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Cherishing Our Baptism  
Galatians 3:23-29 
Sometimes, it takes the Church a long time to figure out just what it is that the Lord is asking of us.  
From the time of the Reformation in 1517, it took some 500 years for the Christian Churches to 
finally get around to cherishing one another’s baptism.

There was a tremendous moment here in Australia at the end of 20th century, when the combined 
Christian Churches published a combined baptism certificate, that could be used right across the 
Christian denominations.  This is an extraordinary celebration here — and on the back it says:

“The following churches has agreed that a certificate used by them in this form is evidence 
of Christian baptism.”

And there we all are:

“The Anglican Church of Australia, 
The Catholic Church in Australia, 
The Antiochian Orthodox Arch Diocese of Australia and New Zealand, 
The Armenian Apostolic Church, 
The Congregational Federation of Australia and Aotearoa New Zealand, 
The Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of Australia, 
The Lutheran Church of Australia (that’s us), 
The Presbyterian Church of Australia, 
The Romanian Orthodox Church, 
The Uniting Church in Australia.”

With this certificate, the Churches were acknowledging, with thanksgiving, the blessing of God at 
work in neighbouring Christian denominations — in our common baptism — as water together 
with God’s word and by God’s command brought life, and salvation, and the forgiveness of sin to 
the person whose baptismal details were then recorded in this certificate.  One Lord, one faith, 
one baptism.

And that was 500 years in the making …

Sometimes, it takes the Church a long time to figure out just what the Lord asks of us.

My text for this sermon here at St Paul’s today points to the need for us also WITHIN our own 
Church, to find ways to cherish one another’s baptism …

Let us hear the text again:

As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. 
There is no longer Jew or Greek,  
there is no longer slave or free,  
there is no longer male and female;  
for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.

Galatians 3 
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Some 2000 years ago, the Galatian Christian community began to fail to cherish one another’s 
baptism.  To understand what St Paul means when he writes about Jews, Greeks, slaves, free folk, 
male, female — we need to first see what was going in in their congregation at the time.

They were new Christians in Galatia when Paul writes to them.  They had received the good news 
of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ and were caught up in the joy of this new and living 
way.  But we are told that “another message” had found its way into this fledgling community of 
Christians. 

But wasn’t the same “good news” that they had heard from St Paul of what our Lord had done for 
them — rather, it was a hybrid of the story of Jesus mingled with a demand that they must go back 
to Judaism. 

New teachers arrived in town and they were telling the Christians that they needed to uphold the 
old Jewish laws.  Only then could they identify one another as who truly belonged to the 
household of believers — and the key Jewish law they required was for the new Christian believers 
to be circumcised.

This issue might seem far away from a modern Melbourne community — but it is a vital matter for 
understanding the heart of this text, and why he uses these categories — so, a brief lesson on the 
Old Testament teaching on circumcision is needed.

In Genesis chapter 17, right at the beginning of the Bible, we find the Lord God making a covenant 
with Abraham and with Abraham’s descendants.  “I will be your God and you will be my people.” 

God declares that every male child will be circumcised on the 8th day. 

Since that time, Jewish boys have been circumcised as a sign of belonging to God — as the mark 
that they are bearers of the blessing that God has given to Abraham and his descendants. 

It is vital to remember that Jewish women were not circumcised, but they entered into this mark 
of the covenant by being a daughter of a Jewish father or the wife of a Jewish husband.

That was the old covenant.  But, with the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, there is a new 
covenant and the mark of the new covenant upon each person, is baptism — as believers die and 
rise with the Lord in the waters of the baptism.

And this begins to unfold in the story of the early church.  After Pentecost, the disciples discover 
that both Jews and Gentiles were being baptised and the Holy Spirit was being poured out on Jews 
AND Gentiles — including those who were not circumcised.  How could this be?  This is 
extraordinary!

The early Christians quickly realised that the gift of the Spirit in the baptism is poured out on all 
who receive baptism; and so they realise that this displaces the old covenant — especially the Old 
Testament requirement for circumcision.  So, they get together for the first ever church Synod, in 
Jerusalem as recorded for us in Acts 15; and they decide to put aside the mark of the Old 
Covenant — that is, circumcision.

Now what has that got to do with Galatia and this chapter?  Or with you and me, living as 
Christians in the twenty-first century?

Remember there were those teachers in town, declaring that that “true believers” still needed the 
“sign of the old covenant”.  They were saying that if you weren’t circumcised (as the law requires), 
then you were not a proper Christian.

