The Truth About Baptism (Matthew 28:16-20; 13/7/08)
Introduction

Last week we looked at the subject of the Lord’s Supper – the bread and wine by which Jesus commanded his disciples to remember him. Today, we are looking at the other sign Jesus instituted – baptism. These are the only two signs or sacraments the Lord gave the church.

Many organisations have signs and ceremonies. The Scout Movement has about 26 million members and exists in 160 countries – including Italy, Nigeria and Ghana! It has a mission statement. If you want to join the Scouts you have to agree to the Scout promise and law:

The Scout Promise: 

On my honour I promise that I will do my best
To do my duty to God and the King (or to God and my Country);
To help other people at all times;
To obey the Scout Law.

The Scout Law
1. A Scout’s honour is to be trusted.
2. A Scout is loyal.
3. A Scout’s duty is to be useful and to help others.
4. A Scout is a friend to all and a brother to every other Scout.
5. A Scout is courteous.
6. A Scout is a friend to animals.
7. A Scout obeys orders of his parents, Patrol Leader or Scoutmaster without question.
8. A Scout smiles and whistles under all difficulties.
9. A Scout is thrifty.
10. A Scout is clean in thought, word and deed.

After making these promises you are given a badge and uniform as signs of membership, and join a local Scout group.
Similarly, baptism is the sign of membership in the Church of Jesus Christ. New Christians make a promise or profession of faith in Christ as Saviour and Lord. Here we see the Lord Jesus speaking about baptism and giving the apostles the mission statement for the church. Sometimes these instructions are called the Great Commission as Jesus is giving his disciples their marching orders.

So I want to emphasise that baptism is important for three reasons:

1) Baptism is the Command of the King of Kings (v17-18)

The risen Jesus keeps his appointment (v10) with the disciples on the mountain in Galilee. When they saw him, they worshipped him. This was the only appropriate response (v9); but some doubted. Resurrection was such a huge, supernatural event that some found it difficult to believe (Matthew doesn’t gloss over this). Jesus doesn’t rebuke them but comes near with reassuring words: All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Daniel’s prophecy of the Son of Man is coming true: he was given authority, glory and power; all peoples, nations and men of every language worshipped him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed (Daniel 7:14). It’s this all-powerful, indestructible King who commands that his followers are to be baptised as a sign of allegiance. Surely if this King commands baptism, it must be important! We cannot say it doesn’t matter!
In Ancient history we find Xerxes, king of the Persian Empire (from 486 BC). He was called the King of Kings. His father, King Darius, had been defeated by the Greeks at the battle of Marathon (the origins of the race). The new King Xerxes planned his revenge by commanding a huge army to march over land from Asia into Europe. How? He commanded that a bridge or pontoon should be built to join the two continents! You see, when you’re the King of Kings, you expect your orders to be obeyed!

Jesus the King of Kings expects his commands to be obeyed! We do not have the right to say that baptism doesn’t really matter or isn’t important any more. The apostles obeyed and 3,000 people were baptised at Pentecost. In fact, in the NT there was no such thing as an unbaptised believer in Christ. The message was believe and be baptised. It wasn’t an optional extra for keen Christians! I recall a lady objecting to me, “But it’s just a case of getting wet with a bit of water!” That may be so, but it’s the sign Christ has chosen (along with bread and wine) for his people. Who are we to question it? Some say, “But baptism doesn’t save you; look at the dying thief!” That’s true. He didn’t need to be baptised to enter Paradise; just faith in Jesus Christ. Baptism was impossible! The evidence of faith is obedience to Christ’s commands. 

2) Baptism is the Beginning of Discipleship (v19-20)

Therefore – ‘in the light of my universal authority’ – go and make disciples of all nations. (The Christian good news is relevant for all people everywhere). Jesus isn’t merely seeking decisions, but disciples. What does ‘making disciples’ involve? – baptising them…and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. So baptism comes at the beginning of the Christian life, when you first hear of Christ, submit him as Lord and commit your life to following him. Sometimes Christians think they can’t be baptised because they don’t know enough or they are not mature enough. But Jesus doesn’t say, “When people have grasped all my teaching, baptise them.” It’s for new Christians! After baptism you continue to read the bible, learn more about how the Lord wants you to live and what he has commanded. Baptism is the public badge of discipleship.
Footballers often change teams. Will Christiano Ronaldo leave United for Real Madrid? If he does, we know what will happen. There’ll be a huge press conference, and Ronaldo will appear wearing the white shirt of Madrid, with his name and number printed on the back. It’s the sign of belonging to the club. The coach will not say, “OK, you’ve joined our club, but you can’t wear the shirt until you’ve scored ten goals!” No! The appearing in the shirt is the public sign of joining the club (while personal terms are agreed privately!). Then he starts to train and to play.
Jesus Christ calls you to trust and follow him. You may hear his call to repent. He offers you forgiveness and eternal life by his grace. But that offer can only be received personally, through private prayer and confession of your sins. But baptism is the public sign that you have turned to Christ by faith, and that you are joining his team (church). You are now ‘playing’ for him; he’s your coach and captain. Baptism doesn’t make you a Christian; it’s the public sign that you have become a Christian. So I would urge you, if you are trusting in Jesus Christ as your Lord and Saviour, to be obedient to the Lord and be baptised. You’re not calling attention to yourself, but pointing others to what Christ has done for you. Speak to me about baptismal classes.
3) Baptism is the Sign of Relationship (v19)

