
Sermon: Baptized into the Death of Christ

(Preached by the Rev. Paul Wu, at St. Giles, Ottawa, June 21, 2026)

May the words of my mouth and the meditation of our hearts be 
acceptable to you. O Lord, our rock and our redeemer. Amen.

Picture a typical Christian funeral, when the faithfuls are gathered to 
remember the newly departed, and to bid them farewell. There often is 
such an expectation that the preacher would have known the deceased 
well enough to say something meaningful, perhaps even something 
enlightening to make sense of death in the midst of life. Anticipation hangs 
in the air as worshippers look forward, awaiting the beginning of the 
service. 

Then, in the liturgical language shared by many traditions, the words 
of the Apostle Paul breaks forth, in a rhetorical statement which is perhaps 
the most potent statement on baptism ever written in the entire New 
Testament: "Do you not know that all of us who were baptized into Christ 
Jesus were baptized into his death? Therefore we were buried with him by 
baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the 
glory of the Father, so we also might walk in newness of life.” (Romans 
6:3-4)

“Do you not know that …” says Paul. There is an air of obviousness 
to his words, a suggestion of self-evident truth spoken as if all believer 
should know this undeniable truth: all of us who were baptized into Christ 
Jesus were baptized into his death!

As these words of Paul echo through the sanctuary air, signalling the 
service has begun, not with a whimper but with a bang, funeral goers who 
tried to live lives in the Christian way suddenly find themselves being drawn 
towards memory of their own baptism, realizing it has meant perhaps a lot 
more than they had thought: 

Oh my! There is something more to my baptism after all! I may not 
have remembered all who were there, but there were photos—pictures of 
the gathered crowd, pictures of the party afterward. There was a cake, it 
must’ve been lovely. But I guess what really happened on the day I was 
baptized is that I died. Yes, I did. I was baptized into the death of Christ. At 
least according to Paul. 



It is a jarring declaration, being baptized into the death of Christ, and 
it is not an anomaly, an one off. “I have been crucified with Christ,” Paul 
writes in Galatians 2:19-20, “and it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ 
who lives in me”. Or in Colossians 2:12, “When you were buried with him in 
baptism, you were also raised with him through faith in the power of God,” 
The same epistle adds later, “For you have died, and your life is hidden 
with Christ in God” (3:3). Dying and rising with Christ is central to Paul’s 
theology.

There seems to be a divergence between the Western Church and 
the Easter Church on the understanding of baptism. In the Easter tradition, 
the focus seems to be more on the baptism of Jesus in the Jordan river. 
Through baptism, the faithfuls are seen as participating in the life of the 
Lord. 

Whereas in the Western tradition, the emphasis has been, according 
to Paul, seeing baptism as an event that joins Christians to Jesus’ death 
and resurrection. Such profound mystery has dominates the Western 
Church ever since the fourth century. 

For instance, Theodore of Antioch once preached in a baptismal 
homily in the late fourth century, “When I am baptized and put my head 
under the water, I wish to receive the death and burial of Christ our Lord, 
and I solemnly profess my faith in his resurrection; when I come up out of 
the water, this is a sign that I believe I am already risen.” 

Drawing on the elemental imagery of water as the agent of chaos and 
death, the act of being submerged into water is akin to being thrust into the 
realm of death; and the act of being lifted out of the water is akin to being 
raised from the death, that is being resurrected. 

Baptismal fonts used to have a tomb-like quality. In the font of St. 
Ambrose (340–397) in Milan, those about to be baptized would descend 
precipitous steps into deep water, and then ascended out the other side to 
their first communion with a waiting congregation.

Martin Luther seemed to have preferred also baptism by full 
immersion, even for young children. For it captures a visible dying and 
rising with Christ—a drowning, a death, then a new creation. He took his 
theology a step further, describing baptism in his typically passionate way: 
“Your baptism is nothing less than grace clutching you by the throat: a 
grace-full throttling, by which your sin is submerged in order that ye may 
remain under grace. Come thus to thy baptism. Give thyself up to be 
drowned in baptism and killed by the mercy of thy dear God, saying, 



‘Drown me and throttle me, dear Lord, for henceforth I will gladly die to sin 
with Thy Son.’”

According to Luther, baptism is an act that demonstrates the good 
news of justification by grace through faith, a theology that was particularly 
dear to him. Luther viewed baptism as death to sin, meaning we are no 
longer captive to sin, but are set free by the grace of God in Christ. For the 
same reason, in moments of crisis, Luther would cry out: “I am baptized!” 
For nothing could separate him from the merciful love of God.

A particular tension emerges concerning the choice of baptism: Is it a 
choice made freely by an individual, or is it a gift, a grace from God? The 
thinking of Karl Barth is helpful here. Barth sees baptism as a sign that 
declares the Word of God, a human act that is “enclosed” by the action of 
God. Baptism speaks of death, particularly the death of Christ, and the new 
life that emerges from death. As the living word that communicates both 
God’s judgement on humanity and the freedom that emerges with 
resurrection, baptism thus unites us with Christ’s death and resurrection, 
just as any proclaimed word can do, not by its innate powers, but by the 
grace of God received through faith. Baptism is thus both a choice and the 
grace.

I am reminded of the Ironborn tribe of the HBO’s series Game of 
Throne. The people of the Iron Islands seem to take Paul’s idea to its 
utmost conclusion. In their ordination ritual, a priest would hold the would 
be leader under the ocean waves until he stops breathing, then, with luck, 
hopes to resuscitate him again on the beach. After such a ritual, an 
Ironborn leader would be utterly fearless, repeating often the same refrain: 
“What’s dead can never die.”

Perhaps there is something for us to take away. In baptism, Christ 
offers us a share in himself, particularly in his suffering and dying, as “we 
have been buried with him by baptism into death”, writes Paul. The image 
here implies not a distant association, but close connection, akin to being 
co-buried with Christ, being shut into the same tomb, wrapped with the 
same shroud. 

We drawn in these waters. Then we are raised, not on our own 
accord, but by a hand that holds us, sustains us, that lift our heads out of 
the water, and into a new life. 

We can never go back to the old ways of life. Our old-selves died in 
those water, we have died to sin. That doesn’t mean we will never sin again
—trust me we will. But we are ever repenting with ever a humble heart, 



trusting that the Spirit of God is ever at work inside each of us, shaping and 
reshaping us, moulding and remoulding us as we walk in the newness of 
life.

Death the bodily kind may still come, but it no longer has dominion. 
Sin, the sorrowful kind may still come, but it won’t defile us forever. 
Suffering the worldly kind may yet come, but we overcome it like those who 
have already conquered. What’s dead may still die, but just like Christ, we 
will rise. 

Allow me to leave with you these last words from the giants of our 
faith tradition:

From Martin Luther: “Our God is the God from whom cometh salvation: 
God is the Lord by whom we escape death.”

From John Knox: “Live in Christ, live in Christ, and the flesh need not fear 
death.”

From John Calvin: “Thou, Lord, bruises me; but I am abundantly satisfied, 
since it is from Thy hand.”

From John Wesley: “The best of all is, God is with us. Farewell! Farewell!”

From Charles Wesley: “I shall be satisfied with Thy likeness—satisfied, 
satisfied!”

To the glory of the Triune God,
The Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.


