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“Baptized”

Matthew 13:1-9

January 29, 2006


Today is a very, very special day for the St. Timothy family. Special because today we baptized two of our precious children. Baptism is one of the two sacraments (sacred acts) of the Protestant Church. These sacraments are physical signs of Christ’s real presence among us.

Not every denomination of the Christian faith baptizes infants and children. Some feel that it is critical that the person receiving baptism be able to understand what is happening and has made some previous commitments to God, asking forgiveness for sins and receiving Jesus as Savior and Lord. Baptism is a symbol of something that has already transpired and a symbol of new birth.

Other denominations emphasize that “God’s grace and love reaches out to people before they are able to respond” (C.P. Directory of Worship, P. 98) and so can and does touch our babies. The Protestant Reformation was founded upon the belief that “salvation is by faith and faith alone” and no form of work adds to or causes our salvation. Ephesians 2 says “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith – and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God – not by works, so that on one can boast.” (Eph. 2:8-9) God gives us the faith we have and is quite capable of giving our babies the seeds that will sprout full-blown faith.

Baptism of infants and children is our way of affirming our belief that, because of our faith, God has given our children his Holy Spirit to guide them toward a full-blown faith in Jesus Christ as their Savior and Lord. In Luke 2 we can see evidence of the Jewish belief that God plants this seed of faith by the presentation of the baby Jesus to be circumcised on the 8th day (a physical sign of inclusion in the faith) and his dedication in the temple on the 40th day (a sign of the parents promise to raise him in the faith).

So, to baptize or not baptize children who can’t yet understand the twin concepts of God’s grace and our faith, is generally based on the way we understand free will generated by hearing and understanding God’s Good News. Some believe understanding is critical, others believe it is not.

Regardless of our position, all denominations of the Protestant Faith agree that at some point every person must make their own public profession of faith. (For the boy Jesus it would have been his Bar Mitzvah.) Our children baptized as infants will at some point be expected to take their public stand for Christ. At that time their baptism will change from a prophetic event to an actual event. The way we as parents and the church keep our part of the baptismal covenant will greatly determine how and when that profession of faith occurs.

In the first century church there were two kinds of baptism, John’s baptism of repentance of sin and Jesus’ baptism of commitment. John’s baptism was something a person did when, after hearing John preach about sin, that person was convicted of his sin and desired to be forgiven. John’s baptism was intimately linked with hearing, understanding, and a desire to do a “U” turn in life.

Jesus’ baptism certainly had an element of sin’s forgiveness since recognition of our sinfulness and a desire to change is the first critical step in salvation. But John clearly pointed out that Jesus’ baptism was far beyond water baptism. Jesus’ baptism was “with the Holy Spirit and with fire”. (Luke 3:16) Think of the Holy Spirit as someone coming and fire as something being burned away. Jesus’ baptism is the spiritual act of winnowing out the unwanted sinful part of us and replacing it with the Spirit of God’s presence.

John’s baptism was as temporary as our prayers of confession are temporary. They are good for the moment but we are certainly going to sin again. Jesus’ baptism is permanent, once and forever. We will sin again of course, but our names are written in the blood of Jesus in the Lamb’s Book of Life in Heaven and cannot be erased, not even by our own efforts.

Regardless of your own personal theology of baptism there is one good reason to baptize our children and it is hinted at in The Parable of the Sower found in Matthew 13. Jesus talks about the different kinds of ground that the seed of the Good News can fall upon. The only soil that the seed fell upon that produced a rich bounty was the “good soil”. If good soil is to be understood as a receptive heart and a mind disposed to receive the Good News then I would say that good soil doesn’t just happen - it is carefully cultivated to receive the seed of the Good News.

Very often you will hear people refer to infant baptism as “Christening”. That is a perfectly good word to describe infant baptism. It is an Old English word that simply means “to bring to Christ”. That is exactly what we are doing isn’t it! We are bringing our children to Jesus, and we are doing it for several very good reasons: We want God’s blessing on our children, we want to make a commitment on their behalf and we intend that they follow us in our faith. Three strong biblical reasons.

In Mark 10 we are told that moms and dads brought their children to Jesus for him to bless them and that he was tickled to have them. In fact Jesus said that if we expect to get to heaven we must have the kind of childlike faith they have. Simple, no doubts, just “Jesus loves me this I know for the Bible tells me so”.

In Luke 2 we are told that Joseph and Mary brought the baby Jesus to be circumcised and dedicated him to God. Every Jewish parent then and now understands that this act of circumcision and dedication is a covenant with God that parents will do their best to raise their children with good Biblical standards and in the body of believers. The church covenants with the parents and God to do it’s best to help them.

Christian baptism of infants and children is our commitment as parents and church family to do everything in our power, with God’s considerable help, to make sure the soil of these children’s lives is well prepared for the Good News. The Christian sacrament of children’s baptism is one of those rites of passage that has ancient links to Jewish ceremonies that may go back more than 4000 years. 

At baptism the infant becomes what we call a “child of the promise or covenant”, which means that the parents (and the church) make a promise to God to raise the child immersed in the faith in the community of the church.

Covenants with God are always not less than a two-way agreements, we promise, God promises. Infant baptism is a three-way agreement. In the covenant of baptism we promise to do our best to faithfully raise our child in the Christian tradition, the church promises to help us, and God promises the help of the Holy Spirit in the process.

Let there be no mistake though, infant baptism does not save the child, nor is eternal life guaranteed by infant baptism. That will come later when the child reaches an age of understanding (which can vary with children) and makes his or her own profession of faith and commitment to Jesus Christ as Lord. As Cumberland Presbyterians we also believe that in that interim between birth and basic understanding of the faith, the Lord will protect and cherish our children, and will save them should they die before they can understand the gift of salvation and the lordship of Jesus.

It is important that we all understand that baptism does not save to eternal life. No baptism, child or otherwise, has power to save. Salvation is by faith through hearing and believing. Baptism of our children is the act of making a covenant or mutual promise with God. All too often parents will come to have their children baptized, and come with the superstitious notion that the act of baptism somehow takes care of eternal life for that child, and their parental job of spiritual nurture is finished. It does not, in fact infant baptism is the beginning of the job of parental spiritual nurture and never stops, never has an end until you go home to be with your Lord.

All of you here, who have had your children baptized, you have made a promise to God to raise your child in the faith. That means that you will read the Bible to them and teach them to read it. That means that you will pray with them and teach them to pray. And it means that you will take them to worship God every Sabbath day so that they see in you the importance of worship. You will do this all to the best of your ability. The church will help you through it’s programs and fellowship.

In return God promises you, that if you do these things, your child will one day embrace the Christian faith for their own and receive salvation and eternal life, and the blessing of having the Holy Spirit guiding them. Break your promise to God and you place your child’s eternal life in peril. That is how serious this moment is.

But that shouldn’t happen! God never breaks his word to us. Proverbs 22:6 promises “Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not turn from it.” Sometimes we wander from our faith, sometimes we turn aside and get temporarily lost in the weeds, but when the seed of faith has been planted in good ground it will produce a heavenly bounty. The soil of our children’s lives is our job as parents and church. The best job any human being can have. Amen.

