WHICH IS RICHER – THE OLD COVENANT OR THE NEW?

Genesis 17:1-14   Acts 2:37-40

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, friends and visitors here with us this evening, I want to look at these verses once more because verse 38 raises the subject of baptism. The subject of baptism is a subject about which there is quite a bit of dispute and has been for centuries in the Christian world. One question that can be asked about it is: is baptism necessary to be saved? The Roman Catholic Church teaches that it is. We looked at that question last time and we concluded: no, baptism itself does not save and baptism itself is not necessary to be saved. But on the other hand, you can hardly claim now to be saved and to be one of the people of God and then not be willing to bear his mark of ownership! For that is a sign of rebellion right at the very outset. It is a sign of un-repentance. So there is a sense in which, yes, it is necessary to be baptised. 

Then, on the other hand again, you have our baptist brothers and sisters. It is mainly over against their error I’m going to be speaking this evening, in a certain sense. In doing that, I am not calling into question their faith or their Christianity. It is just that what they believe about baptism simply doesn’t do justice to what the Bible teaches. Baptists teach that only people who are able to and do confess personal faith in Jesus Christ should be baptised. And they very quickly go to Romans chapter six and from the way they read Romans chapter six they appear to have an open and shut case. We shall touch on that again in a few moments, but I want to make three remarks first of all. 

#
I believe that baptists come to their erroneous understanding of baptism because they make exactly the same mistake about this subject that charismatics make about the subject of the Holy Spirit and the miracle-working gifts. They start their thinking about baptism with the New Testament and they forget that the New Testament is but a continuation of the Old. The Bible is one book and if you want to understand it properly you have got to read it from the beginning and as you progress through it you must carry with you what you have read previously. For what we read earlier continues to give meaning to what comes later, as in fact it does in any book. For example you cannot understand the Book of Revelation unless you read it in the light of the Old Testament prophets. You cannot understand the Book of Hebrews unless you read it in the light of the Book of Leviticus. I can remember talking to my brother about baptism on one occasion after I had become convinced of the truth of covenant baptism and he said to me, “You’ve succeeded in confusing for me what is a very simple doctrine.” I can completely understand him because he goes to Romans chapter six and thinks that that says it all. But it doesn’t and we must approach this the same way that I recall my father, who was a baptist to his dying day – but he had a right understanding of the charismatic movement, the gifts of the Spirit and so-forth – I can remember sitting down with him for a couple of hours one evening and he began with Moses and Exodus chapter four and he just went through the whole Bible with me and showed how those phenomena occurred at certain periods of history and for a limited time only, and the whole business all fell into place. We must do exactly the same thing with every doctrine, including the doctrine of baptism. 

#
The second introductory remark I would like to make is that (and this is just a practical point) the vast majority of baptists think that we Reformed people also baptise babies out of tradition. And what doesn’t help the poor old baptists with that in the present day is that many people in many churches who baptise children have no idea why they do so. I’ve met many Anglicans, many Presbyterians, many Presbyterian ministers! who really do not understand why they baptise the children of believers, as well as new converts. Brothers and sisters, we are never to believe anything merely because of tradition. And I can remember, on one occasion, how surprised some baptist people were when I showed them from the Bible why I believed that believers and their children should be baptised. It was a revelation to them that anyone would try to demonstrate that from the Bible, let-alone do so with such reasoning that they had to admit that I had a point (at least). 

#
The third introductory comment I would like to make is that it is true that we cannot demonstrate from the New Testament that we should baptise the children of believers. I don’t know why that should be a problem. It is, but I don’t know why, because the very first verse of the New Testament takes us right back to the Old Testament with the genealogy of Jesus and very soon right back to Genesis chapter one. John’s Gospel begins with Genesis 1, verse 1, “In the beginning God.” The Bible is one book and it must be read as a whole. However, while we cannot demonstrate from the New Testament that we should baptise the children of believers, there are many passages in the New Testament that do not make very much sense or are very, very difficult unless we see that they are drawing on the teaching about circumcision in the Old Testament; and, indeed the whole manner in which God works with his people as revealed in the Old Testament; and that the New Testament church is one with and a natural historical development of the people of God in the Old Testament. Indeed, Ephesians chapter three speaks of the New Testament church as the commonwealth of Israel. Could you imagine a more Old Testament way of speaking? Obviously Paul wants us to understand that we are essentially one with the people of God of the Old Testament. 