But for St Paul, this is the very opposite of the Gospel.  He’s proclaiming what I like to call the “big 
arrow down.”  We celebrate what God has done for us in the death and resurrection of Christ 
Jesus — on the cross he takes upon himself our sin and exchanges our sin for his righteousness 
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that we would have peace with God.  We are baptised into this grace, reborn as the children of 
God.

St Paul pleads:

 As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.

And having said that, Paul discusses the categories that people use to try to divide up the body of 
Christ … ways that neglect the radical transformation that baptism has brought to the people of 
God.  Let us hear the three again:

Jew – Greek

slave – free

male – female

The first distinction, Jew – Greek, was the way that Jewish people saw the “community” of the 
faithful.  If you were “outside” of the faithful, you were called “goyim” or belonging to the Greek 
world — a Gentile, separate from the household of faith.  This is still a concept used in some 
modern-day Jewish communities.

Paul is saying: “In the Church, this distinction is a distraction.”  We see each other’s “baptism” first 
and foremost.  This must have been shocking to those who were trying to enforce the regulations 
of Jewish faith.  St Paul is saying that they must set aside centuries of tradition — but this is the 
gospel of our baptism.

The second distinction is slave – free.  This was the way you lived in the Roman Empire — either 
as a citizen, a free person, or else in bonded labour as a slave.

Paul is saying, “In the Church, this distinction of slave/free is a distraction.”  We see each other’s 
baptism first and foremost.  This must have been very annoying for slave masters who had paid 
good money for their slaves — and now they were required to consider slaves as sisters and 
brothers in Christ. 

But this is the gospel of our baptism.

The third distinction male – female is not simply a matter of gender but of your place in 
community, in society, in family.  In the ancient world of St Paul, a woman’s status was often like that 
of a child.  Paul is saying, “In the Church, this is distinction is a distraction.”  This must have been 
disturbing for any person in the congregation who accepted an ancient-world cultural 
understanding, where a man’s DNA heritage was considered as something superior. 

But this is the gospel of our baptism.

A word of caution here.  St Paul is fully aware that baptism didn’t change a person’s heritage 
amongst the people of Israel.  If they were a Gentile before baptism, they were always a Gentile. 

St Paul is fully aware that baptism doesn’t change a person’s social status.  If you were a slave 
before baptism, you remained a slave afterwards.  (Go and read Philemon, and you’ll find that 
whole book is about that reality.)

St Paul is fully aware that baptism doesn’t change a person’s biological identity.  If you were a 
woman in your baptism, you were still a woman when you came out from the water.

But rather, he is calling us all to cherish baptism — to cherish what God has been doing in our 
baptism.  You baptised people, you are all “one in Christ”, he is saying.  All one in Christ.  All!
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It is the third of the distinctions that is profoundly significant for us today.  This passage, with his 
inclusion here of male and female, is pivotal in Paul’s focus on baptism and its meaning for Christian 
community. 

Simply put, he is teaching that whether I am born man or woman, I am a vital member of the body 
of Christ.  Both men and women receive the one baptism — and both receive the same gift of the 
Holy Spirit.

I wonder if you noticed the difference between the three pairs of categories in Galatians 3?  
Remember when there is a little change in the Scriptures, it’s meant to capture your attention and 
invite you to ask, “Well, what’s with that?”

• There is no longer Jew or Greek, 

• there is no longer slave or free, 

• there is no longer male and female; 

“no longer male AND female!”

Not “or” but “and”.  This is a direct literal translation of the Greek language in Galatians 3.  Why 
did Paul change to the word “and”?

This third category “male and female” takes us right back to Genesis 1.  The words that Paul uses 
in this phrase are a direct quote from Genesis chapter 1 — from the Greek translation of the Old 
Testament (the Septuagint).  The text in Genesis reads:

“So God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; male and 
female he created them.”

There is our phrase … “male and female”.

Our English language lets us down here — because the two words used here in the Greek 
language are not dependent on one another, like our words man/WOman — or male/FEmale.  The 
Greek words are not like that, but quite independent of each other, for two independent creations 
of God.  The best verbal distinction we have in English is boy/girl or his/hers.

St Paul is taking the people back to the beginning time of creation, to explain the new beginning 
that is brought about by our baptism into the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Paul makes a clear summary of what he means in another of his letters, in 2 Corinthians.

“From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view; even though we 
once knew Christ from a human point of view, we know him no longer in that way.  So if 
anyone is in Christ [and that’s his shorthand for baptism], there is a new creation: 
everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!”

