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“You Oughta Know”
“For is we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection
like his.”

An annual event during my years at Stony Brook School were the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills, named after the
University of Iowa where they were created.  The Iowa Tests are standardized examinations to measure
students’ knowledge of the basic subjects taught in elementary schools: vocabulary, word analysis, reading
comprehension, math, science, and social studies.  While standardized tests are not the most ideal way of
measuring the learning aptitudes of students, they were helpful for teachers and staff in determining whether
their students were learning the basics of what they needed to know in each of these school subjects.

While the Iowa Tests are a distant memory, there have been other examinations that I have taken to measure
my knowledge of the basic subjects that I ought to know.  As local high school students are writing their final
exams this week, I remember spending hours writing in the blue examination booklets of my university and
seminary until my hand was sore.  In order to get my driver’s license, I had to pass both the written and road
examinations to determine if I knew the basics of driving a car and obeying the rules of the road.  My recent
ordination anniversary brought back memories of my ordination examinations, in which through both written
and oral exams the church determined if I knew everything that I ought to know in order to be an ordained
pastor.
Even though he did not know the people of the church in Rome, Paul assumed that they had a basic knowledge
of the Christian faith when he wrote to them.  When he asks “do you not know,” it is another way of saying
“you ought to know” the fundamental teachings of the Church of Jesus Christ, what is – or ought to be –
common knowledge among Christians.  At the center of this common knowledge of the Church is that those
who are baptized in the name of Christ become Christ’s people:

· “Baptized Christians are thus people of the Messiah, whose death, resurrection, and ascension marked
the dawn of the Age to Come.  Baptism is the gateway to a life which is related both to the present age,
which is marked by sin and death, and the Age to Come, which is righteousness and peace and joy in
the Holy Spirit.” – C.K. Barrett.

It is through this common knowledge of the significance of baptism in the life of the Christian that Paul can
answer his opening question in today’s Second Lesson with such confidence:

· “What then are we to say?  Should we continue to sin in order that grace may abound?  By no means! 
How can we who died to sin go on living in it?” – 6:1-2.

Pauls’ question about sin is primarily about status, with behavior included but not the main topic.  “Sin” is a
dark ruling power, not primarily a style of conduct, the dominion that ruled our lives before our liberation in
Christ: “as sin exercised dominion in death, so grace might also exercise dominion through justification leading
to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.” (5:21).  As we have died to sin in Christ, we cannot live in it any
longer.  This is the common knowledge that Christians ought to know, the reason Paul asks his readers “do you
not know that all of us who have been baptized in Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?” (6:3).  The key
word in this verse is “into”; baptism is into the Messiah, the crucified and risen one, and therefore belonging to
the messianic people means being characterized by cross and resurrection, by dying and rising:



· “I have been crucified with Christ, and it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me.  And the
life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.  I do
not nullify the grace of God; for if justification comes through the law, then Christ died for nothing.” –
Galatians 2:19-21.

Baptism involves being “co-buried” with the Messiah.  Those who are in Christ died with him and were buried
with him.  Likewise, Christ’s resurrection means that those who are “in Christ” now stand, and must walk, on
resurrection ground; for “just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might
walk in newness of life.” (6:4).  Christians no longer belong to the world of death; the baptized are in one sense
already raised and must behave accordingly, while in another sense they are still to be raised in the future. 
“Those who have been buried with the Messiah must reckon that, as he has been raised, they too are called to
‘walk’ with a new quality of life.” (N.T. Wright).  To “walk” is a metaphor for human conduct, conduct that will
follow from one’s status.  For the baptized, it is the practice – the walk – of holiness:

· “So if you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the
right hand of God.  Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth, for you
have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God.  When Christ who is your life is revealed, then you
also will be revealed with him in glory.” – Colossians 3:1-4.

Baptism is the means through which God’s people are “united” with Christ, which literally means “grow
together.”  The basic truth of baptism that should be common knowledge for Christians is that “if we have been
united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his.” (6:5).  In
baptism the existence of the Christian is intertwined with that of Christ like two young trees whose trunks grow
around one another.  It is the knowledge of both our present and future status, for “in a resurrection like his”
indicates present status and behavior, not simply the future resurrection.

