Baptism Sunday 2014

“A Spiritual Swim?”

selected Scriptures

Nine-year-old Johnny got to spend a week with his grandparents who lived in another state. Upon returning home, he excitedly told his mother about his various experiences, many of which he encountered for the first time in his life. One of those was going to church on Sunday. To his mother’s surprise, Johnny enjoyed the experience.


“Tell me about it,” his mother said.


“Well, at the beginning, everybody stood up and sang a song out of a book,” Johnny replied. “Then they sat down, and someone read words out of a different book. Then they stood up again and sang a different song. Then they sat down, and everyone took a short nap.”


“A nap?” Johnny’s mother asked incredulously. “How do you know that?”


“Well, everybody dropped their heads and closed their eyes!” Johnny said. “I know because I peeked.”


His mother chuckled. “I don’t think they were taking a nap!”


“I dunno,” Johnny replied. “I think I heard Grandpa snore!” Then he resumed his story. “After a while, everyone woke up, and we had snack time.”


“Really?” his mother asked. “What did you have?”


“It wasn’t much,” Johnny admitted. “It was just a little tiny cracker and a cup of grape juice. Grandpa didn’t want to let me have it, but Grandma said it was okay. After that, a different guy stood up and talked for a long time…it seemed like forever! I thought I was going to fall asleep, but every so often he would shout and bang the pulpit, and I woke up again. When he finally got done, we stood up again and sang another song. Some people walked up to the front…I thought they wanted to see what was going on better. But you won’t believe what happened next, Mom!”


“What happened?” she took the bait.


“Those people went back behind the stage, they came out wearing white dresses, and they all took a swim!”


“Really?” his mother asked.


“Yeah, and the coolest thing was that they guy who talked a long time dunked one of them in the water! And everyone in the seats cheered! So he did it to another one, until everybody got dunked! I wanted to do it, but Grandma said I couldn’t get my clothes wet.”


Funny how what we do so regularly is seen through the eyes of a child. Or an outsider. We Christians do some strange things in the eyes of those who don’t understand what we are doing. Maybe we don’t do a good job of explaining why we do what we do.


This morning I want to explain one of the things we do in the Christian Church. Johnny thought they were swimming, with the lead person dunking the others under water. That sounded like fun to his nine-year-old mind, who probably liked to do that with his buddies in the local pool. 


Of course, we know that Johnny was witnessing a baptism service, not a spiritual swim or a devout dunking. We may chuckle at this young boy’s perspective, but do we really have a grasp of the things we do at church? Let’s take a look at what the Bible says about this practice of baptism, what it means as well as what it does not mean. I trust you have your Bibles in front of you, for we will be turning to a number of texts this morning.


I must begin with the negative, so that the rest of what is said is not misunderstood. Turn first to 1 Peter 3:18-22,

For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God. He was put to death in the body but made alive by the Spirit, through whom also he went and preached to the spirits in prison who disobeyed long ago when God waited patiently in the days of Noah while the ark was being built. In it only a few people, eight in all, were saved through water, and this water symbolizes baptism that now saves you also—not the removal of dirt from the body but the pledge of a good conscience toward God. It saves you by the resurrection of Jesus Christ, who has gone into heaven and is at God’s right hand—with angels, authorities and powers in submission to him. 


The key phrase here is found in verses 20-21, speaking of Noah and his family, who “were saved through water, and this water symbolizes baptism that now saves you also.” Many point to this passage (along with a few others) and claim that water baptism saves a person’s soul. Unless a person is baptized in water by immersion, they claim, he or she cannot be saved.


I respectfully and emphatically disagree. Such a view not only disagrees with the whole counsel of Scripture; it doesn’t even fit the immediate context of this passage! Those who use this text in this way fail to read the very next line, where Peter adds, “not the removal of dirt from the body but the pledge of a good conscience toward God.” I believe the Holy Spirit inspired Peter to add this line of explanation so that his words would not be misunderstood or misconstrued. One commentator puts it quite well:
What does Peter mean by saying that baptism … now saves you? It saves you not as a removal of dirt from the body (i.e. not as an outward, physical act which washes dirt from the body—that is not the part which saves you), but as an appeal to God for a clear conscience (i.e. as an inward, spiritual transaction between God and the individual, a transaction symbolized by the outward ceremony of baptism). We could paraphrase, “Baptism now saves you—not the outward physical ceremony of baptism but the inward spiritual reality which baptism represents.” Thus Peter guards against any “magical” view of baptism which would attribute saving power to the physical ceremony itself.
 
Does this mean that water baptism is unnecessary? Not at all! Jesus commanded in the Great Commission to make disciples by going, baptizing, and teaching. Since when are any of our Lord’s commands optional? As John MacArthur puts it, “Although a person does not have to be baptized to be a Christian, he has to be baptized to be an obedient Christian.”
 Baptism is not to be taken lightly.
 But we must understand that water baptism is an outward picture of this inner work of the Holy Spirit.
 He is the who baptizes and saves a believer by faith apart from water baptism, a distinction confirmed clearly in Acts 10:44–48.
 Peter himself was present and saw with his own eyes that water baptism could not be viewed as the necessary cause of a person’s salvation:

While Peter was still speaking these words, the Holy Spirit fell upon all those who were listening to the message. All the circumcised believers who came with Peter were amazed, because the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out on the Gentiles also.… Then Peter answered, “Surely no one can refuse the water for these to be baptized who have received the Holy Spirit just as we did, can he?” And he ordered them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ.


