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“Baptism Rightly Emphasized”      Text – Acts 2:38-39      Readings – Heidelberg Catechism Lord’s Day 27


Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ.
As we come to this Lords’ Day, we do so as a continuation of the study of this section of the Heidelberg Catechism.  
And this section has to do with the Means of Grace; the ordinary instruments by which God gives grace to His people.  
You will recall that it was introduced in Lord’s Day 25, and that we saw there that the ordinary means of grace are preaching and the sacraments; baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  

Last Sunday, we began our look at the subject of baptism by exploring some of its benefits.  
And those of you present then will remember that baptism contains within it a promise.  
And that promise is put this way by the theologian Francis Turretin:
“When the Pastor says, “I baptize you,” it is the same as if he said: In the name of God I declare that this water, with which I sprinkle you, is a symbol of your admission into the covenant of God and His church; that the Father receives you as a son; the Son as a member of His body and a brother, whom He has redeemed by His blood; and the Holy Spirit as a guest whom He regenerates by His grace and with whom He wishes to dwell for ever.”

Now, there can be no doubt at all that this is a very powerful promise.  And yet it is very much a scriptural promise, because it draws on a number of bible passages.  
	For instance, John the Baptist contrasted his baptism with that of Jesus by saying, “He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.”  

In Acts 22:16, Paul tells us that when Ananias visited him in Damascus, he said, “Get up, be baptized and wash your sins away.”
Paul also said in 1 Corinthians 6, “You were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.”  
And, as we saw last week, Paul said to believers in Titus 3:5, “He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit.”

And so, having discussed this very powerful baptismal promise, the catechism moves on to consider a very important question.  We considered it briefly last time also, but here we are forced to reckon with it in more detail.  
If Christ washes us by His blood and Spirit as surely as we are washed with the water of baptism, is baptism itself to be equated with salvation?  Or, as Q72 asks, “Does this outward washing with water itself wash away sins?”  
And we can see the logic in this question.  It flows on very logically with what has been discussed in LD 26.  

But why does LD 27 also include this question about infants, Q74?  Isn’t that a separate subject?  
Well, what we need to see in order to understand why these questions are put together is that this Lord’s Day is seeking to interact with two wrong understandings of baptism that existed in that day and still exist in ours.  
The first is that of our Roman Catholic friends.  
Their view is that baptism washes away all original sin.  This means then that if an unbaptised child dies, they do not go to hell, but they also do not inherit eternal salvation in God.  These children live in an interim state between heaven and hell.  
And, this view is what is addressed by Q72.

The second erroneous view is that of our Credo-Baptist friends.  
Now, Credo-Baptist means baptism on the basis of creed or confession.  
And we use that term to distinguish that view from that of Paedo-baptism, which means baptism of infants.  
Sometimes, Credo-Baptists are referred to by us as Believer-Baptists, but that name implies that infants can’t be believers, a view which we, of course, deny.  
According to Credo-Baptists though, the baptism of children is meaningless because it is not yet known whether they will become believers.  In their view baptism is only meaningful when a person confesses his faith as an adult and is then baptised afterwards.  
And this is the view that is addressed in Q74.  

And so, we seek today to be reminded about the biblical emphasis that is given to baptism.  To do that, let’s turn to our Scripture reading in Acts 2:22-41, noting particularly the words of vv38-39 (Read).

Now, in connection with vv38-39, and against the background of LD 27, the two things we want to look at today are overemphasizing baptism and underemphasizing baptism.  And as we do this, we hope to discover baptism rightly emphasized.

And so, firstly then, overemphasizing baptism.

Now, the words Peter uses here are, “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.”  

	And so, Roman Catholic teaching would say that this verse shows that forgiveness of sins and the gift of the Holy Spirit are associated with baptism.  
	And let me again illustrate for you this view of baptism using an illustration borrowed from Professor P. J. de Bruyn.  
	He explains the Roman Catholic understanding of baptism as something akin to immunization.  Some of you, perhaps, will remember being immunized.  The nurse sticks that dirty great needle in your arm and presses the plunger.  
	Well, after she has done this, are you able to decide whether or not to be immunized?  No. Of course you aren’t.  If you are injected, you will be immunized.  
	Well, just as the recipient of immunization can’t reject the effects of immunization, so the baptized person can’t reject the effects of baptism.  

Baptism, like every other sacrament in Roman Catholic theology, is an opus operatum, a self-acting power.  
And this means that the effect of the washing away of original sin by baptism grows to such an extent in the person’s life that they will become a believer, whether they want to or not.  This is the Roman Catholic understanding of baptism.

	And so again, we must ask if this is what Peter is saying in Acts 2?  Is the forgiveness of sins and the gift of the Holy Spirit so closely associated with baptism?  
	Well, to an extent, we must agree.  There is no doubt that Peter is making just such a link in these verses.  