Our text this evening is crucial in this debate between what I prefer to call 'covenant baptists' and 'believers baptists.' We are not infant baptists. We are covenant baptists. 

We baptise all who come into the covenant of grace, whether as an adult convert out of the world through repentance and faith or as a child being born into a believing, covenant family. This text, verses 38 and 39, form a bridge between the Old Testament and the New Testament right in the first sermon of the New Testament church. I want to approach it by asking three questions. First of all,

1.
What is the promise that Peter refers to? 

In verse 38, Peter says, Repent, each one of you and be baptised in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit, for the promise is for you and your children and for all who are afar off, as many as the Lord our God shall call to himself. 

As I said last week, there are several things mentioned here that should never be separated – repentance, baptism, forgiveness, the Holy Spirit, the promise and also, for that matter, you and your children, along with those from afar off whom the Lord our God will call. But we’ll look at that bit in the next point; for the moment – repentance, baptism, forgiveness, the Holy Spirit and the promise. Baptism, in anybody’s book, is a sign of, or at least a sign that points to, repentance toward God and faith in Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of our sins. And that repentance and forgiveness are linked with baptism somehow is clear, particularly from chapter 22, verse 16, where Ananias says to Paul, “Arise, and be baptised, and wash away your sins, calling on Jesus’ name.” But baptism is also linked in our text here this evening with receiving the Holy Spirit. Peter says, Repent and be baptised and receive the forgiveness of your sins and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. Actually, the central, the pivotal thing that is linked to baptism in the New Testament, is receiving the Holy Spirit. That is the thing that baptism is most often linked with. And I want to run through just a few of these passages where this is so. 

In every one of the four Gospels – for example, Matthew chapter 3, verses 11, 16 and 17 – but in everyone of the four Gospels
 it is recorded that John the Baptist said, As for me, I baptise you in water for repentance but he who is coming after me is mightier than I and I am not even fit to remove his sandals. He himself will baptise you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. John baptises in water for repentance. Jesus baptises with the Holy Spirit and with fire and John says this just when he has baptised Jesus in the Jordan River. And what happened immediately he did that? The Holy Spirit descended upon Jesus in the form of a dove – there is the same connection with Jesus' baptism. In Acts chapter 1, verses 4-8, Jesus repeats the same truth about John: For John baptised with water but you shall be baptised with the Holy Spirit and he commands the disciples to wait in Jerusalem for that to happen to them. There are a few things we need to notice about this. 

First of all, John applies water and he calls it a baptism. 

Secondly, Jesus will give the Holy Spirit and he calls it a baptism. 

Thirdly, whatever these baptisms are, they are linked and contrasted in three ways. 
#
One baptism is inferior and the other is superior, even as John is inferior to Jesus and Jesus is superior to John. 
#
One baptism is a ritual merely – it doesn’t effect anything spiritually – while the other is the real thing; receipt of the Holy Spirit is a spiritual reality. 
#
One baptism is symbolic therefore – it's a picture of the reality; while the other baptism is the reality and actually does something. 

What is the spiritual reality that baptism of the Spirit brings into effect? Paul tells us in 1 Corinthians 12, verse 13. For in one Spirit we are all baptised into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, slaves or free and were all made to drink of one Spirit. And you see there again the connection between baptism and the Spirit. Now a couple of weeks ago Gilbert asked the question: was the church born at Pentecost? We thought about that and we answered: no. But we may say that the New Testament form of the church was born at Pentecost, for at Pentecost Jesus baptised his church with the Holy Sprit and so made his people from that time forth an international, worldwide church. 

