Baptism – What’s it all about? (Acts 2:22-24, 32-42; 27/9/09)

We have all witnessed four people being baptised this morning. Maybe for some of you it’s the first time you’ve ever seen such a thing! And you might still be wondering, “What’s it all about?” I want to try and explain from the bible what baptism is all about, and in doing so, I hope you’ll understand what the good news about Jesus is all about too! That’s important. If I asked you if you believed in the law of thermo-dynamics, you might say, “Explain it to me first and I’ll tell you if I believe!” It’s the same with Christianity – the good news needs to be explained. Baptism is a sign or illustration of the Christian good news.

Signs are all around us; they are so important. We have road signs telling us where to go. We have signs above shops or outside buildings, telling us what’s on the inside – a bakers’, butchers’, or bar; a bank, library or school. Just imagine the confusion there would be without these signs!

Baptism - an outward sign of a personal faith

I want to suggest to you that baptism is an outward sign of a personal faith; a sign of what’s already taken place on the inside of a person, spiritually. In our reading we see that 3,000 were baptised! Who were these people? They had been listening to Peter preaching a message. And it was those who accepted his message who were baptised. Something had happened inside – in their minds and hearts – first. Baptism was the sign of that change. 

What was the message about?
If we read Peter’s ‘speech’ we can summarise it as follows:

Jesus
Peter declares Jesus’ life as a real man – Jesus of Nazareth – who performed miracles, as they themselves knew. He declares Jesus’ death on a cross – the result of God’s set purpose and the acts of wicked men. He declares Jesus’ resurrection from the dead – in fulfilment of OT prophecy, according to their eye-witness testimony (v32) – and in raising Jesus from the dead God made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ (v36) – Master and Messiah; God and King.

Repentance
Repentance means to turn or change your attitude and your behaviour. These people needed to change their minds about Jesus Christ. They had rejected and crucified him. Now Peter says they must turn around and accept him! He calls them to repent and be baptised in the name of Jesus Christ. This was an expression of faith in Jesus. As he called them to repent he promised a free gift – in two parts:
Forgiveness & the Holy Spirit

Even though many of these people had played their part in rejecting and crucifying Jesus, God’s Son, God was willing to forgive them and accept them. There was a way out of God’s judgement and into God’s love. 

God was also promising the Holy Spirit, who would live within them and change them. It was the promise of a new life, with God’s power. The same Spirit who had changed the disciples would also change them.  
It was the people who said yes to Peter’s message – yes to Jesus as Lord and King, crucified, raised and reigning; yes to repentance; yes to the offer of forgiveness and the Spirit – who were baptised that day! 

The important thing to note is that their baptism didn’t make them Christians. They had already become Christians through repentance and faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. Water cannot change you spiritually in any way – any more than putting a fish symbol on a car changes the people inside! No. It’s God who changes people on the inside – as we believe in Jesus. 

Why baptism then? Why this going down into the water and re-emerging? It’s a sign or picture of the good news.

Baptism is the Sign of a Bath (1 Corinthians 6:9-11)
You may be thinking, “God could never forgive me!” Perhaps there are things that you have done that nobody else knows about. And you are gripped by guilt. Maybe it was something you did years ago, but the pain and shame of it still lives with you. “God couldn’t forgive me!” 
Maybe you’ve thought that God is only interested in “good people” – and deep down you know you’re not a good person. You feel your conscience convicting you: “You should have done this! You shouldn’t have done that!” That’s why many people stay away from Church, because it makes them feel worse! 
Jesus said something amazing when he was criticised by religious people for eating with tax collectors and sinners: It’s not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick...For  I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance (Luke 5:30-31).
And then think about these words by Paul written to people who had become Christians in Corinth – an infamously immoral and corrupt city. He lists some of their backgrounds: sexually immoral, idolaters, adulterers, prostitutes…thieves…greedy…drunkards…swindlers – and then he writes:

And that is what some of you were, but you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God (1 Corinthians 6:11). Do you see what has happened to them? Through repentance and faith in Jesus Christ they were washed clean in God’s sight.

It’s a wonderful thing to be washed clean! In Shakespeare’s Macbeth, Lady Macbeth and her husband murder the King of Scotland so that they can become king and queen. But in the nights that follow Lady Macbeth can be seen sleep-walking, dreaming that her hands are full of the king’s blood and attempting to get them clean. Her guilt was driving her mad, not giving her rest.