· “There are two things which baptism signifies, namely, death and resurrection, i.e. the fulfilling and
completion of justification… We call this death and resurrection a new creation, a regeneration, a
spiritual birth, and it ought not to be understood, allegorically, of the death of sin and the life of grace,
as is the custom of many, but of a real death and a real resurrection… When we begin to have faith, at
the same time we begin to die to this world and to live to God in the future life.  Thus, faith is verily
both death and resurrection; and this is that spiritual baptism into which we are submerged and from
which we rise.” – Martin Luther, The Pagan Servitude of the Church, 1520.

In baptism, “our old self,” whole and entire, is put to death once and for all.  This does not mean that the
Christian cannot sin, but that in baptism the whole person leaves the realm of sin and death for good; for “the
sovereign rule of sin has been decisively challenged by grace, the grace operative in Jesus’ obedient death and
resurrection.” (Wright).  This is the basic knowledge that “we know” (6:9), for the heart of the Christian faith is
the knowledge that what happened at Easter involved the transformation, not merely the revival or
resuscitation, of Jesus’ body, so that it entered a new mode of physical existence: “We know that Christ, being
raised from the dead, will never die again; death no longer has dominion over him.” (6:9).  Paul sees Christ’s
resurrection as the beginning and sign of the renewal of all creation:

· “But our citizenship is in heaven, and it is from there that we are expecting a Savior, the Lord Jesus
Christ.  He will transform the body of our humiliation that it may be conformed to the body of his glory,
by the power that also enables him to make all things subject to himself.” – Philippians 3:20-21.

The transformation of Christian’s bodies at their resurrection is modeled on the transformation of Jesus’ body
at his resurrection: “For this perishable body must put on imperishability, and this mortal body must put on
immortality.” (1 Corinthians 15:53).



In his death, Christ “died to sin, once for all” (6:10).  For Christ, this meant that he died under the weight of sin,
but that is doing so he came out from its dominion once for all.  The life he now lives he lives in God’s domain,
the realm of grace and righteousness.  Likewise, as Christ has died to sin once for all and been raised, those
who have been baptized in Christ Jesus “must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.”
(6:11).  It is this hope at the heart of the Christian faith that is the knowledge that all God’s people ought to
know in their live as people who have been baptized in Christ Jesus, so that “as Christ was raised victorious, we
might live a brand new life.” (ELW Hymn 451).

Sharing this knowledge of the Christian faith has been an important part of the life of the Lutheran Church
throughout the 500 years of our history.  When we celebrate Holy Baptism, we charge the parents and
sponsors who bring their child to receive this sacrament to “teach them the Lord’s Prayer, the Creed, and the
Ten Commandments, place in their hands the holy scriptures, and provide for their instruction in the Christian
faith” (ELW Holy Baptism), a responsibility that the whole church bears when it promises to support the newly
baptized and “pray for them in their new life in Christ.”  All congregations of our church are charged with
developing “an educational program designed to assist persons to grow in grace and faith and in the
knowledge of the Scriptures and the Lutheran Confessions for service and witness in the world.” (Constitution
and Bylaws, Article IIIb.)  Through our Sunday School, Confirmation Program, and Adult Classes, we seek to
share the basic knowledge of our Christian faith so that all of God’s baptized children “may learn to trust God,
proclaim Christ through word and deed, care for others and the world God made, and work for justice and
peace.”

This basic knowledge of the Christian faith that all of us ought to know is not merely for the sake of knowing
the correct answers for an examination; it is the knowledge that forms the foundation of our hope that is
“nothing less that Jesus’ blood and righteousness.”  It is the knowledge that is expressed in the certainty of the
beloved children’s song, that “Jesus loves me, this I know; for the Bible tells me so.”  It is the knowledge that
God is with us always, that nothing can separate us from the love of God that is ours in Christ Jesus our Lord,
that the great faithfulness of God is the source of our “strength for today and bright hope for tomorrow.”  It is
the knowledge that is the source of light and life for us, the confidence we have as Christians that “neither life
nor death shall ever from the Lord his children sever.”  It is the knowledge that give us hope even in the hour of
death that because we have been baptized into Christ’s death and resurrection that “as Christ was raised from
the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life.”  Even when we stand at the
graveside of a loved one whose earthly remains we are committing to their final resting place, we have the
blessed knowledge that “in Christ’s rising from the dead, you conquered death and opened the gates to
everlasting life,” and therefore “by the power of your love we shall one day be brought together again with our
sister/brother.” (ELW Funeral Service).  Even though we walk through the valley of the shadow of death, we
fear no evil – for we know that “the LORD of hosts is with us, the God of Jacob is our stronghold.” (Psalm 46:7).

