Baptism – why it matters & who it’s for! (Acts 10:34-11:3; 28/10/07)
Introduction

I had a childhood dream. It went something like this: I would wear my Wrexham F.C. kit when I went to watch them play. Someone through the loud speaker would announce that Wrexham was a man short, and ask if anyone in the crowd could play for the team. I would jump over the fence, onto the pitch, and play for Wrexham…and score a hat-trick too! Of course, it never happened! A member of the crowd can’t just jump into the game and start playing! Something has to happen first: he has to be a player already – a signed up member of the team! We all recognise this!

If you go to London you might see the changing of the guard at Buckingham Palace. This is when the guards, in their bright red and black uniforms, change shifts: one set coming off duty and one coming on duty. Many a little boy would like to be a guard and wants to run out and join the soldiers, but his dad would catch him and say, “No, son! You can’t march with them yet! You have to join the guards first!” It may seem harsh to the little boy, but it’s true!
Today we’re thinking about Christian baptism. Peter meets a Roman centurion, his relatives and close friends, and explains to them the good news. Later Peter asks: Can anyone keep these people from being baptised with water? (v47). The obvious reply was, “No!” So he ordered that they be baptised in the name of Jesus Christ (v48). Does this mean that anyone can be baptised? Peter’s question suggests that some people should be kept from being baptised – but not these people. Why, then, did he give the command to baptise them? Why does baptism matter? We need to remember the words of Jesus to Peter and the apostles before he left this world: All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 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 28:18-20). So it matters because Jesus commanded it. But who is baptism for? Just anyone?
1) Baptism is for those who believe in Jesus (v37-41)

Those who are baptised must believe in the person of Jesus. They must believe certain things about him. Look how Peter puts it: Jesus is a real, historical person – Jesus of Nazareth (v38), not of Never-Never Land. He had real power – he went around doing good and healing…because God was with him (v38). He really died – they killed him by hanging him on a tree (v39). He really rose again – but God raised him from the dead on the third day and caused him to be seen (v40). Cornelius and co, like us, had never met or seen Jesus. But they trusted the apostle’s testimony about him. If Cornelius had said, “It sounds interesting, but I cannot accept Jesus’ miracles or resurrection!” Then Peter could not have baptised him. Christian baptism is for those who believe in Jesus Christ - trusting the apostles’ account about Jesus. This comes first.
Do you remember the story about the Emperor’s New Clothes? Two guys deceive the vain Emperor into believing in their fine cloth, which, they claimed, was invisible to people who were either stupid of unworthy of their office. The Emperor didn’t want to seem either, so he says he can see the cloth. All his courtiers do the same. The Emperor finally parades wearing this wonderful cloth and all admire it. But a little boy shouts, “The Emperor’s got no clothes!” 
I understand that people today don’t want to be deceived. They refuse to be like the Emperor when it comes to matters of religion or faith. There are many deceivers around today. Who can you trust? Christian faith begins with a willingness to trust the Jesus we find in the Gospels. It means believing in his goodness. Look at his life. He is not on the side of evil; he used his power for good.  He is not out to deceive or exploit you. Look at the way he deals with all kinds of people – what compassion, patience and perception! It means believing that his crucifixion and resurrection happened, just as he said. Look at the evidence. You can trust him to tell you the truth. I would encourage you to read the Gospels for yourself, and ask the question, “What kind of a man do I discover here?” Baptism is for those, like Cornelius, who believe or trust this Jesus.

2) Baptism is for those who believe the good news (v36, 42-43)

Jesus is good news: the good news of peace through Jesus Christ (v36). What kind of peace is this? Cornelius was a soldier. Was Peter talking about military peace – no more wars? No. The good news of Jesus is this: everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins (v43). You might say, “That this doesn’t sound too good. Good news is winning a million euros or having your dreams come true.” But listen further. Peter explains that we haven’t seen the last of Jesus! We all have an appointment to meet him - the one whom God appointed as judge of the living and the dead (v42). No one will miss that appointment! Jesus will judge us all by his holy standards. We will have to answer to him for every word, action and thought; for everything we should have done but failed to do. How can we be ready for that day? We all need forgiveness of sins. When we understand this, then forgiveness through Jesus is very good news!

Imagine you are a passenger on the Titanic. 1,500 people died on April 15, 1912 when this ship struck an iceberg. But imagine that the captain knew for sure that there was an iceberg ahead, and the ship was inevitably going to hit it and sink. That would be bad news. But the good news is that he’s called for help, and other boats are coming to rescue all those who fall into the sea but are wearing life-jackets. The question would be this, “Would you believe the captain?” It had been boasted that the Titanic was “unsinkable”. Would you just carry on enjoying yourself or go and find your life-jacket?
The bible warns us of a coming day of judgement for everyone. Jesus is going to be the Judge (v42) but he’s also the Saviour (v43). We can be forgiven because Jesus has died for sin. He has been punished. He came to rescue sinners. And the good news is that everyone who believes in him will be forgiven by God. This is the peace God promises. You can’t pay for your forgiveness. It’s a gift from God through his Son. The question is: do you believe it? Faith in Jesus as Lord and Saviour is the life-jacket! Baptism is for those who believe this good news. Do you? Have you? If so you know that you have nothing to fear from judgement day. You have peace with God. 
3) Baptism is for those who have been born again (v44-47)