Maybe you know something about that. The bible tells us that we are all guilty in God’s sight – whether we feel it, acknowledge it or not. And the great news is that Jesus has died in the place of guilty people! And if you turn to God and trust in Jesus Christ, God washes away your sins, forgives you and counts you as clean. You can experience the peace of God in your conscience. He’s also committed to helping you become clean! Baptism is the sign of that spiritual bath! 
Baptism is the Sign of a Burial (Romans 6:1-4)

If you ever go to the famous Egyptian museum you will see many fascinating, ancient artefacts. One exhibit I remember is a whole tomb – the size of a room - that has been discovered, wonderfully preserved, dating back to thousands of years before Christ. The Egyptians put many items in their tombs, including written records, clothes and food. Historians can’t be sure about who this man was. He must have been wealthy. But we can be sure that he died. In ancient Egyptian culture, and many today, dead people are buried!
Baptism is also a sign of a burial – spiritual, not physical! Look how Paul writes to the Christians in Rome: We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life (Romans 6:4). 
If it signifies a burial, then something must have died! But what? The bible calls it your old life or your old self (6:6). What was that old self like? It was in slavery. Before you become a Christian you are a spiritual slave, crying, “Me! Me! Me!” You’re not free to love God or obey him. You can’t keep God’s laws and you don’t want to! Just try this week: to love God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength; and to love your neighbour as yourself. You’ll find that you’ll fail. It will confirm that you are a slave to sin. Freddie Mercury sang his famous song, “I want to break free!” – it’s the cry of every human heart. He once said, "I've got a few good friends, a big house and I can go wherever I want whenever I want... but the more money you make the more miserable you get. It just so happens that I have a lot of money." He was still a slave.
When you become a Christian you something happens. That the old self, in slavery to sin, dies. It’s somehow connected with the death of Jesus. That when he died on the cross, in a mysterious way, your old self was put to death and buried. That’s what we’ve heard from our friends this morning. “My old life had died!” Paul siad it like this:  I have been crucified with Christ, and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me (Gal 2:20).  If anyone is in Christ he is a new creation: the old has gone, the new has come (2 Corinthians 5:17).
Baptism is the Sign of a Birth (1 Peter 1:3)

I heard the story of two students who hitch-hiked across the UK. One of them sat back and remained quiet. The other started chatting with the driver, who was very unresponsive. “We had an interesting conversation with the last guy who gave us a lift!” “Really!” “We talked about God.” “He wasn’t a ‘born again’ Christian, was he?!” “No, but we are!” You may have heard the phrase “born again Christian”, but what does it mean? Jesus used the phrase when he explained to a religious man the spiritual transformation he came to bring to people: You must be born again. Religion is not enough. Peter uses the same idea here:   
Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus from the dead (1 Peter 1:3).
The picture of coming up out of the water expresses this new birth and new life that God has given these people through faith in Jesus Christ. Francesca mentioned that before she became a Christian she felt like a stone. It reminded me of a verse in the bible where God promises: I will…put a new spirit in them; I will remove from them a heart of stone and give them a heart of flesh (Ezekiel 11:19).

Long before I came to Italy I heard an Italian sharing how God had changed him. He’d been a soldier, a violent man. He’d left his wife and moved to France to fight. But God started working in his heart and somebody gave him a bible. He didn’t know what to read, so he opened the bible at random and read those words from Ezekiel. Immediately he realised that this is what he needed. Immediately he prayed that God would change his heart. And God did. Instead of hating God, he began to love God; instead of fighting others he began to love them. He returned home and was reconciled to his wife. 

The good news of Jesus Christ is not a bit of religion, not a call to try harder or change yourself. But it’s God’s promise of a new life of faith, love and hope. This living hope goes beyond this life, because Jesus Christ was raised from the dead. Our hope is that we too will rise and live eternally with him.

Baptism is the Sign of a Badge (Mathew 28:18-20)

Years ago in the UK football fans would wear a big badge – a rosette - with their team’s colours to show who they were supported or followed. They didn’t want to hide the fact of which team they followed. Today football fans wear scarves or shirts declaring which team they belong to: Torino, Juventus, even Inter!    
Look at these word of Jesus: Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you (Matthew 28:19-20)
Baptism is like a badge because it’s the way of saying publicly, “I am following Jesus Christ! He’s my Lord!” Jesus introduces baptism as the sign of a choice, a decision to follow him. It’s serious. In some countries today if you get baptised it could well be your death sentence. But let me add something else. Genuine Christians are baptised today because they want to. They make a willing choice. 

I was thinking about this last week when I saw someone wearing a t-shirt saying, “I love London!” What a strange thing to tell the world! But these people today have been baptised – as a sign of allegiance to Jesus Christ – because they love him. They have come to see how much he loves them – in dying to save them and in living to care for them. So baptism is a badge saying: “I’m a disciple of Jesus. I love him.”

So, what’s it all about? It’s an outward, physical sign of a spiritual change, an explanation of the good news:

The Sign of a Bath: forgiveness of sin

The Sign of a Burial: freedom from sin

The Sign of a Birth: alive to God

The Sign of a Badge: following Jesus as Lord
There’s one more thing to mention. What about you? Maybe God has spoken to you this morning, through the testimonies of our friends here. Maybe there’s a part of you that says, “I wish I could have what they’ve got!” Maybe you’re thinking, “It’s OK for them, but it’s not for me!” Look at what Peter says: Repent and be baptised every one of you in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ (Acts 2:38). This is for you too! If you repent and turn to God today, he promises the same things for you. Turn to him!
