Sunday, February 6, 2011
Matthew 3:13-17

“Baptism Fulfills God's Commands in Us”

Almost all here today were baptized.  Whether you were baptized as an infant, a child or as an adult, what does your baptism mean to you today?  It doesn't matter so much how or where you were baptized.  Baptism happens in a lot of different ways.  Followers of Christ get baptized in pools, lakes, streams and oceans or baptismal fonts in churches.  One pastor told me when they couldn't find anything else to use, so they baptized in a horse trough.  Some church people get carried away with the how; thinking that makes baptism effective or not.  Some pastors say you have to be completely dunked under the water.  Others say once is not enough; you have to do it three times.  Some pastors say you can't use regular water; you have to use ‘living’ water – meaning water that is moving, like in a stream.
Two pastor friends were walking along discussing baptism.  Both had graduated seminary at the same time, moved to the same town and started ministries there: one a Baptist who only did complete immersion baptism and the other in a reformed church where they poured some water on the top of the head.  Let's listen in to their conversation:

Reformed: So let me get this straight - you believe a person isn't baptized unless they have been fully immersed in water - is that correct?

Baptist: Correct. We believe in full immersion, not pouring or sprinkling.

Reformed: So if you walk a person into a stream up to their ankles that wouldn't be enough for an actual baptism?

Baptist: No sir, no baptism.

Reformed: What if you got them wet up past their knees?

Baptist: Still not good enough.

Reformed: What about if they waded in to their waist? Would you pronounce them baptized?

Baptist: No, what about immersion do you not understand?

Reformed: Please forgive me, - I really want to understand and thank you for your patience.  Just a few more questions.  What if they were immersed up to their chest?

Baptist: No.

Reformed: Neck?

Baptist: No.

Reformed: What if they held their breath and were up to their eyeballs in water?

Baptist: No, they have to be totally immersed.

Reformed: I think I understand now. You and I agree after all!
Baptist: What do you mean?  Did I convince you that immersion is the only way for baptism to be properly administered?

Reformed: On the contrary - you gave me great evidence against it!

Baptist: I did?
Reformed: You sure did.  You convinced me getting your feet wet doesn't make one baptized; getting wet up to your knees or waist doesn't make one baptized; being up to your chest or neck in water doesn't make one baptized; even being up to your eyeballs in water doesn't cut it.

Baptist: So?
Reformed: What that tells me is that both of us believe water to the top of the head is sufficient to consider one baptized.
So what is baptism all about?  What makes baptism effective?  Why does Jesus want us to be baptized?  Let's start with what God’s desires for His people.  God's plan for His people is found in Ezekiel 36:24-27 24For I will take you out of the nations; I will gather you from all the countries and bring you back into your own land. 25I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your impurities and from all your idols. 26I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. 27And I will put My Spirit in you and move you to follow My decrees and be careful to keep My laws.
God's plan includes three great things for His people:

