        “Dying to Live:  The Baptized Life!”
  Sept. 16th, 2007, Sermon #2:  “The Necessity of Nuture!”

   ( Romans 12:1-2;  1st Peter 2:1-3;  Matthew 28:16-20 )

***********************************************************
     One of the greatest joys in life is celebrating the birth of a baby.  When we look at a newborn infant we try to imagine how he or she will change and grow and mature in the days, weeks, months and years that are ahead.  We look forward to seeing that infant begin to grow stronger and gain new skills.

     But what would happen if that infant ate only 1 meal per day?  He or she might survive, but that infant would be weak and his or her growth would be impaired.  

     However, what if that infant ate only 1 meal per WEEK?  At this point he or she would be facing starvation, and if the infant did manage to survive he or she would be very ill and have severe disabilities.

     Finally, what would happen if that infant had LESS than 1 meal per week or didn’t even eat at all?  At this point death would most certainly occur.  Every infant needs nourishment, and without it death is certain.

     Therefore, most people would agree that PHYSICAL nutrition is very important.  However, even more important that PHYSICAL nutrition is SPIRITUAL nutrition!  Listen again to part of our second reading from 1st Peter chapter 2:  “Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation,…”
     Did you hear that?  Peter says that we Christians should see ourselves as “spiritual infants” who must nourish ourselves with the spiritual milk of God’s Word.  We must do this if we wish to grow up in our salvation.  With that said, we begin sermon #2 in our 12 part sermon series.  Today’s sermon is:  “The Necessity of Nurture!”
     The book of 1st Peter was likely written to congregations with people who recently had been baptized.  We learned in last Sunday’s sermon that baptism is a “matter of death and life.”  God works in baptism to kill our sinful nature and give us new life as His children.

     However, we also learned that baptism is not merely a one time act in the past.  Instead, baptism is an ongoing reality in the life of the Christian.  By the power of baptism we die to sin and live for Christ EVERY DAY!  But the only way we can experience the ongoing power of baptism is if we continue to be nurtured by God’s Word which keeps us in a life of repentance of sin and faith in Jesus.  This is how we “grow up” as Christians.

     With that understood, we also learned last Sunday that it is possible for us to lose the life God has given us in baptism.  If we have little or no nourishment from God’s Word we can only grow weak in our faith and, worse yet, our faith in Christ might die altogether.  That’s why today’s sermon title is so important:  “The Necessity of Nurture!”

     Isn’t it tragic?  Most parents would never think of depriving their children of the PHYSICAL nourishment they need.  Yet we parents are often tempted to neglect our children’s SPIRITUAL nourishment, which is far more important!  

     Obviously, it’s good that we bring our children to Services and Sunday School on a regular basis, but we also need to keep God’s Word as part of our home life every day.  We would never think of eating only 1 meal per week.  Yet that is often the only spiritual meal most of us get, and some don’t even get that!
     Sadly, there are also many adults, some whose names are on Church membership records, who have no hunger for God’s Word.  Of course, some of them will say:  “But I don’t need to attend Services or Bible Class.  I can pray and read God’s Word on my own!”  True.  But I’ve discovered that people who have no desire to come to Church or Bible Class usually don’t study God’s Word or pray during the week, either.  Oh, there may be a few exceptions, but this rule proves itself true in most cases.
     On the other hand, those who are being nourished by God’s Word in Services and Bible Classes are also the ones who tend to hunger for God’s Word every day of the week as well.  Such people will take time for prayer each day, have daily devotions, maybe even read the Scriptures.  Why?  The reason is that the more they grow in God’s Word, the more they crave it!  It’s like the old Lays’ Potato Chip slogan:  “You Can’t Eat Just One!”
     Of course, another objection some put forth is this:  “Ah!  You people who go to Church and Bible Class just think you’re better than us other people who don’t do those things.”  Really?  Truthfully, I’ve met very few faithful Christians who think they’re better than others.  In fact, Christians who grow in God’s Word each day are often some of the most humble people you will ever meet.