Pentecost was similar, in a certain sense, to the giving of the law on Mount Sinai. When God sent down his law at Mount Sinai, Israel then became the church of the Old Testament; Israel became a nation. Israel had not been a nation before. It had only been a family. At Sinai it became a nation. At Pentecost the nation became internationalised. So at Pentecost, we may say, God’s people were given a new constitution, fitted to take the gospel into the whole world, something Israel in the Old Testament had never been commanded to do. And that new constitution meant that, from now on, no regard was to be taken to race or social status. And that new constitution meant we were all united to Christ as his body. 

Our baptist brethren are quite right when they point to Romans chapter six and say that baptism has to do with dying and being buried to the world and rising with Christ, but they do not appreciate enough of what Romans six is saying. For Romans chapter six is not primarily about baptism and nor is it primarily about dying and rising with Christ. Romans chapter six, as you will see if you read the last couple of verses of chapter five, is trying to answer the question: now that we are Christians by grace through faith alone, can we carry on in sin? And Paul says, “No, of course you cannot, because we have as Christians been baptised into Jesus Christ. We’re united with Jesus Christ. We’re part of Jesus’ body and therefore we are holy.” And if we are united with Jesus Christ, we are united with Jesus Christ in his whole experience of life as a man and therefore necessarily, as he died to sin, so must we; as he rose to a new life in God, free from sin, so must we. 

But what baptism pictures is our union with Christ, or more specifically; how we become united with Christ. We are united with Christ by him baptising us with his Spirit. The problem with the baptist understanding is that it is like what the Queen of Sheba said when she finally got to see King Solomon, The half has not been told me. 

You can see this connection with the baptism of the Spirit and water baptism further in the Book of Acts. 

#
For example, in chapter nine, verse seventeen, at the conversion of the Apostle Paul, we read that, Ananias departed and entered the house and after laying his hands on Saul said, Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus who appeared to you on the road by which you were coming has sent me to you so that you may regain your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit. And immediately there fell from his eyes something like scales and he regained his sight and he got up and was baptised. Paul's baptism is connected with his receipt of the Holy Spirit.

#
In chapter 11 is the story of the gospel coming to the Gentiles for the first time in Cornelius, the Roman centurion’s household. When Peter is relating this to the Jews in Jerusalem, he doesn’t say, “And brothers, I saw that these people were saved and therefore that they should declare to the world that they now want to die with Christ to themselves and rise to a new life in Jesus Christ” – which is the way baptists speak about baptism. Peter didn’t say that. What Peter said was, chapter 11, verse 15, And as I began to speak, says Peter, the Holy Spirit fell upon them just as he did upon us at the beginning and I remembered the Word of the Lord and how he used to say, John baptised with water but you will be baptised with the Holy Spirit. Therefore, if God gave to the Gentiles the same gift as he gave to us also, after believing in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could stand in God’s way? And so they were baptised. Again, it is connected with their receipt of the Holy Spirit.

#
You see exactly the same connection in chapter 19, the first six verses, when Paul finds these believers in John the Baptist in Ephesus who hadn’t even heard of the Holy Spirit. Paul tells them about the Holy Spirit and then we read that they were baptised in the name of Jesus and the Holy Spirit came upon them.
Baptism is primarily a picture of receiving the promised Holy Spirit because it is the sacrament of the church which is now the church of the new age of the Spirit. That is part of the whole point and difference of the New Testament age over against the Old Testament and it is the Holy Spirit who unites us with Christ and therefore with all his benefits and life experience. And especially it is the work of the Holy Spirit to apply to our hearts the effect of Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross, which is referred to in Scripture as the washing away of our sins. And for both of those reasons, therefore, baptism also ought to be by sprinkling or pouring and not by immersion. Sprinkling or pouring pictures the Holy Spirit being poured out from on high upon the church at Pentecost. Sprinkling or pouring also pictures the way in which the blood of the sacrifices of the Old Testament, which are fulfilled and only have any true reality in the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, was applied to the people in the Old Testament so that their sins might be washed away. The High Priest would take a little branch of the hyssop shrub and dip it in the blood of the sacrifice and sprinkle it upon the people and they were therefore religiously clean. 

