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Every life has a story. The way we think about stories, we’re inclined to understand them as a beginning and an
end. So, for good reason, we might think of our story as beginning with our first breath birth and ending with our last.
Isn’t this why obituaries and gravestones summarize a life with birth and death dates?
Except we know that our story can’t be confined just to our own years. It includes ancestors that came to this
country before we were born. People we never knew that fought wars and joined struggles for liberties we enjoy. The story
of what we value, like hard work or education, is written into us by ancestors generations back. The same can be said for
some of the demons we struggle with.
Jews like apostle Paul, who wrote Romans, knew that their story included God’s great act of deliverance thousands
of years back, when God led the Hebrews out of slavery, through the Red Sea, to the Promised Land. It didn’t matter if
you were physically there, actually walking into freedom. When God took the Hebrews across the Red Sea, you were
delivered too.
Which brings us to our passage from the Romans, where Paul says, “All of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus
were baptized into his death. …We were buried with him.” Which makes no sense if the story we’re living out only spans
from our birth to our death. But God is always leading us into bigger life than just our own, which is why Paul asks his
hearers expand their life story beyond just their own years, just their own experience.
What Paul gives us to believe as good news is that the most impactful day of your life––the day your life really
began––was not the day you were born but a day outside your own years. It was the day you died with Christ, were buried
with him, and were joined to his resurrection.
We might object, saying, “But I wasn’t there. That was thousands of years ago.” But Paul says, “That’s an
argument you’ll have to take up with your baptism.” Your baptism tells you when Jesus was crucified, you were crucified
with him. And because you died there with Christ, now that he’s risen you’re set free to really live. I suspect Paul fully
understands if we’re left scratching our heads.
One of my vivid childhood memories is of going to the orange bathroom door in my first grade classroom. I’m
holding my stomach because I feel like I’m going to throw up. It was a familiar feeling, although I didn’t always lose my
lunch. But I often hoped I would because then I’d get to go home. I was anxious to the point of nausea about having to
read with the third graders.
I can tell you, reading with the third graders was not first grade Matthew’s idea. My well-intentioned first-grade
teacher, whose name I’ve totally blocked from my mind, noticed I was a pretty good reader. My parents tell me I read
stories to my preschool classmates while we waited for pickup. So by first grade, I was being sent to the third grade class
for reading. Like I said, this was not my idea.
The third graders were huge. Some of them must have been four and a half feet tall. And in third grade the pace
of instruction was like you wouldn’t believe. So between getting thrown in third-grade jungle and the implicit expectation
that I was supposed to be a superstar reader, I got anxious to the point of nausea. Vomiting was a pretty good trump card,
but it didn’t make for such a good life.
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There are some parts of our story that we’re never too far from. I was in a speech contest in 6th grade and felt like
I was going to throw up. When a band I was in in college placed the college café, I visited the restroom before we went on
because I’d had that feeling before. When I walked down the aisle with Heather, actually, I felt great! Not the least bit of
anxiety! But it took a couple years of preaching before I could walk down the aisle to the pulpit without a bit of that first
grade stomach.
The feeling has been like tyrant that’s tried to rule me across my life. Psychologists might name it as fear or
anxiety. The spiritual diagnosis would be pride, that debilitating condition in which you’re living as the center of your own
life. This doesn’t always manifest as being full of yourself. It can also mean you’re trapped in living as though the only
resources you have come from you. If your life is all up to you, it’s easy to live from a place of fear that you don’t have
enough in you for life to which you’re called.
Throughout Romans, Paul keeps telling us the person we really are in light of the story of God’s work in Christ. In
Romans chapter 6, verse 6 he says, “We know that our old self was crucified with Christ so that the body ruled by sin
might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin.” Don’t you know that when you’re about the throw
up, your body is a slave to that urge. In the same way, without trying to, we can live as though the tyrant called sin is in
charge.
Now, when Paul talks about sin, he isn’t just talking about things we do that displease God. Yes, sin is about that.
But at a deeper level sin more like a tyrannical power that pulls us from the fullness of life that comes from communion
with God.
Sin is so tightly woven into our stories that we hardly notice it’s there. An anxious first grader might seem more a
victim of the sins of adults than one trapped in sin himself. Until we understand sin’s impact like Paul, that it’s life pursued
as though alienated from God’s love and kindness and redemption. Sin is the burden of feeling like we should be able to
make it on our own, as though all-sufficient like God.
Sin gives rise to the insecurities that drive us toward obsession with accomplishment, accolade, acquisition, and
affirmation, as though being made in God’s image and saved in God’s love weren’t enough to dignify our lives. It’s life as
though alienated from God that leads us commit the sins that fall short of love for God, others and ourselves.
What would the gospel sounds like if brought to the level of a first grader? Maybe something like this. Two
thousand years ago, God’s Son Jesus came into the world. He lived entirely in and for the love of God. This basically
meant he never let anything or anyone be in charge of him except the God who made and ruled the world and loved him
to death. This love of God led Jesus to cross, where he died.
But Jesus didn’t die alone. There were criminals with him on his right and left, but someone else was also there.
You were. Jesus’ stretched out arms on held you like your mother when you were small. Because Jesus died holding you,
he also died holding everything you’re afraid of. He died holding all the hurtful things of your life––whether you caused
the hurts, or it was done to you––all the damage of your life was there with Jesus on the cross.
And when Jesus died, God buried you with him, along with everything in your life that doesn’t come from God’s
love. When God raised Jesus from the dead, you were with him. God didn’t raise up back any of the hurtful stuff that
doesn’t come from God’s love.
So God promises you that because you were with Jesus when he died, and you were with him when God raised
him up, none of hurtful things in your life can ever be in charge in your life. So however you are feeling in life, you can
really live. Nothing that feels like it’s killing you can ever be in charge. All of that died with Jesus and God didn’t raise it
up.
This is why the biggest day of our life was not our birthday, or our graduation, or our marriage, or the birth of our
children. The day that looms largest over our story isn’t the day of our death. It’s the day that Jesus died for us, and by
God’s grace, we died with him.
One day, when we follow Christ to share in resurrection life, surely it will be as though we are hearing our story
for the very first time. Surely we’ll hear the chapters of life just in which we just seemed to ride on the wings of the wind.
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We’ll hear those parts in which we lived with burdens we could hardly bear. We will be shown how we blessed others in
ways we never knew. We’ll also be made to see how we burdened others in ways we had no idea about. But all of it will be
joined to Christ whom we were with in his cross and resurrection, so we’ll see that, all along, the thread holding our story
together was the grace of God.
When we live trusting that every fiber of our being and chapter of our story is touched by the grace of God, it
means that we are living new life. Joined to Christ, there is a self within us that cannot belong to our struggles. There is a
self within that lives resting in the freedom of God’s love. It is our self as truly alive to God in Christ Jesus, which is the self
that, so often, lies hidden from us.
“We should no longer be slaves to sin,” says Paul. “Because anyone who has died has been set free from sin.
…The death Christ 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.”
With Christ, you died. Anything that would separate you from God’s love died along with you, and God didn’t
raise it up. But God raised Jesus up, and you were with him. Which means that the whole of your life story, even what’s to
come, has passed through the grace that raises the dead and makes all things new. This is not your doing; it is the gift of
God.
And that is the meaning of grace. That our freedom, our newness, our strength and aliveness isn’t on our own
shoulders––it comes from the Savior who shouldered our burden of sin on the cross, and is risen to walk with us into
newness of life. Amen.
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