Martin Luther believed that this basic knowledge of the Christian faith that is our source of trust and hope was
so important that he wrote his Small Catechism in a simple manner “in which the head of a house is to present
them to the household.”  Luther wrote the Small Catechism for the home, “so that parents could explain to
their children in simple terms the most important things about the Christian faith” (Timothy Wengert).  His
simple questions and answers (a catechism is a booklet written in such a fashion, as is indicated by its name
kata-echo, “to echo back”) were intended to assist persons in not only learning the basics of the Christian faith
but what each of these elements means for their daily lives as Christians.  Luther’s teaching on baptism begins
by defining what Lutherans believe and teach about this holy sacrament: “Baptism is not simply plain water. 
Instead, it is water used according to God’s command and connected with God’s word.”  He then teaches what
gifts and benefits are granted when we receive the Sacrament of Holy Baptism: “It brings about forgiveness of
sins, redeems from death and the devil, and gives eternal salvation to all who believe it, as the words and
promise of God declare.”  But perhaps the most significant teaching of the Catechism on baptism is Luther’s
answer to the question “what then is the significance of such a baptism with water?”



· “It signifies that the old person in us with all sins and evil desires is to be drowned and die through
daily sorrow for sin and through repentance, and on the other hand that daily a new person is to come
forth and rise up to live before God in righteousness and purity forever … [as] St. Paul says in Romans
6: ‘We have been buried with Christ by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the
dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life.”

This knowledge of his baptismal identity would become an important source of strength and hope for Luther. 
When he was tempted, in doubt, depressed, or in near-despair, he would remind himself that baptizatus sum –
“I am baptized” – and recognize a change.  It is the basic life lesson for all of us who are baptized in Christ
Jesus: that this knowledge of our identity and status as God’s children gives meaning to our lives, strength to
face life’s toughest challenges, and the assurance that we are God’s people – and that “neither death, nor life,
nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything
else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:38-39).

· “This newness is a gift in baptism.  It is recovered each Easter in faith in the resurrection, each Lord’s
Day as the sun of the new creation bursts in upon the old, with each concrete return to and recall of
the faith which was baptism’s gift, and in the joy of forgiveness.  Such newness moves bodily out into
the world; it enters into the real world, not just some spiritual, abstract, chimerical world.  How one
acts becomes decisively important – if the Name is to be known and honored.  Faith becomes active in
love; love means complete devotion to God and then, as Augustine would say, to ‘do as you please’ in
His service.” – Martin Marty, Baptism.

Among all of the activities in which the Church engages itself, nothing is more important that sharing the Good
News of Jesus Christ and teaching the basic knowledge of what it means to be a Christian.  Gordon MacDonald
has noted that “you need not be a Christian to build houses, feed the hungry, or heal the sick.  There is only one
thing the world cannot do.  It cannot offer grace.”  The basic mission of the Church is to proclaim God’s Word
“so that you may know the truth concerning the things about which you have been instructed” (Luke 1:4); it is
through continuing to abide in God’s Word that we will receive the promise of Jesus that you will know the
truth, and the truth will make you free.” (John 8:32).  We do not share the knowledge of the Christian faith
merely so that we might pass some standardized, Iowa-style test, but that we might know all that we need to
know – all that we ought to know – so that our knowledge of God’s Word will continue to be “a lamp unto our
feet and a light unto our path.” (Psalm 119:105).  We continue to proclaim and teach what we ought to know
so that all of God’s children might continue to sing out with confidence that “Jesus loves me, this I know; for the
Bible tells me so!” Amen.


