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The text of this sermon may be used without first obtaining my permission.  I do ask, however, that if you use any portion of the message for teaching or preaching preparations, that you would e-mail me a brief note to say you are making use of it.  This would be a courtesy and help to me personally.  You will note that in some sermons sections are bracketed between two sets of three asterisks (***).  The purpose is to delineate material that I did not preach, but that is integral to understanding the theology or exegesis of what was preached.  My e-mail address is revyoung@comcast.net  – Rev. Curt Young)

Perhaps you have noticed in this reading that I have retraced our steps this morning.  We’ve returned to the last verses of the passage I read last week.  And honestly, for a reason that may surprise you – baptism.

There is an advantage to reading a book, like Acts, all the way through again and again.  Certain themes emerge that would not be evident otherwise.  I was struck by the emphasis on baptism in the apostles’ preaching, and convicted.

Baptism is part of evangelism.  “Be baptized” is part of the Gospel.  It is part of outreach.
Yet reading the history of Christian disputes over baptism and theological debates on baptism, you would think baptism was really an in-house affair for the church.

Is baptism a sacrament or an ordinance?

Is baptism best done by immersion, pouring or sprinkling?

Is baptism primarily about God conferring grace upon the individual or the individual testifying of faith in Christ?
Does baptism apply to the infant children of believers, or only to people old enough to provide a credible profession of faith?

I’m not suggesting these questions are unimportant.  I have firm convictions on these things.  Still, I have long thought the intensity of internal church debates over baptism that are not only divisive but distracting.  
Compared with the emphasis on baptism we read in Acts, evangelicals have abandoned, “Be baptized” as part of the Gospel, settling instead of altar calls in churches or praying the sinners prayers in other settings.  Is there nothing significant lost by abandoning the call, “Be baptized?”
Perhaps one of the reasons there are so many false conversions, is that we do such a poor job of calling people to Christ in the first place.  We call them to do something entirely subjective and private.  There is so much room for misunderstanding and no “sealing” of the action.

I would go further in revealing my own troubled conscience.  Perhaps before we can see people coming to Christ more frequently, we need to return to the Gospel as the apostles preached it.

I want us to think about what’s at stake.  But first, let’s be clear that this was an integral part of apostolic evangelism.
In the verses before us, in response to the question, “Brothers, what shall we do?”, Peter’s words were sharp and clear.  “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins.  And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.  The promise is for you and you children and for all who are far off – for all whom the Lord our God will call.”
Notice three things.  First, though Peter did not say, “Repent and believe in Christ, and be baptized,” trusting Christ is assumed in the admonition.  After all it is baptism in, or into, the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of sin.  Jesus’ name by which a person is saved.  There is no other name.  
Verse 41 says, “Those who accepted his message were baptized.”  “Accept” is a weak translation.  It means to welcome or “welcome gladly” (NKJV). Luke especially used it is used of people who openly, joyfully welcomed Jesus or Paul into their homes.  This is the term used in Hebrews 11, the faith chapter, of Old Testament saints welcoming God’s promises.  Faith is implied.  Verse 44 calls the baptized “believers.” 

Notice second, Peter did not say, “It is essential that you repent, but secondarily, it would be a good idea if you were to be baptized.  No, he linked them together, “Repent and be baptized.”

Earlier he had quoted the prophet Joel, “And everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.”  In our verses Peter tells them how to do that.  This is how you call on the name of the Lord and are saved.  This is how God instructs a person to profess Christ.
Notice third, Peter directly links his two admonitions – the one directed inward to repent and the one directed outward to be baptized – to the two salvation promises, forgiveness and the Holy Spirit.  

Let’s be very clear.  When the people asked, “Brothers, what shall we do?”, they were not asking, how can we accept this Jesus.  They were asking, how can God ever accept us?  Peter’s answer, “Repent and be baptized, every one of you.”
This is God’s answer to the question, “Brothers, what shall we do?”  It is joyfully clear.  This is how God will accept you and how you will know it.  Baptism is a sign and seal of God’s acceptance.
And so the Ethiopian eunuch, having listened as Phillip proclaimed Jesus along the road to Gaza (Acts 10:36) sees water and blurts out, "Look! Water! What prevents me from being baptized?"  The answer was nothing, because he had believed in Christ.  Luke records that after coming out of the water, “the Spirit of the Lord snatched Philip away; and the eunuch no longer saw him, but went on his way rejoicing.”