The promise that Peter refers to in his reply to the Jews who cried out for mercy is the promise of the Holy Spirit. Baptism symbolises both the coming down of the Holy Spirit upon the church and the work the Holy Spirit does in each believer in applying the cleansing of Jesus' sacrifice to our hearts. 
The second question I want to ask is, 

2.
Who is this promise of the Spirit for? 

Here I want you to take yourself back to Jerusalem 2000 years ago and picture the scene. For here is the apostle Peter preaching in Jerusalem – perhaps even in the temple but certainly Jerusalem – and he is preaching to Jews, a number of proselytes from the Gentiles but mainly Jews. And he talks about a promise, a promise that was given in the Old Testament and repeated by Jesus in his ministry, a promise of the gift of the Holy Spirit. But more than that, for he has connected repentance and baptism and forgiveness of sins with the promise of the Holy Spirit. He is talking about the whole promise of salvation and he says to these Jews, And the promise is to you and your children. 

Those words are very familiar to every Jew. They are taken right out of Genesis chapter seventeen where God told Abraham that he had made a covenant with him and by that covenant he would make him a great nation, indeed, the father of many nations. Furthermore, God says in Genesis seventeen, I will establish my covenant, Abraham, between me and you and your descendants after you, throughout their generations for an everlasting covenant to be a God to you and to your descendants after you. This was everything that every Jew looked back to; in fact, in quite the wrong way for many of them by the time of the New Testament, in a sort of automatic way which Jesus is constantly speaking against during his ministry – a kind of fleshly, natural reliance on the fact that they were descended from Abraham as if it were not primarily a spiritual matter. Yet God speaks this phrase, you and your descendants after you, five times in Genesis seventeen. He further speaks of the same idea in the phrase, throughout your generations, three times; and then, the same idea is expressed in a different way again – a bit further on than what we read, into verse sixteen and verse nineteen, he says, I will bless Sarah, your wife and I will give you a son by her. Sarah your wife shall bear you a son and you shall call his name Isaac and I will establish my covenant with him for an everlasting covenant, for his descendants after him. 

This is the covenant that constituted the descendants of Abraham the people of God. This is their founding document. They knew these words as every American knows the words, We hold these truths to be self-evident…. Indeed, they knew them far better and they had known them seven times longer than Americans their constitution. They had recited them and lived in and by these words for two thousand years. They knew those words. They were as familiar to them as our words surrounding the Lord’s Supper; This cup of blessing which we bless is a communion of the blood of Christ; take, drink, remember and believe that the blood of Jesus Christ, God’s Son was shed for a full remission of all our sins. Without these words these people listening to Peter simply did not know who they were. Living under the Roman Empire as they then were these words were more precious than their life-blood. They were their hope for the future – any future that ever could be. 

Now Peter is instituting the new covenant – really a renewed covenant. They’d been waiting for that since Jeremiah and Isaiah. And Peter institutes this new covenant with this thoroughly old-covenant language. Now think: if you were standing there as a Jew that day, steeped in all that history, with all this as your life’s breath, as everything that meant anything in the world to you, for which without a thought you would die a thousand deaths, what conclusion would you come to about the meaning of those words? Why, that the promise of the forgiveness of sins and the gift of the Holy Spirit is for us and our children; only, with this wonderful addition: and for all of those who are afar off, as many as the Lord our God shall call to himself  – for Gentiles also. 

But sometimes people want to say, But look, it doesn’t say, ‘to those who are far off and their children also.’ Well come now, think. If the Church is now truly internationalised, with no discrimination on the basis of race allowed anymore, it could hardly be for the Jews in the New Testament church and their children but Gentiles are only individually saved and the promise is not also to their children. Of course Peter means us to understand: and the same for those afar off as well. 

Congregation, there can be no question about this unless you want to read the Bible in that classic baptist way, as if the New Testament dropped down out of heaven as an almost completely new thing in the world with little or no connection with Israel’s history. 

#
But only in this way (that I am describing) can we understand the very covenantal language of the book of Hebrews, for example, which speaks of threats and promises and of the blood of the covenant already being shed for us, even if we tread it underfoot; how can that be? It is so because it is shed for us, and our children, in promise, in covenant. 