     One time a guy who never went to Church accused me of thinking I was better than he was because I DID go to Church and tried to read the Bible every day.  You know what I said to him?  “On the contrary, I know that I’m an unworthy sinner and that I’m no better than you.  I also know that I can’t possibly remain a Christian if I don’t have regular nourishment from God’s Word.  However, you seem to think that you can get by just fine without God’s Word.  So, maybe you’re the one who thinks you’re better than I am!”  He never thought of it that way before.

     So, we need to reach out in humility and love to those whom we know who are starving themselves SPIRITUALLY by their avoidance of God’s Word.  We need to help them see what they’re missing and help them understand how much they need Christ and His Word.  In addition, we also need to make sure that we ourselves are being nourished.  Otherwise, we, too, could easily grow weak in our faith and fall away.
     In our 1st reading from Romans chapter 12 the Apostle Paul says that God’s mercy moves us to offer our bodies as “living sacrifices.”  This is one more way of talking about the Baptized life!  
     In one sense, a sacrifice is DEAD!  We are to die to our sinful desires and actions every day.  But in baptism we are also raised with Christ so that we might live a new life.  That’s why Paul tells us to do the following 2 things:  1)  Do NOT conform to the ways of this world, 2) Be transformed by the renewing of your mind!
     First, the devil is always seeking to conform us to the evil ways of this world, and our sinful nature is more than willing to comply.  I don’t have to tell you about all the things in our society that can tempt us to sin and lead us away from God.  The more we conform to these things the more we begin to think and live like the unbelievers of this world.

     Second, the Good News is that God rescues us from this fate by transforming our minds.  How does He do this?  His Word!  You see, just as the devil fills our minds with garbage, God fills our minds with His Word so that we might know how to live the Baptized life.  Now, the more we grow in God’s Word, the more we will begin to think and live like Christ!

     No wonder Jesus said what He did at the end of our Gospel reading from Matthew chapter 28.  Jesus told His Apostles to “make disciples” by 1) Baptizing them in God’s Name, and 2) Teaching them His Word!  You see, we need both gifts of God to be strong in our faith.  Therefore, we now understand “The Necessity of Nurture!”
     So, parents!  Rejoice in the opportunities you have to raise your children in the Faith.  When we Baptize an infant or child I ask the parents to promise that they will raise their child in God’s Word.  This is so important!   Parents!  I know we sometimes fail at this task.  I know I have.  But Jesus died for this sin, too, and we are forgiven and holy in God’s sight through faith in Him!  
     So, in view of God’s mercy, offer your children to God by having them attend Services and Sunday School on a regular basis.  You can also bless them with family devotions and prayer time during the week.  We have resources here to help you with that task!  You can talk to your children about Jesus.  You can read Luther’s Small Catechism with them.  You can watch Christian movies and listen to Christian music.  Also make sure your children have Christian friends.

     However, as you know, children grow up.  They become teenagers and eventually, adults.  We have adults of various ages at Concordia – young adults, middle-aged and elderly.  But we all must remember our Confirmation vows!
      Please turn to pg. 206 in the front part of your blue hymnal.  Look at the 4th question to the Confirmands.  It says:  “Do you intend to conform all your life to the divine Word, to be faithful in the use of God’s Word and Sacraments, which are His means of grace, and in faith, word and action to remain true to God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, even to death?”  Those are serious words, and we should take them serioiusly!

     However, if you’re like me, you haven’t always been faithful to this.  I answered “Yes” to those words at my Confirmation, but I have not always been faithful to that promise, just as you have not been faithful.  But the Good News is that we can come to God in repentance and know that in our Baptism we stand before the Lord as pure, innocent and Holy Children of God.

     Because we are God’s Children, washed clean from our sin by the blood of Jesus applied to us in the waters of baptism, God will do all He can to nourish us with His Word so that we might grow up in our salvation and have the strength to live the Baptized life!

     Therefore, take advantage of the nourishment opportunities you have:  *Church Services, *Bible Classes, *Family Devotions, *Personal Study of Scripture, *Daily Prayer to God, and *Fellowship with other Christians.  Also, rejoice in the nourishment God gives you when you are able to receive the Lord’s Supper where Jesus gives us the very Body and Blood He offered for our salvation.  In this Holy Meal we are nourished with the very Body and Blood of Christ who died for you that you might live the Baptized life – now and forever.  Amen!