1. God will gather His people out of all nations to form His Family.  This includes people from every nation and ethnic group because God removes all barriers that separate His people.  He unifies them as one Family.
2. God will cleanse them with ‘clean’ water of all their impurities and idols.  So you understand that this is no ordinary water.  This water is effective to clean away all impurities that keep us from being holy with God.  (Just as an aside, I could say that here in verse 25 God sprinkles, not dunks, but again the form of baptism or the amount of water used is not what makes it effective.)  The clean water God provides is more than normal human water.  We will see this clean water from God is nothing less than the blood of Jesus Christ poured out for the forgiveness of our sins.
3. Then, because they are clean in heart in Jesus’ death and resurrection, God gives His people the Holy Spirit.  By being purified by the blood of Christ – made holy by God's cleaning – God's people receive the Holy Spirit.  Then, the power of the Holy Spirit moves within His people so they can live as God directs with purpose, health and love.  In this way they fulfill God’s law.
That's God's plan as revealed in the prophet Ezekiel.  Now let's see how it actually worked through Jesus.  John the Baptist came preparing people to receive Jesus – pointing them all to Jesus.  Matthew 3:11 "I baptize you with water for repentance.  But after me will come One who is more powerful than I, whose sandals I am not fit to carry.  He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.  John had a baptism of repentance.  He knew his baptism was just a symbol.  He knew a greater baptism was needed; not just an external washing but an internal washing of the human soul.  So John told everyone that Jesus would bring a baptism of power, not just symbol, because Jesus baptizes with the Holy Spirit.
Many people today only have a baptism of repentance – a symbolic baptism that has no power to change them.  They see baptism as only a human decision to repent.  They see baptism as only a human act with no supernatural power.  They don't meet Jesus in their baptism.  Because of that, they do not appropriate the power of the baptism of Jesus that brings the Holy Spirit; thus their lives show little, if any, change.  Was your baptism like that?  Was it something you did because your parents wanted you to do it?  Was it something you did just because you were told you should do it?  Was it something you did because your friends were doing it?  Those are not good reasons to be baptized.  The only good reason to be baptized is to know Jesus and follow Him.  Without a personal relationship with Jesus, baptism has no power.
Now let's be clear about this.  If any of those are true for you, I am not saying you need to be re-baptized.  I am saying you need Jesus to empower your baptism.  Your baptism has a power that is yet to be tapped; yet to be used by you.  If you were baptized as an infant, child, teen or adult, but never confirmed your baptism by saying ‘yes’ to Jesus as your Lord and Savior, your baptism has no power to save you or help you live in Christ.  Many have been baptized but their baptism means nothing to them.  It was just an outward ceremony.  Baptism only becomes effective when we give our life to Jesus.  So let me say it again – without a personal relationship with Jesus, baptism has no power.  But when we are baptized in Jesus, we receive a great power to transform our lives and become God's eternal and holy people.
Jesus brings us the baptism of righteousness for eternal life.  In Matthew 3:13-17, we hear how Jesus does this: Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to be baptized by John.  But John tried to deter Him, saying, “I need to be baptized by You, and do You come to me?”  Jesus replied, “Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness.”  Then John consented.  As soon as Jesus was baptized, He went up out of the water.  At that moment heaven was opened, and He saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and lighting on Him.  And a voice from heaven said, “This is my Son, whom I love; with Him I am well pleased.”
John practiced a baptism that symbolized human repentance – our need for God because we can't live without Him.  Jesus came to John the Baptist and asked to be baptized.  This confused John and can cause confusion among us.  Did Jesus need to repent of doing wrong or living without God?  John the Baptist knew Jesus didn't need to repent, so he asked Jesus why Jesus came to him to be baptized.  Jesus told John that He came not to repent in baptism, but to "fulfill all righteousness."  What does Jesus mean?