Notice Jesus’ instructions: baptising them in/into the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Why does Jesus say this? He had described himself as the Son, spoken of God as the Father and taught about the coming of the Holy Spirit. There is one God, existing in three Persons. How do we come to know God? How can we have a relationship with him? Where do we begin? He told us: I am the way, the truth and the life. No-one comes to the Father, except through me (John 14:1). Jesus meant through faith in him. When we begin to trust in Jesus as our Lord and Saviour, we also begin to know God the Father as our heavenly Father, and God the Spirit as our Comforter and Helper. We can’t know God without Jesus: No-one knows the Father except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him (Matt. 11:27). A Christian is adopted into God’s family. Baptism is the sign of these new relationships!
It’s a little like getting married. When I married Caroline, after the ceremony we had a reception. My new father-in-law made a speech and said, “We are very pleased to welcome Dyfan into our family!” (I think he said that!). You see, once I had committed myself to Caroline as my wife, I entered a new set of relationships: mother-in-law, father-in-law, brother- and sister-in-law too.

And when you commit your life to Jesus Christ you are related to the Father and Spirit too! Baptism is the outward sign of these new relationships; that’s why it’s to be performed into the name of the Trinity! I was reading the story of a man from Spain. He had become a priest, but had no peace with God: ‘I am useless and good for nothing in the sight of God’…I thought of how many times the Lord Jesus Christ…had invited those who felt utterly lost to come to him. I felt strongly drawn towards him, for he offered free and undeserved forgiveness…At last, I threw myself into the arms of God my Father, who had given Jesus for my salvation. I prayed, “Come to me, Lord Jesus, I give myself to you as my only, personal and all-sufficient Saviour.” I felt as never before completely at one with the Lord my God (Far from Rome…p156). He came to know God – Father, Son and Spirit. 
Conclusion: the Promise of His Presence

Jesus concludes his marching orders with a promise: And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age. Perhaps he saw fear upon their faces in the light of this seemingly impossible task he was giving them – 11 ordinary men. How on earth were they going to make disciples of all nations? But this promise reminded them that they were not commisioned to do this on their own; that the King of kings, with all his authority, would be with them and work through them. What a difference this promise of his presence would make as they sought to obey! It’s the blessing accompanying obedience.
When I was a child there was a ‘super human’ character on TV called the Green Cross Code Man. And he came on TV to teach children to cross the road safely; to stop, look and listen. His catch-pharse was this: Always use the Green Cross Code, because I won’t be there when you cross the road. So here was this superhuman guy saying that he wouldn’t be there to help and protect children crossing busy dangerous roads; that it was really all down to me! But I should still obey the Green Cross Code.
Jesus is saying something quite different: ‘Obey my commands and I will be with you always!’ With this confidence the apostles were sent out with to fulfil the difficult and sometimes dangerous task of preaching the good news, baptising and teaching people of Christ.

With this confidence you can be baptised publicly as a believer in Christ. Jesus promises: I will be with you always. Don’t hold back.

With this promise local churches reach out today. We are called through this word, to continue the fulfilment of the Great Commission, and to preach, baptise and make disciples of Christ. That is what we are seeking to do here in this city – to which many nations have come! And as we seek to do that, we have the promise that the Lord is with us. If we stop doing that, then we have no right to assume that the Lord is with us. This is our aim! Will you join us in this great purpose of building Christ’s eternal kingdom? Who will hear this call? May the Lord help us to fulfil our calling as a church!

And as some of you leave us to live elsewhere, then seek to be involved in a church which takes the King’s command seriously, because that is where you will be conscious of the Jesus’ presence and power. Let’s pray that we will see many people coming to faith in Jesus Christ, being baptised, joining his church and him!