But it is exactly the extent of the link that we need to consider, firstly in this verse, and then in others which also address this question.  Is Peter saying here that Baptism, in and of itself, brings the forgiveness of sins and the gift of the Holy Spirit?  Is this link as automatic and inevitable as Roman Catholicism suggests?  
	Brothers and Sisters, there are two words that make it quite clear that Peter is not making the forgiveness of sins an automatic result of baptism.  Can you guess what those two words are?  
	The two words are “Repent and …” You see, Peter does not say, “Be baptized for the forgiveness of sins…”  He says, “Repent and be baptized for the forgiveness of sins.”  
	And the word “repent” is the Greek word metanoia.  It means to “change one's way of life as the result of a complete change of thought and attitude with regard to sin and righteousness.”  
	And so, the primary emphasis in Peter’s words is placed on the repentance.  Change your way of life as the result of a complete change of thought and attitude with regard to sin and righteousness, and then be baptized as a sign that your sins are forgiven.  
	And this “complete change of thought and attitude” that is meant here is nothing else but the work of regeneration or new birth that Jesus speaks of in John 3 when He talks to Nicodemus about being born again..  


	Now, you might be thinking here, “Hold on a sec, Peter says, ‘And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit’ after baptism.  How can you say that the work of the Spirit brings this repentance if Peter says the gift of the Spirit comes after?”  
	But the gift of the Spirit that Peter refers to here is the extraordinary gift of tongues that had occasioned this whole episode.  
	And so, Peter is saying, “Repent and be baptized and then you too will speak in these extraordinary tongues just as you see us do.”  
	He is not saying, “Repent and be baptized and then the Spirit will begin to work in you.”  


	Just think of John 3:16.  
	Did Jesus say, For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son that whoever is baptized will not perish but have eternal life?  No, He said, “Whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life.”  
	Romans 10:14 says, “Faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the Word of Christ,” not through baptism.  


	Another verse that is often referred to as suggesting an automatic link between baptism and salvation is 1 Peter 3:21.  Let’s turn there for a moment.  
	Referring to the flood of Noah’s time, Peter says, “And this water symbolizes baptism that now saves you also.”  

And at a quick glance, this verse seems very much to be linking baptism with salvation; “Baptism now saves you also”!  
However, that is only until you read on to the very next words, “Not the removal of dirt from the body but the pledge of a good conscience toward God.”  
And so, what Peter is saying here is that it is not the outward washing that accomplishes this salvation.  This outward washing is only a “pledge” or a symbol of a good conscience that now looks to God.

	And so, as we return to our text in Acts, we need to end this point by seeing again what it is that brings salvation.  
	It’s not baptism, Brothers and Sisters.  
	Don’t make the Roman Catholic mistake, a mistake that very many Reformed folk have also made in the past and continue to make, of thinking that baptism saves you.  It does not.  

But don’t also make the mistake of thinking that church attendance, not once but twice, will save you.  It does not.  
Don’t make the mistake of thinking that your love for traditional hymnody, or your diligent visiting of the sick, or your work as a Sunday school teacher or catechism teacher or Bible in school teacher or cadet counselor must count for something in terms of your salvation.  It does not.  
	Don’t make the mistake of thinking that good Bible reading and prayer habits help to cleanse you from your sins.  It does not.  
	Only the blood of Jesus Christ and the work of the Holy Spirit within are the things that cleanse you from your sins.  
	When you change your way of life as the result of a complete change of thought and attitude with regard to sin and righteousness, it is because the Spirit of God has brought about this compete change of thought and attitude.  

And this is what your baptism symbolizes.  Baptism does not wash away original sin or secure salvation.  
	Baptism teaches us what the Spirit accomplishes within.  

Baptism pledges to us as a sign the reality of this spiritual washing.

Secondly though, while we need to avoid the error of overemphasizing baptism, we must be equally wary of underemphasizing baptism, our second point.  

Again, let’s note Peter’s words here: “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.”  

And, as I said earlier, our Credo-Baptist friends take this text and others and say that the baptism of children is meaningless because it is not yet known whether they will become believers.  Unlike those gathered there before Peter, infants are unable to confess that they repent and believe, and so they must not be baptized.

	But note that Peter goes on after these words to say, “The promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off -- for all whom the Lord our God will call.”  
	Now, Credo-Baptists will argue that the promise Peter is talking about here is that if you truly repent and confess your sins and be baptized, salvation will be yours and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.  
	But we have already seen that the gift of the Holy Spirit that Peter is talking about has in view the extraordinary gift of tongue-speaking.  

To be able to repent properly means that the Holy Spirit is already at work in your heart.  

	And so, to understand the promise that Peter hear speaks of, we need to consider more of Scripture.
	And these words take us back, firstly, to Gen 3:15, the original gospel promise.  There God said to Adam and Eve that He would send One who would crush the serpent’s head.  The promise of the Messiah is the promise that stands behind all others.  

But then, in Genesis 12, God called Abraham and promised to “bless the peoples of the earth through him,” again pointing to the Lord Jesus Christ.  
And then in Genesis 17, more specifically in terms of the promise, God said to Abraham, I will “be your God and the God of your descendants after you.”  
	And as a sign of this covenant, God commanded Abraham to circumcise Himself, all the males of his household and, most significantly for our study today, all the infant males born from that day on.  
	Now, did this mean that circumcision equaled salvation?  
	No, that is the whole argument of Romans 4.  Abraham had faith before he was circumcised.  His circumcision was a sign of his faith.  
	But what about the infants who were then circumcised, what was God saying to them?  
	Well, His words were, I will “be your God and the God of your descendants after you.”  