Well, the first thing it means is that Jesus came to be our righteousness.  We need to repent.  We need to turn back to God, because we live without Him and fail.  We need His right way of living.  Jesus came among us to show and lead us in the right way.  So Jesus went right to where people were repenting to show them the way of righteousness - of right living.  Jesus identifies with us as people who need repentance and transformation.  He did not need repentance, because He did nothing wrong.  He remained obedient to God, in everything.  Jesus’ baptism displays how He comes into our repentance baptism and leads us to His greater baptism of the Holy Spirit.  Dale Bruner wrote, “The first thing Jesus does for us is go down with us.  His whole life will be like this.  It is well known that Jesus ended His career on a cross between thieves; it deserves to be as well known that He began His ministry in a river among penitent sinners.  From His baptism to His execution Jesus stays low, at our level, identifying with us at every point, becoming as completely one with us in our humanity in history as, in the Church's teaching, He was completely one with God in eternity.” (The Christbook, pg. 83)
The second thing Jesus means when He says He has come to fulfill all righteousness, is that Jesus came to be obedient.  Jesus didn't come to live on His own without God.  Jesus came to show us that life is meant to be lived with God through obedience.  In His baptism, Jesus submits Himself humbly in obedience to the Lord’s commands.  In all His life Jesus fulfills all righteousness, always obeying God instead of following His own decisions.  In doing this, Jesus shows us how we are to submit our lives to God through obedience.  Any time we feel we can make a decision without God, we walk into dangerous territory.  Jesus, by submitting Himself in baptism to God, demonstrates that in all things – in all His life, all His ministry, all His miracles, all His teachings and in all His actions, He will live in obedience to God.  When we are baptized we come in obedience to Christ as our Master.  In baptism we pledge from that day on to live a life of obedience.  We choose to deny ourselves so we can live for Christ.  Through obedience Jesus fulfilled God's plan for humanity.  He fulfilled all righteousness and all of God's law.  Just as obedience was the way for Jesus to live the life of God, so obedience opens the way for God’s grace to cleanse us and His Holy Spirit to transform us in our daily lives.  We do this once in baptism for eternal life, yet we do it every day for abundant daily life.  In baptism we make a one-time commitment to follow Jesus.  Then every day after, we take up our cross and keep following Him.
Now notice when Jesus submitted to a life of obedience to God through baptism, the heavens opened and God's gifts came upon Him.  In the same way through Jesus, baptism opens the heavens for us.  God the Father spoke His blessing upon Jesus, so that all would know Jesus was His Son, whom He loved dearly and in whom He was well pleased.  Friends, when we come in baptism to Jesus, God calls us His children and showers His love upon us.  In baptism we enter into God’s family.  Also, in Jesus’ baptism the Holy Spirit came down upon Him to empower His ministry to the glory of God.  Jesus had power by Himself to carry out His ministry.  However Jesus wanted to show us that we can't live and carry out the ministry of Jesus without the Holy Spirit.  Therefore Jesus became our example of how we should live our lives and glorify God.  We do it the way Jesus did; not in our own power, but in the power of the Holy Spirit.  In Jesus’ baptism the Spirit of God descended upon Jesus.  So also, as we are baptized in Jesus, the Holy Spirit descends upon us to empower our lives for God.
At Pentecost, after Jesus death and resurrection, the Holy Spirit descended upon Jesus’ followers.  The Apostle Peter explained how this happened in Acts 2:38-39, “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 your children and for all who are far off—for all whom the Lord our God will call.”  This is a vital Bible verse to understand what baptism is about.  When we join Jesus’ Family, we do two things; we repent of living without God and we stand before God's people in the sacrament (sacred act) of baptism.  In that sacrament we publicly declare our commitment to Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior.  When we do those two things, Jesus does two things for us: He forgives our sins by cleansing us in His blood, and He gives us the gift of the Holy Spirit.  Now you understand that the promise of Ezekiel 36 has come true for us and has been fulfilled through Jesus and His baptism for us.

In very practical terms, let me sum up the meaning and effectiveness of baptism for followers of Christ:

1. We come to baptism in repentance and public confession to live in and with Christ.  From that day forward, we will not live on our own, but we live for Christ in obedience to Him.
2. We come as individuals and families to enter into the Family of Christ.  Here at Church of the Valley, we encourage infant and adult baptisms.  Infant baptisms are for infants of faithful followers of Christ and members of Church of the Valley who bring their helpless infants to Jesus Christ in baptism so they can be raised up, encouraged and nurtured in the family of Christ.  The baptism of infants does not save them, but does powerfully envelop them in the love of Christ and the caring family of Christ, so that they will confirm their baptisms when they reach adult age.  In that way their baptisms become effective.  COV also counsels those with children older than infants to let them profess their faith in baptism as adults through our confirmation program.  If you want to speak more about this, please talk to me.
3. In our baptism in Jesus the heavens open to us.  God the Father calls us His own children and He cleanses us so the Holy Spirit may live in and through us daily.  Then the power to transform our lives for the better lives within us and for each situation and relationship we face.
Baptism is a one-time celebration with daily and eternal benefits as we live everyday as children of God together.

I encourage you to read the summary of Baptism found as an insert in your worship folder today.  It includes key Bible teachings about Baptism.  If you would like to speak to me more about this, I would be happy to do so.  If you feel you would like to renew your baptism vows, we can do that the next time we have a new class of members.  Realize this today however – every time we take communion, we renew our baptism vows and commitments.  So come and feast at the Family Table of Christ to be washed in Jesus’ blood for cleansing from sin, and to receive in the Bread of Christ the nourishment and power of the Holy Spirit for us all to live each day as God’s holy people.
Please join me at the Communion Table of the Lord’s Supper.