This case in point clearly shows that Spirit baptism precedes water baptism. Baptism in the Spirit is substantial; water baptism is symbolic.
 One may be baptized in the Spirit without being baptized in water—think of the criminal on the cross beside Jesus—but water baptism without the baptism in the Spirit is just a dry sinner becoming a wet sinner!

Having established that as a foundation, let’s consider three truths that baptism symbolizes.

Baptism Symbolizes a Cleansing

First, baptism symbolizes a cleansing. Sin is often characterized in Scripture as dirt or filth, and the removal of that is referred to as washing or cleansing. In the Mosaic Law there was a special “water of cleansing” mentioned in Numbers 19:9, “They shall be kept by the Israelite community for use in the water of cleansing; it is for purification from sin.” This “water of cleansing” appears six times in this chapter alone.


Psalm 51, David’s prayer of repentance to God, includes two allusions to this. In verse two we read, “Wash away all my iniquity and cleanse me from my sin,” while in verse seven he adds, “Cleanse me with hyssop, and I will be clean; wash me, and I will be whiter than snow.” 


The New Testament picks up on this imagery. Paul writes in Ephesians 5:25-26, “Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word.” We read later in Hebrews 10:22, “Let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies washed with pure water.” Clearly these are symbolic references to the inner cleansing through the Holy Spirit, dramatized by the act of water baptism. 


Perhaps the clearest example of this comes from Titus 3:4-6, where Paul writes, 

But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior.

Notice who saves—God—and how we are saved—”because of His mercy, through the washing and renewal by the Holy Spirit, not because of righteous things we have done.”

Baptism Symbolizes a Commitment


Secondly, baptism symbolizes a commitment, specifically the commitment of marriage. In both Old and New Testaments, God depicts the relationship between Himself and His people as that of a husband and wife. Paul writes in Ephesians 5:22-33 about the husband-wife relationship, and ends in 31-32, “‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh’ [quoting Genesis 2:24].This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about Christ and the church.” When describing Christianity to those outside the church, I have often found that comparing our Christian walk with marriage is very helpful. 


If our relationship with God is like a marriage, baptism is like a wedding ceremony.
 In fact, Michael Green goes so far as to say, “Baptism…offers us a wedding certificate to the Lord Jesus Christ.”
 In a wedding ceremony, there is usually a lot of symbolism: the unity candle, which symbolizes two separate lives joining into one; the exchange of rings, which are symbolic in their substance (gold being very precious) and their shape (the circle symbolizing the eternal nature of marriage).


The same can be said for water baptism. Paul outlines the dramatic picture which baptism portrays in Romans 6:4, “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.” This is why the Christian Church insists on baptism by immersion: When the person being baptized is submerged beneath the water, it symbolizes the death and burial of Jesus; when the person is brought back up from the water, it symbolizes the raising of Jesus back to life. When we are baptized into Christ, we experience His death, burial, and resurrection, becoming one in Him, just as in marriage the man and woman become “one flesh.” As one commentator puts it, “In baptism, therefore, the Lord appropriates the baptized for his own and the baptized owns Jesus as Lord and submits to his lordship.”
 Like the bride takes on the name of the groom, so we take on the name of Christ from that moment forward.


Remember, baptism doesn’t make one a member of God’s family; only faith in Christ does that. Rather, baptism shows that one is part of God’s family. Like a wedding ring, it is a visible reminder of an inward commitment made in one’s heart.


At the end of the wedding day, the bride and groom are fully married; they will not become “more married” as time goes by. Hopefully their marriage will become stronger and they will grow closer together as time passes, but they will not be any more married at their twenty-fifth or fiftieth anniversary than they were when they were pronounced husband and wife. So it is with Christ. When we declare our commitment to Jesus, we become a Christian. We will never become more of a Christian than at that moment, though we will grow closer to Christ and stronger in our faith in the years that follow. Some married couples will, from time to time, repeat their vows…perhaps on a special anniversary or occasion. The couple is not getting “remarried” in doing so, but simply renewing the commitment they had made years before. In the same way, some Christians desire to be re-baptized …not because they must, or in some way are being “saved all over again,” but simply as a way to rededicate their lives to the Lord in a tangible way. While I would never require someone to do this, I am willing to perform such a baptism for this purpose.


Can a person become a Christian without being baptized in water? Yes, even as a couple can get married without a wedding ceremony. They may elope or simply live together until the state recognizes a common-law marriage (though fewer states do this these days). But when they do, they deprive family and friends from participating in an important public ceremony. And they avoid a meaningful opportunity to express their covenant commitment to each other. For the rest of their lives, married couples look back on their wedding day as the official mark of their lives together.
 So the Christian can look back to that baptism experience as their public declaration of their commitment to Christ.

