguely aware of this wonderful thing that is happening to 
him. In the same way God takes initiative and binds himself with cords of love to a 
child, promising to be his God, to care for him and protect him. To Martin Luther, 
baptism encompasses his whole theology of justification by grace alone. God bestows 
grace upon us; we do not deserve it. He forgives, He protects, He cares, He gives life, 
He makes us new – through baptism He incorporates us into his body, the church.     

Does it mean that baptism itself, the water itself, contains some magic power that can 
automatically save us? No, we are not saved by baptism itself, but by God saving us 
through baptism. Through the sacrament of baptism God bestows upon us the 
forgiveness and righteousness that his Son Jesus Christ, through his cross and 
resurrection, earned on our behalf. We only have to accept it in faith. We only need to 
believe what God promised at our baptism. That is why a conscious act of confirmation 
will later on be required for those who have been baptised. This is also why the 
promises made by parents to teach their children about what happened at their 
baptism is so important – they must engrave it into their children, tell them, lead 
exemplary lives – so that their children will one day consciously accept what God once 
promised them.      

But, from God’s side his promises of grace remain true, it does not depend on our 
faithful acceptance of it. What happened in baptism is irrevocable.    



(3) That brings me to the third point: Baptism therefore is a source of great 
consolation. It is a steadfast guarantee. We sang: “dit is my troos dat ek gedoop is”. 
“It is my consolation that I have been baptised”. Throughout life, through good and 
bad times, in sickness and health, when I am afflicted or filled with doubt or despair, 
I can cling to the fact that I have been baptised, I may hold on to the fact that God once 
promised to be my God, to care for me and protect me. When I sometimes lie wide 
awake with concern about the future, or the wellbeing of my family, I may remind 
myself: “dit is my troos dat ek gedoop is”. I can also remind God of his promises to me 
and my loved ones. Because God gave his word, and He confirmed the promise by 
calling out his Name over us.  

We have not for nothing been baptised in the Name of the Triune God: Father, Son 
and Holy Spirit!                      

            