To be born again is a phrase first used by Jesus, when he was talking to Nicodemus, a religious ruler. Jesus was referring to the work of God’s Spirit in a person, giving him or her new life through Christ. This is what happens to Cornelius and co: the Holy Spirit came on all who heard the message (v44).  Peter heard them speaking in tongues -or languages (see 2:4) [this doesn’t always happen at conversion, but was a special sign to Peter, v47] - and praising God (v46). The Holy Spirit applies the good news of peace through Jesus Christ to their hearts; they experience it and praise God for his love. To be born again involves the assurance of a new relationship with God. It means knowing him personally as your heavenly Father. It involves loving and praising him for his grace and mercy through Jesus Christ. Baptism symbolises this new birth: the change from death to life.
A pastor and his wife had been serving in a church for many years. For a special anniversary they were given the gift of a holiday to the Seychelles Islands. I could imagine them saying, “We can’t really believe it! It won’t really sink in until we get there!” If someone did that for us we’d probably be the same. The gift wouldn’t be real until we experienced the sun, sand, sea and food – even though we’d been told that we were going, and knew the facts of the flight and hotel!

The Holy Spirit takes the good news of peace with God and forgiveness of sins through Christ’s death and makes them real to us as we believe. Through faith in Christ he gives us the experience of peace and the assurance that God now for you, not against you.
I hear the words of love, I gaze upon the blood

I see the mighty sacrifice, and I have peace with God
Have you been born again? What are the signs? When the Spirit gives you new life you start to love and praise God, to please him, whereas before you resented or ignored God and just wanted to please yourself; you begin to pray to God as Father, whereas before, if you prayed it was mechanical or superstitious; Christ is precious, whereas before he meant little to you; you begin to be hungry for his Word, whereas before the bible was boring or irrelevant.
4) Baptism is a sign of belonging to God’s people (11:15-18)
Peter was criticised for meeting with Cornelius: You went into the house of uncircumcised men and ate with them (v3). Although these Jews were now Christians there was still this barrier dividing them from Gentiles. So Peter explains carefully all that God had done, and then asks: who was I to think that I could oppose God? (v17). That’s why he baptised them as a sign of belonging to God’s people. The Jewish believers respond in a wonderful way: they praised God, saying, “So then, God has granted even the Gentiles repentance unto life!” They rejoiced that God had saved Cornelius and co. in the same way he had saved them. So a Roman Centurion and his family and friends in Caesarea had become part of the same family as Jewish Christians in Jerusalem! As Paul would write later: There is…one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all (Ephesians 4:5-6). Baptism is the New Covenant sign of belonging to God’s people.
Clothing today is a visible badge declaring who you belong to. My daughter has just joined a gymnastics club and last week received her t-shirt, with the club’s name. In the story of the Three Musketeers we see the desire of d’Artagnan to become a Musketeer and join his three friends. Eventually he is accepted and is given his own uniform – including the distinctive cap, cape and sword. The other three welcome and salute him: “All for one and one for all!” The clothing was the mark of belonging to the King’s Guard.
Today three people are being baptised as a mark of their faith in Jesus Christ. Isn’t that wonderful? How do you respond to that? Are you like these Jewish Christians? Do you praise God? I hope so. If not, that is a worrying sign. If it means nothing to you, then it suggests that you are not a part of God’s family either. Frances Schaeffer said that when people were converted to Christ at L’Abri they would play the Hallelujah Chorus! When new people become Christians and are baptised the rest of the family rejoices too. There’s rejoicing in the presence of the angels over one sinner who repents, but there’s also rejoicing here on earth among the family of believers. So may today be a day of rejoicing for all true believers as we welcome others in.
Conclusion

So baptism is for those who believe in Jesus, those who believe the good news, those who are born again and those who belong to God’s people.

Last week I was driving home and I saw a road sign that said the tunnel on the road to Chieri was closed from 9.30pm. I glanced at my watch and saw it was about 9.35 before a started up the hill. I thought, “I know what the sign says, but I reckon the tunnel will still be open. It won’t shut on time! (This is Italy!!)” So up the hill I drove, ignoring the detour signs, only to find, as I arrived at the tunnel, two cars turning around and setting off back down the road. The tunnel was definitely closed. What had happened? I saw the sign. I knew what it said. But I didn’t take it seriously. I didn’t believe its message.

There may be many who hear about Jesus Christ, and a judgement day, but they say, “I’ll be OK. It will not affect me. I’ll just keep going the way I am.” They don’t believe the message. If they believed they would take another route; change the direction of their life.

What about you? The good news of Jesus Christ is being explained to you. I’ve tried to make it clear, as I should. Will you believe it? Do you believe in Jesus – the Judge and Saviour? Will you trust him? Will you believe the promise that everyone who believes in him will receive the forgiveness of sins through his name? I urge you this morning to repent (change direction) and believe the good news today! Otherwise when you see the King upon his judgement throne, he will not say welcome in, but depart from me.
Amen.

