Whatever Happened to Sin #12

“The Eradication of Sin” (part 1)

Romans 6:1-13

Ever find yourself getting really into a television program and, just when something big is about to happen, those dreaded words flash on the screen, “To Be Continued”?  (Of course, those who watch the series “24” have that happen every week!)  Frustrating, isn’t it?  Well, I’m going to take all that drama out of this sermon by telling you here and now that this message will be continued next Sunday!  There’s just no way of fitting it all into one message.


Last week we turned a corner in our series, “Whatever Happened To Sin?”  Up until Easter this has been a rather dark subject, dealing with the essence and extent of sin in our world and our individual lives.  But last Sunday was like a ray of light in a dark room as we considered Christ’s triumph over sin, death, and the grave.  As we wrap up this series in the next few weeks, we will continue in this more positive theme.


Every so often, as a public service (!), I introduce you to some big theological terms by which you can impress your friends and family.  Here are three and how they relate to our victory through Christ over sin:

· Justification: victory over the penalty of sin (past)

· Sanctification: victory over the power of sin (present)

· Glorification: victory over the presence of sin (future)

Last week we considered the first; Jesus gives us victory over the penalty of sin—which is death—when He took our sins and the punishment of our sins on Himself.  By rising from the dead on Easter, He broke the hold of death on His followers forever.

We will conclude our series in a few weeks by considering the third.  One day when we all get to Heaven, we will be saved from the very presence of sin.  We look forward to that place that can truly be described as glory!

But for the next two weeks, I want to focus our attention on the second.  Not only did Jesus die for our sins in the past, and not only do we look forward to being delivered from the very presence of sin in the future, but Christ offers us victory over the power of sin right now, in our lives today.  That is the promise of that big, scary-sounding word “sanctification.”


But how does that translate practically into our lives today?  For that I invite you to turn to Paul’s letter to the Romans.  In the book of Romans Paul systematically sets forth the truth of Christianity.  In the first three chapters he establishes a universal need: we are all sinners, deserving of death.  Then in chapters four and five he introduces that first theological term mentioned above: justification.  For the next two weeks, I want to focus our attention on chapters 6-8, which deal with the matter of sanctification.  This week we will limit our consideration to the sixth chapter.

Our Victory Over Sin Is A Completed Fact


Paul writes in Romans 6:1, “What shall we say, then? Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase?”  The apostle had just explained how the gracious gift of Christ’s death provided justification—victory over the penalty of sin.  The temptation is to take advantage of God’s grace to indulge our selfish cravings.  As someone once corrupted the classic hymn:


Free from the law, oh, happy condition—


Sin all I want and have God’s permission!


Paul responds to his own rhetorical question the same way he would respond to the distorted lyrics above: “God forbid!” (kjv)  Today we might say, “No way!” Then he explains his outburst: “We died to sin; how can we live in it any longer?”

The verb tense for “died” is important.  In the Greek this word is in the aorist tense, indicating action completed at a particular, definite point of time.
  Here Paul is referring to the historic fact of a believing sinner being identified with Christ in His death on the Cross.
  In other words, our victory over sin is a completed fact.


Then in verses 3-4 Paul points to a particular, definite point of time to which each Christian can relate:

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.

Greek scholar Kenneth Wuest points out that the word “baptized” here is not the translation of the Greek word here, but its transliteration, its spelling in English letters. The word is used in the classics of a smith who dips a piece of hot iron in water, tempering it.  He goes on to define the word as “the introduction or placing of a person or thing into a new environment or into union with something else so as to alter its condition or its relationship to its previous environment or condition.” 

It refers to the act of God introducing a believing sinner into vital union with Jesus Christ, in order that that believer might have the power of his sinful nature broken and the divine nature implanted through his identification with Christ in His death, burial, and resurrection, thus altering the condition and relationship of that sinner with regard to his previous state and environment, bringing him into a new environment, the kingdom of God.
 


Baptism graphically depicts Christ’s death, burial, and resurrection. This is why immersion is the preferred mode of baptism.  The person is “buried” in the water even as Christ was buried in the tomb, and then raised out of the water even as Christ was raised from the tomb.


