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January 12, 2014 

Acts 10:34-43 

Matthew 3:13-17  In life and IN DEATH, we belong to God 

 

In life and in death we belong to God. From the very beginning of our 

existence, from newborn to toddler to child, through our youth and 

teenage years, through our grown-up years, and our middle-age years, 

and the years of greying and growing old. Through every part of our 

lives, we belong to God. And in our death, we belong to God too. In the 

stopping of our hearts and the silencing of our breath. In the darkening 

of our minds and the release of our spirits. At the end, in death, we will 

still belong to God.  

In life and in death, we belong to God. And for me, it’s much easier to 

focus on the first part of that faith statement, the life part. Because I like 

life. For the most part, I think, we all like being alive. And it’s easier to 

think about and contemplate how God is part of our lives and how in 

life, we are part of God’s purpose and plan. But in death, it’s hard to 

imagine. None of us have been there. None of us know what death 

holds. All we have is a hope. But it is our greatest hope. That this life is 

not all there is. Because death is part of life and it will come for all of us.  
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So how can we be ready to live faithfully and die faithfully? How can 

we prepare ourselves to belong to God in life and in death? 

The place where we are going to start talking about death is at the 

baptismal font. Believe it or not, death is a very big part of baptism. 

Now, when we celebrate baptism, death usually isn’t front and center. 

Usually we are baptizing babies and it seems a bit rude to talk about 

death in front of them. After all, baptism is just as much about life and 

birth and the love of God that is with us before we even know it. And as 

Presbyterians we will baptize every single baby out there as a sign of 

God’s blessing and God’s love for life. 

But hold on to your babies. Because while we do bless new life, we 

don’t bring babies up here just to show off the cuteness of their little 

new selves.  When we baptize babies, we are announcing that they will 

die. And that we hope they will die to this life and be born again in 

Christ. We put their lives into the life of Jesus and we entrust them to 

God. Entirely, totally and ultimately. In life and in death. Baptism is the 

moment when we say this person belongs to God. From this moment and 

for the rest of their life and in their death. This person belongs to God. 
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And when each of us dies, that’s when our baptisms will be made 

complete. If I am the pastor at your funeral, that’s what I’ll say. That we 

thank God for your life, and we thank God that now your baptism is 

made complete in death. You now fully belong to God. You do not 

belong to death. Or to decay. Or to non-existence. You belong to God. 

You were baptized into Christ, who has triumphed over the grave, and 

you belong to God.  

From the moment we are baptized, we begin entrusting ourselves to 

God. We begin dying. And together we practice that dying and being 

resurrected by God in all that we do. In our lives, we remember that God 

is the God of the living and the dead. And daily, we work on trusting and 

surrendering and letting go. We practice dying to this life. And first, that 

means we learn to die to the world around us. We die to what the world 

says that life is about. We die to whoever the world claims that we are. 

We are no longer consumers. We are no longer just shoppers mindlessly 

buying the things that they sell us. We are no longer slaves to the 

economy of more, more, more. We are no longer bound to want what 

everyone else has and we no longer judge others by what they don’t 
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have. We no longer care about what’s cool or stylish. We aren’t into 

what is the fastest or the newest or the biggest or the hottest. We are 

dead to the world. We are dead to its peer pressure and its cultural bias. 

We are dead to its values and labels and opinions. We are dead to being 

American or middle class or liberal or conservative or Yankee or 

southern by the grace of God. We are dead to all of that in this world. 

Because our lives do not belong here. This life is not all there is. There is 

more. There is more out there. There is more in here. The Kingdom of 

heaven is at hand. And Christ is among us. And this life we have 

belongs to God. And it is not about getting as much as you can or having 

as much as you want. In the waters of baptism, we die to all of that. We 

let go of the game. We let go of trying to get ahead and stay ahead. We 

let go. A rich young man once asked Jesus, “What must I do to enter the 

Kingdom of God?”, Let go, Jesus said. Give away all that you have and 

come follow me. Then you’ll get a taste of heaven. Let go of everything. 