Thus God said, as you walk the face of the earth, surrounded by pagans, I will preserve you, I will protect you, I will surround you with my Word, and I will lead you.  I will forgive your sins and give you eternal life.  
	This is what God promised to Abraham and his descendants.  And this is why he gave circumcision as a sign of this covenant.


	Now, at its heart, this covenant is tied to the words of Genesis 3:15 that I mentioned earlier, God’s covenant of grace.  
	It is a sign that points to the obedient work of Jesus Christ on behalf of all that belong to Him.  And the covenant of grace exists in two administrations: that of the OT and that of the NT.  
	Jeremiah 31 says, “The time is coming," declares the LORD, "when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah.  32 It will not be like the covenant I made with their forefathers when I took them by the hand to lead them out of Egypt, because they broke my covenant, though I was a husband to them," declares the LORD.  33 "This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel after that time," declares the LORD.  "I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts.  I will be their God, and they will be my people.”  
	Now, the new covenant is not a different covenant.  
	It is still the covenant of grace but it exists under a different administration.  It exists under a better administration as Hebrews 8 explains.  
	But under the OT administration, the sign of the covenant was circumcision.  
	And the very fact that Peter attaches these words of promise, which are so clearly linked to the promises given to Abraham, reveals that baptism is the sign of the covenant in the NT administration.  
	And just in case there is any doubt about this, consider these words from Isaiah 44.  There God, talking about the coming day of Pentecost, the day we are reading about in Acts 2, says, “I will pour out My Spirit upon your offspring, and my blessing on your descendants.”  


	Brothers and Sisters, I mentioned last week that everything about the new covenant has to do with expansion; not just Israel but all nations, not just male but females also.  
	Does it not follow then that the sign of the covenant would not be narrowed down just to adult believers, but would be expanded also to include adult believers and their wives and their sons and their daughters?  
	In the whole history of the Bible, God has chosen to work with His people not as isolated individuals, but through fathers to their families and through families to tribes and through tribes to the nation.  
	God is a God of covenant.  

And He is the same God yesterday, today, and forever.  

	This is why we may read this portion of Scripture and agree with the catechism when it states that “infants as well as adults are in God’s covenant and are His people.  
	And through their baptism they are distinguished from everyone else out there who walks in wilful unbelief.  This is the biblical emphasis of baptism’s promise.


And yet, having said all of this, it would be remiss of me to fail to mention the biblical emphasis of baptism’s demand.  

In Romans 2:28ff, Paul says to the Jews, “A man is not a Jew if he is only one outwardly, nor is circumcision merely outward and physical.  29 No, a man is a Jew if he is one inwardly; and circumcision is circumcision of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the written code.”  

And so, a person is not a Christian if he is only one outwardly, nor is baptism merely outward and physical.  No, a person is a Christian if they are one inwardly; and baptism is baptism of the heart, by the Spirit.

Your baptism is both an awesome privilege and an awesome responsibility.  
You young people, at school and out on the playing field, and when you are out on the town or with your friends, you need to remember that everything you do you do as one who has been baptized.  
God has said to you, as you walk the face of the earth, surrounded by pagans, I will preserve you, I will protect you, I will surround you with my Word, and I will lead you.  I will forgive your sins and give you eternal life.  And since your earliest days, He has been faithful to this promise.  
But He also says to you, ‘Be holy, even as I am holy.”  He demands your obedience.  And He will not be mocked.  
He will not allow you to continue to walk in immorality, drunkenness, disrespect, disobedience, anger, covetousness, and selfishness without there being consequences.  And so, take hold of your baptism.  Live as a baptized child of God.  Claim His promises.  Pay serious attention to the things of God.  Look to Jesus Christ who is your salvation.

And Brothers and Sisters, the message to you is no different than it is to the young people.  
What are you doing with your baptism?  Are you studying the love of Christ as I spoke of this morning?  Are you looking less and less towards the word and more and more towards Jesus Christ?  Are you becoming more and more useful to the Lord and to His people?  Are you seeking out extra way to serve?  Are you learning, day by day, that Jesus Christ is the author and perfector of your salvation?

Finally then, I must speak also to But permit here to speak to those of you parents who know the agony of having a baptized child who has chosen to walk apart from the Lord.  
Jesus pictured God the Father as one who earnestly waits for the returning prodigal.  These baptism promises are powerful and effective in the lives of His children, as God has demonstrated so often in the past. 
And so pray for your children.  Pray daily and earnestly that the Lord may awaken in them a true knowledge of their baptism.

Congregation, there is danger in overemphasizing baptism and there is danger in underemphasizing baptism.  

True joy and comfort comes when God makes clear to us the biblical emphasis on baptism.  

And so, may God continue to remind us that “the promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off – for all whom the Lord our God will call.”  Amen.