Baptism Symbolizes a Change

Third, baptism symbolizes a change. While the original Greek word baptizo literally meant “to dip” or “to immerse,” it figuratively meant “to change identity” or “to identify with.” 
 In a wedding ceremony, the most obvious change is the change of the bride’s name as she takes on the groom’s last name (though this does not always take place). A new believer takes on the name of the Bridegroom—we are called “Christian.” However, the more significant changes are to be seen in the person’s conduct. Married people are not to live like single people. They are not to be completely self-absorbed, concerned only about their schedule and requirements. They are not to be “playing the field,” looking for other singles with whom they might like to hook up. There is a word for married people who act like that—divorced! (Or sometimes a different “d” word—dead!)

Christianity is not merely a change in name. Nor do we become Christians for when we die, so that our souls will go to Heaven instead of Hell, but for this life we can live however we please. Jesus said of such people in Matthew 7:21-23,

“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?’ Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!’” 


They thought they were Christians in name, but in fact they were not Christians in nature, and their conduct gave them away. Paul writes of such in Titus 1:16, “They claim to know God, but by their actions they deny him.” In the end the truth will come out.


Let’s return to a text mentioned earlier—Matthew 28:18-20, Christ’s Great Commission:

All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 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. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.

Greek scholars tell us that Jesus uses one verb in this passage, translated “make disciples,” and explains how that is done with three participles—“go”, “baptize”, and “teach.” I refer to this as the initiative of evangelism, the initiation of evangelism, and the instruction of evangelism.


Unfortunately, too many churches and preachers focus on the first two—go and baptize—and neglect the third—teach. We go and baptize, then we go and baptize some more! But the job is not complete. We are to teach. What are we to teach these new believers? “To obey everything I have commanded you.” In other words, we are to teach new believers how to live the Christian life. Leon Morris writes, 
Baptism is not the be-all and end-all; it is no more than the beginning. The new disciple is to be baptized, but he or she is also to be taught﻿ “to observe all the things I have commanded you.” The church’s teaching function is thus of great importance. We teach because Jesus commanded us to teach, and there is no way of diminishing the importance of an activity that owes its origin to the command of our Lord himself.
 

Earlier I referred to Romans 6:4, where baptism depicts the death, burial, and resurrection of Christ. Let’s return to that passage once more to see why Paul wrote those words. Beginning in verse one we read,

What shall we say, then? Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase? By no means! We died to sin; how can we live in it any longer? Or don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? 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. If we have been united with him like this in his death, we will certainly also be united with him in his resurrection. For we know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin—because anyone who has died has been freed from sin.


Paul here attacks this idea that since we are saved by grace and have our sins forgiven, we can go on living in sin, because God’s grace will take it away! You can hear the tone in Paul’s words, “We died to sin; how can we live in it any longer?” Max Lucado writes,

What form of amnesia is this? Like a bride horrified to see her new husband flirting with women at the wedding reception, Paul asks, “Did you forget your vows?”

Indeed, baptism is a vow, a sacred vow of the believer to follow Christ. Just as a wedding celebrates the fusion of two hearts, baptism celebrates the union of sinner with Savior. We “became part of Christ when we were baptized” (v. 2)….

To return to sin after sealing our souls in baptism is like committing, well, it’s like committing adultery on your honeymoon. Can you imagine the distraught bride discovering her husband in the arms of another woman only days after hearing his vow at the altar? Among her many sizzling words will likely be the question, “Have you forgotten what you said to me?” 

Who, in their right mind, would want to abandon these vows? Who will care for you more than Christ? Have we forgotten what life was like before our baptism? Have we forgotten the mess we were in before we were united with him? I choose the word mess intentionally. May I share a mess I’m glad I am out of? My bachelor’s apartment.
 


A number of years ago, Christian songwriter Steven Curtis Chapman recorded a song simply entitled, “The Change.”

Well I got myself a T-shirt that says what I believe
I got letters on my bracelet to serve as my ID
I got the necklace and the key chain
And almost everything a good Christian needs, yeah

I got the little Bible magnets on my refrigerator door
And a welcome mat to bless you before you walk across my floor
I got a Jesus bumper sticker and the outline of a fish stuck on my car
And even though this stuff's all well and good, I cannot help but ask myself,

What about the change? What about the difference?
What about the grace? What about forgiveness?
What about a life that's showing I'm undergoing the change?


“Baptism is no hu-hum ritual,” Lucado observes.
 While I do not claim that the act of water baptism saves a person’s soul, what it represents does. Baptism symbolizes the cleansing of one’s sin through Christ’s shed blood; it symbolizes the commitment of one’s self wholeheartedly to God; and it symbolizes the change of one’s character and conduct through the power of the Holy Spirit in becoming like Jesus Christ.


If that is what you want in your life, and you have not been baptized, I invite you to be baptized this day!
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