#
Only in this way can we make any real sense of 1 Corinthians nine, verse seven where it speaks of the unbelieving husband or wife of a believer as being holy, and the children of one unbelieving parent and one believing parent being holy. How can anybody be holy merely by being born to a believer? Even less, how can an admitted unbeliever be holy merely by being married to a believer? But the unbelieving husband or wife can be called holy because they are married to a believer and therefore they are called to the position of serving one of the children of God in the world as husband or wife. And a child born to an unbeliever can be called holy because he or she is born also to the believing partner. They are holy on account of the fact that they are heirs of the promise of God’s covenant blessings given to that believing partner. 

#
Only in this way can we make sense of the fact that Paul speaks about us Gentiles who once were far away from the covenants of promise and the commonwealth of Israel as now being brought near to the covenants of promise and the commonwealth of Israel (Ephesians chapter three). If Baptists are right, what is Paul, of all people, with his vigorous opposition to any skerrick of continuing Judaism, doing speaking of this brand-new thing in the world in this Old Testament, all most nationalistic, Jewish language? 

Brothers and sisters, if that is not what Peter meant when he said to the Jews, the promise is to you and to your children, he could not have crafted words better designed to confuse his hearers than those words. And yet, as you read the story, there is no hint that anybody was confused. And I think you will see this as we look at the last point. 

3.
Who should receive the sign of the promise? 

In other words, who should be baptised? 

Everybody in this argument agrees that the baptism mentioned in verse 38 is at the very least a sign – it points to a spiritual reality. Roman Catholics believe it’s more than a sign. They believe it actually does something. Lutherans are somewhat in that camp also. But baptists agree with us that it is a sign only and in itself it doesn’t achieve anything. Baptists think it is a sign of what they want to say to God and to the world about their desire to die to the old life and live a new life in Christ. We understand it to be a sign primarily of what God wants to say to us; in particular, “I am your God. You are my child by covenant. Grow up and live to be mine, and thus also,” secondarily, through our union with Christ, “to die to self and live to me.” 

But as for this question: Who should be baptized? Well, with all that historical freight, and Peter reminding them of all that historical freight with those words, for the promise is to you and to your children, whom do you think Peter’s Jewish hearers that day thought should be baptised? Why, the sign should be given to those to whom the promise is given, just as it was with the old covenant – Abraham, as a believer, and his children as those who received the promise of salvation; even as that very day he circumcised Ishmael and when Isaac was born he circumcised him too; and then every little Jewish boy down through history thereafter. 

People of God, if Peter and the apostles had only baptised the adults that day and not their children there would have been an uproar in Jerusalem! Have you ever heard a Jew when he doesn’t understand something or when he disagrees with something? You’ve really got an argument on your hands. And the question would have been asked in Antioch and Pisidia and Lydia and Galatia and Athens and Corinth and Rome and absolutely everywhere else Paul visited on his missionary journeys – and he first of all always went to the synagogue. But you never hear of the question being asked. As it was, people were no longer now to be circumcised – that raised questions everywhere. The food laws, too, became the subject of contention and Paul even had to rebuke his fellow-apostle, Peter, publicly, on one occasion for equivocating on that subject. He also had to write about that sort of thing to the church at Rome and the church at Corinth and the church at Colossae. And about circumcision to the church in Galatia. But in all the New Testament do you ever read a question why the children were no longer to be baptised? No, and the reason can only be because the question was never asked. And the reason the question was never asked can only be because it was never a question – because the children of believers were to be baptised. 

And that, in sum congregation, is the whole doctrine of baptism and we don’t need tradition, we don’t need Louis Berkhof’s Systematic Theology and we don’t need the Church Fathers, because the Bible itself speaks too clearly. 
If we are not to baptise our children Peter would have got the church off on the wrong foot from the very first sermon. If we are not to baptise our children then the new covenant is poorer in what it promises to believers in respect of their family and their children than the old covenant. But neither are the case. In the new covenant God still speaks to us first and he still speaks salvation, and promises salvation, in a special way to our children above others. 

Amen.

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 11th December, 2005
�   See also Mark 1:8-11; Luke 3:16, 21-22; John 1:25-34.





PAGE  
7