I think of how Paul had gone three days blind, neither eating nor drinking.  Upon recovering his sight, he immediately got up and was baptized.  For Ananias, announcing to Paul that God’s apostolic calling rested on him, concluded, “And now what are you waiting for? Get up, be baptized and wash your sins away, calling on his name.”  (Acts 9:18-19; 22:16) Only afterward did he take food.  
I know Paul would later remind the Corinthians that he had not come to baptize but to preach Christ, and that he personally had baptized rather few.  Could Peter not have said exactly the same thing after Pentecost?  Or must we assume he personally baptized nearly all 3,000 people that day?  
Paul’s words give us no reason to believe he omitted “Be baptized” from the Gospel, or regarded baptism as less significant than Peter did.  In Acts 18, Luke records that in Corinth, after Paul proclaimed Christ, “many of the Corinthians who heard him believed and were baptized.”  (18:9)
Now, let’s take this further.  If “be baptized” was a priority in the apostle’s evangelism, it because Jesus made it a priority.  “Go make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” (Matthew 28:19)
Here is what I hope you will always remember from this sermon.  The first step Jesus took to identify himself as the Christ was his baptism.  In the same way, the first step we take to identify with Jesus as the Christ is to be baptized in his name.
Think back to the four Gospels.  After a genealogy and account of Jesus’ birth, Matthew immediately proceeds to Jesus’ baptism. Mark simply begins with John’s baptism of our Lord.  Luke, like Matthew, recounts Jesus’ birth and genealogy and than, except for one brief recollection from Jesus’ upbringing, proceeds immediately to his baptism.  Finally, John, after his famous prologue, introduces us to Jesus at his baptism.

True, the baptism Jesus underwent, was John’s baptism, a baptism of repentance.  It was a baptism that testified of the need for the Redeemer and helped prepare people to receive that One greater than John.  Jesus came to John to be baptized as part of his identifying with us in our sin.  John protested, “You don’t need me to baptize you.  I need you to baptize me.  You are far greater than I am”  (approx.)  Jesus had responded, “Permit it at this time; for in this way it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness."  (Matthew 3:15)

Upon being baptized, the Spirit descended on Jesus, and the Father testified, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased.”  Jesus first declared himself for sinners at baptism.  This is where sinners first declare themselves for him.
Baptism in Jesus’ name is much richer than John’s baptism.  It is no mere testimony of one’s repentance and need for the coming Redeemer.  It is God’s testimony that he has saved us because of Jesus.  

Jesus’ blood like cleansing water washes away sins and makes a person clean before God so he or she is forgiven.  His Spirit like outpoured water that refreshes and invigorates comes upon that opened heart and life to give a new life with Christ.
God’s invitation to receive forgiveness does not consist of saying  a prayer in private but of welcoming the truth of Christ to our hearts, determining to make things right with God, and being baptized in Jesus’ name.  It is not only internal but external, both personal and public.  It is not private.
Are there exceptions?  Of course!  The thief on the cross will always remind us of Jesus’ forgiveness to those who call on him in the 11th hour in extreme conditions.  The Ethiopian eunuch will always remind us that the exceptions are no excuse for us to neglect “Be baptized” as an integral part of evangelism, because it is an integral part of the Good News.
The Gospel is not only about what Jesus did, but what he is doing now.  He is wiping out the past in people’s lives bringing them forgiveness.  He is making them new, giving them His Spirit.  This, too, is part of the Gospel, the part underscored in, “Be baptized”, the part neglected when it is omitted.
Baptism is the right first step in identifying with Christ.  Here both the inward and the outward person, both personally and publicly identifies with Christ as his or her Savior.  All of you who are baptized into Christ have clothed themselves with Christ.
The first step Jesus took to identify with us was baptism.  And so, it is the first step we take to identify with him.  This is how he came to us.  This is how we come to him. This is the point from which he began to lead others.  This is the point from which we begin to follow him.
If baptism seems so odd, think all the way back to II Kings 5 and the days of Elisha when the King of Aram sent a letter to the king of Israel demanding that he cure his favorite general, Naaman, of leprosy.
The king tore his robes and cried out, “Am I God?...The King of Aram is trying to pick a fight with me.”  (paraphrased)

Elisha stepped up.  He said, “Have the man come to me and he will know that there is a prophet in Israel.”  Naaman came, and Elisha told him to go wash himself seven times in the Jordan river and he would be healed of his leprosy.

Naaman was incensed.  “I thought that he would surely come out to me and stand and call on the name of the Lord His God, wave his hand over the spot and cur me of my leprosy.”  This notion of being washing in the waters of Israel – Why not in the rivers of Damascas? – offended him.  He went off in a rage.
His servants pleaded with him, “My father, if the prophet had told you to do some great thing would you not have done it?  How much more then, when he tells you, ‘Wash and be cleansed’!”

So he dipped himself in the Jordan seven times and was healed.  He then stood before Elisha and testified, “Now I know that there is no God in all the world except in Israel.”
Like the command to Naaman to dip seven times in the Jordan, Baptism is another example of God’s foolishness.  It is his foolishness to the proud, to those who would rather cleanse themselves and be deserving of God’s help.

There is something universally humbling about baptism.  Across time and culture, baptism communicates, only the true God can cleanse us so that we are to clean before him.  Only Christ’s blood can make us acceptable.  Only if he fills you with the Holy Spirit can we have life with him.    

There is also something universally confirming about baptism.  You respond to the invitation to repent and be baptized and you are forgiven, and you do receive the Holy Spirit.  And the world knows God is making his people prophesy the truth of Christ.

I say to each of you here:  If you have not, then today, welcome the truth of Christ to your heart, determine to make things right with God, and be baptized in Jesus’ name.  Let’s discuss it.  Please let me know.

And to you who have been baptized into Christ, let’s pray and commit ourselves so that, “Be baptized” is part of our Gospel, and that the Lord would use our witness as a church and us individually so that many come to know his salvation. 
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