The Christian life begins with a death to sin. Baptism has been described as “a sort of funeral.” A funeral; yes, and a resurrection from the grave as well.
  Michael Green puts it so well,

Baptism means death to the person I once was, self-centred, unforgiven, alienated from the life of God. Goodbye to all that. It means that as the waters closed over me in baptism God has closed the account for all my past life. And just as Christ rose from the chill waters of death on the first Easter Day, so you and I rise from the waters of baptism to enter on the new life he gives us, a life that is shared with him, governed by him, a life that will never end. From now on we are called to be what, in God’s view, we already are. We must become in actual practice those new creatures who have risen from the waters of death.
  


When I was in high school, a popular song was recorded by the Imperials called “Water Grave” that sheds a different light on baptism:

In my house there's been a mercy killing;
the man I used to be has been crucified.
And the death of this man was the final way of revealing,
in the spiritual way to live, I have to die.


Now if I let that dead man linger in me,
I might get a little idle in my ways.
So, I'm going down to the celebration river,
gonna take this dead man down to a water grave.

I'm going down to the river, my Lord,
I'm gonna be buried alive.
I want to show my Heavenly Father,
The man I used to be has finally died.

Paul continues his thought in verses 5-7:

If we have been united with him like this in his death, we will certainly also be united with him in his resurrection. For we know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin—because anyone who has died has been freed from sin. 


Again the tenses of the verbs are key.  We have been united with Christ (past tense) and we will be united with him in his resurrection (future tense).  But in verses 6-7 the verbs are present tense: “we should no longer be slaves to sin.” As Wuest concludes, “Our Lord’s death not only paid the penalty of human sin, but it was used of God to break the power of indwelling sin in the believer’s life.”
 

I am not suggesting that something magical happens in the waters of baptism.  Some suggest that a person is saved at the moment of water baptism, pointing to 1 Peter 3:21, “and this water symbolizes baptism that now saves you also…” The problem with this is they neglect the rest of the verse: “…not the removal of dirt from the body but the pledge of a good conscience toward God.”  The apostle underscores the fact that it is not the act of immersion that saves, but what happens on the inside.  As my former minister J. W. Dittmar put it, “Baptism without conversion is just a dry sinner coming out a wet one.”


Nor am I suggesting that baptism is unnecessary or unimportant.  In the Great Commission our Lord commanded us to make disciples, and one step in that process is “baptizing them in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.”  The early church practiced baptism for new believers.  We continue to do so today.


Rather than squabbling over whether a person is saved before baptism or at the time of baptism, let’s focus on what baptism is all about.  We are baptized into Christ—we are identified with Him.  Through Christ’s death the penalty of sin has been paid for.  Through Christ’s resurrection life the power of sin is broken.  This is seen in verses 8-13, 

Now if we died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him. For we know that since Christ was raised from the dead, he cannot die again; death no longer has mastery over him. The death he died, he died to sin once for all; but the life he lives, he lives to God.

In the same way, count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus. Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires. Do not offer the parts of your body to sin, as instruments of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God, as those who have been brought from death to life; and offer the parts of your body to him as instruments of righteousness. 

Our victory over sin is a completed fact.  It’s not something we have to try to do or accomplish ourselves; it has already been accomplished through the death and resurrection of Christ.  God’s grace not only forgives sins, but also delivers us from sinning. For grace does more than justify: it also sanctifies.


The challenge is seen in the words of verse two: “We died to sin; how can we live in it any longer?”  Sadly, though, too many Christians do.  It might be simple, but in practice it’s not that easy, is it?  How is this practically done?

If this was a TV program, this is where those words, “To Be Continued” would flash across the screen.  We will pick up this line of thought next week as we move into Romans chapters seven and eight.

But I want to issue one invitation today.  If you have not been baptized and have questions or are interested in doing so, please see me after the service.  A few have already indicated interest, and we will be planning a baptism service soon.

For the rest of us, if we have been baptized, do our lives look like it?
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