Die to this world and let go of it. Recently I had a conversation with 

someone who had a near-death experience. He had had a heart attack 

and he was clinically dead for a few minutes. He said, “it was really 
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strange. And I only tell you this, Mary, because you’re a minister and 

you believe this stuff. I knew I was dead. And wherever I was, I was 

surrounded by family and friends who had died. And I felt so much love 

and so much peace. And then I came back, and you know what stuck 

with me? How much time I have wasted worrying about stuff. And how 

none of it matters. None of it matters when you die. None of it matters 

when you get to the other side.” In life and in death, we belong to God, 

so how can we practice dying to the world? What do we need to let go 

of? 

In order to have new life, we must die, we must let go. And in our 

baptism, we begin the process. We begin dying to this world. And 

secondly, we begin dying to ourselves. We die to our own motivations 

and agendas. We die to our own plans and purposes. We die to 

controlling everything and directing everything. We die to our own lives 

as we see fit. When we are baptized we no longer belong to ourselves. 

Our lives now belong to God.  And how we work, and how we play, and 

how we spend our money and how we spend our free time, it is not 

entirely ours anymore. Our lives are given to God. 
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Now dying to ourselves does not mean that we give up being ourselves. 

It does not mean that we give up on life. It does not mean that we abuse 

ourselves or allow others to abuse us. Dying to ourselves just means 

letting go. Letting go of the illusion of control. Letting go thinking it all 

depends on us. Letting go of being right and trust God to make things 

right. Letting go and entrusting ourselves to God. And entrusting others 

to God. Relax. God’s got this. And all we need to do is turn the other 

cheek and love our enemies and pray for those who persecute us and 

seek to serve others instead of being served. Because that’s what Jesus 

asks us to do. And our lives are in him now. In life and in death, we now 

belong to God. Are there ways that you need to die to yourself? How do 

you need to let go and trust God? 

In our baptism, we begin our dying. We die to the world. We die to 

ourselves. It is all practice for the death that ultimately come for our 

bodies. When all there is left is to let go and entrust ourselves to God.  

We know physical death will come. If you are like me, you probably 

hate the thought of it. You hate thinking about leaving. You hate 

thinking about losing loved ones. You hate thinking about the end of 
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things. Which is why most of us work so hard not to think about it. And 

why we distract ourselves and entertain ourselves and medicate 

ourselves. Because we know life is short and death will come and this 

life will not last. This life of ours, it is so short and it too shall pass. 

Jesus never says that death is easy. He never says that letting go is easy. 

Jesus cried when his friends died. He agonized over children whose lives 

were cut short. He struggled with his own death. Jesus did not like death. 

And as his end got closer and closer and the tension around his ministry 

mounted, and as it became clearer that living for God’s kingdom would 

cost him his life, Jesus had a hard time with it. On the night before he 

died, he prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane, “If it is possible, Father, 

let this cup pass from me.” Jesus didn’t want to die. He was scared. He 

was sad. He was angry. He was full of despair and fear. He was anything 

but calm and he did not accept death serenely. And if Jesus could feel 

that way about death, then surely we are allowed to as well. Surely we 

make room for those struggles in our community. And we can 

acknowledge those very human feelings in ourselves and in one another 

and accept them.  
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When we care about life, when we love as Jesus loved, we will find that 

death isn’t easy. And we too will struggle with grief because our Lord 

struggled with grief. And we too will weep with the pain of loss because 

our Lord wept with the pain of loss. And we can support one another and 

remind one another that grace is there. God is there. When we are ready, 

it’s OK to let go. All we can do is entrust ourselves to God. And 

ultimately, that’s what Jesus did. In the tragedy and the suffering and the 

injustice of his goodbye, all he could do was trust. Into your hands, O 

Lord, I commend my spirit. I belong to you, God. In life and in death, I 

belong to you. 

Death is about entrusting ourselves to God and letting go. Letting go of 

how life should be and how death should be. When we are ready, letting 

go of the need to feel this way or that way. Letting go of our need to fix 

others who are grieving. Letting go because we trust that God is there 

wherever we are, with us. Because we belong to God. And there is 

nothing that separates us from God’s love. Not life or death, not angels 

or rulers or things present or things to come, not disease or hardship or 
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persecution. Death is not our end. And it does not have the final word. 

God does. And God will not let us go, not even in death. 

In life and in death, we belong to God. In our baptism, we let go 

knowing that God will never let us go. So we can begin to die to the 

world and die to ourselves and die to this life. Because we belong to 

God. We do not belong to death. We belong to God. In life and in death, 

we belong to God. 