I invite you to imagine that you are hearing these words of Galatians 3, with the ears of the first-
century Christian women who heard this message for the first time, in Galatia about a decade or 
so after the resurrection of our Lord.

As Jewish women, their faith identity was under the mark of the covenant of their husband or 
father, and they knew that their status was not the same as a man’s.

Now Paul is declaring what baptism means — men and women as new creations are mutual and 
unified in their baptism into Christ.  In Christ, they are co-heirs of the promises of God.  It sounds 
‘not inclusive’ to our modern ears; but women are to be identified as “Sons” — that is, as inheritors 
of the promise.  And most importantly, not through their connection with anyone else.  It is what 
God does for them, directly.
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What does this mean for a 21st century Christian community?

At the heart of Paul’s message is the call to cherish each other’s baptism.  When human culture and 
agendas require division and relationships of power — Paul asks us to see in each other, God’s 
hand in our baptism.  We look beside us in the Sunday pew and declare, “This person is baptised, 
like me.”  This enables me to see what God has done for this person; what God is doing; and what 
God will be doing.

Then we look to anticipate God to be at work in our baptised sisters and brothers in Christ, even 
in those baptised people we don’t like or don’t get on with or that we disagree with.  God will be 
speaking through them to me.  They bear the Spirit like me, both women and men, young and old.

So what does this text from Galatians mean for us today?

This thing of cherishing baptism is what drives our Lutheran Synodical gatherings.  We seek 
delegates from amongst the baptised — to come together for the work of the Church.  Delegates 
must be baptised, and so we expect the Holy Spirit to be at work in and through those delegates 
— young old, boy girl.

Sometimes, it takes the Church a long time to figure out just what the Lord asks of us ...  It took us 
a long time for us to grant women the vote in Church matters — or to grant them the status of 
delegate.  But we have learned a new way to cherish their baptism, and the work of the Spirit in 
and through them.

What does this text from Galatians mean for us today?

Cherishing baptism is becoming more complex for our young people, as more and more of their 
Christian friends join churches that teach a different kind of baptism — often referred to as 
“believers baptism.” 

You may have noticed that the Pentecostal Christians were not in the list from the Ecumenical 
Certificate that I shared with you earlier.  Pentecostal Christianity is the largest growing Christian 
movement in the world, with currently more than 600 million world wide.  That is ¼ of all 
Christians — the prediction is that by 2050 it may be 1 in 10 of the world’s population.  
Pentecostal Christians are the largest group that reject infant baptism and require people to be 
rebaptised.

We need to find ways to help our young people understand and articulate that “big arrow down” 
of God’s grace at work in their baptism — of what God does for them, even if they were an infant 
at the time; to cherish their baptism, even if friends of other Churches don’t; to confidently say, “I 
don’t need to be re-baptised”.

What does this text from Galatians mean for us today?

When we are with Christian sisters or brothers who are dying, we have the call to help them to 
cherish their baptism.  So often, people say, “She will be in heaven, she was a good person” — or 
“he will be there. He was a great bloke. “

It is an important witness to a dying Christian, to cherish their baptism — to recall what the Lord 
has done for them in their baptism into the death and resurrection of Christ.  To declare that the 
dying Christian has the seal of God’s new covenant marked on them.  God has claimed them in the 
waters of baptism, and God will bring them home to dwell in the house of the Lord forever.

Let me end with a story of that ecumenical baptism certificate …

When I was in a parish ministry, a young couple came to me for the baptism of their first-born 
little one.  The mother was raised as a Lutheran and the father had grown up in the Roman 
Catholic community.  They were both active in the congregation where I served and both were 
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very excited to have their little one baptised into Christ.  But the father explained that he was a 
little bit troubled.  His very fervent Roman Catholic grandmother was somewhat devastated that 
her grandson could be baptised Lutheran.  The old narrative was strong for her.  “Baptised 
Lutheran meant not saved!”

So, we used this ecumenical certificate.  The young father excitedly took it to Grandma.  She took 
it to her Roman Catholic priest — the priest explained that it was all good — And the 
grandmother was changed.  She attended the baptism, beaming throughout the ceremony that 
Sunday, taking lots of brag book photos — cherishing what the Lord was doing for her little 
grandchild.

We are called as Church to find ways to cherish one another’s baptism — to promote that big 
arrow down of what God has done for us — to call out human divisions parading as God’s design 
— so that with one voice we might glorify the God and father of our Lord Jesus Christ.

And the peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus 
our Lord.   Amen.

Video of the service including the above address: https://youtu.be/KnRgdswWjBE   
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