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 "Have You Been Fully Baptized?"

 Acts 19:1-7

Have you been fully baptized? To those of us who have been sprinkled, our first reaction might

be somewhat defensive, YES I HAVE, even if I haven't been dunked. Of course, I had a Baptist

preacher friend tell me, “I don’t care how deeply I immerse some of my members, their wallets

always stay dry!” Evidently not having been touched by Jesus’ gracious spirit of giving. 

But today, I want to talk, first about the forms of baptism, then about something even more

important. The full meaning of baptism. 

There are three different forms of baptism; each has something to commend it. There are

powerful images that come to mind as we think about immersion: the idea of cleansing, of our

sins... the idea of going down and rising up as a new person, in other words, an identification

with the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, and of course, the idea of obedience to Christ,

who himself was baptized by immersion. Of course, his immersion was in a river and most

immersions today are done inside a church, but why quibble? The idea of immersion adds

richness to our concept of baptism.

So too does baptism by pouring, in which a rather significant quantity of water is poured upon
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the head of the one baptized. This form of baptism would lead to the unfortunate reality of a

baby once sweetly sleeping now registering his or her complain at a high decibel level, so I'm

not sure it is used much with infants. . . But the symbolism is rich: the pouring of water is a

symbol for the pouring out of the Holy Spirit. The flowing, living water reminds us that the

Christian life itself is dynamic; it does not stand still, but is led by the holy spirit. 

And, there is power in the use of sprinkling, which is actually a misnomer. The water is not

sprinkled, but rather applied by the touch of the hand. I like that symbolism: we are touched

by God's love; it becomes a part of us. To me, no form of baptism emphasizes  love more than

this so-called sprinkling. It brings to mind the loving touch a mother gives a child; it recalls the

many healings Jesus performed through his touch. 

Now John Wesley, the founder of the Methodist Church reminds us that meaning is always

more important  than form, when he writes, I inquire not, Do you receive the supper of the Lord in

the same posture and manner that I do? Nor whether, in the administration of baptism, you agree with me

in admitting sureties for the baptized, in the manner of administering it; or the age of those to whom it

should be administered. Nay, I ask not of you (as clear as I am in my own mind), whether you allow

baptism and the Lord's supper at all. Let all these things stand by: we will talk of them, if need be, at a

more convenient season, my only question at present is this, "Is thine heart right, as my heart is with thy
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heart?"

In other words, our place in the Kingdom of God is determined neither by the amount of water

with which we are baptized, nor whether we use wafers or bread, Wine or Welch’s at the

Lord’s Supper. 

No the question is, what is the meaning we place on our baptism? 

People in the early church, that church which was formed through the power of the Holy Spirit

at Pentecost, long before any of the New Testament had ever been written, wondered about

baptism, too. There were many competing views of baptism, then, as well. No, they did not

debate its form, from what we can gather, all three forms of baptism were used and accepted

virtually from the beginning, as was the idea of infant baptism. No the question then was, what

does it mean?

This is the situation as Paul comes to Ephesus, then the fourth-largest city in the world. I doubt

there was very much going on, because Paul asked, "Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you

became believers?" Holy Spirit-- holy wind, that power of God that gives shape and power and

promise to the people of God... No, never heard of it. -- Well then, into what were you baptized,
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asked Paul, much perplexed, for to him, baptism and holy spirit were bound together. --John's

baptism, that is John's understanding of baptism.

Which begins with this word, "repentance." Repentance is not just being sorry for something

we have done wrong. Repentance is an awareness, that we have fallen short of God's

expectations for us, and something else, that it is God and God alone who can make us new,

who can cleanse us.  We cannot cleanse ourselves. God must do that for us. 

The old hymn says, "What can wash away my sins... nothing but the blood of Jesus." And

baptism is the sign that we have received this cleansing through Jesus' sacrifice. And, make no

mistake about it, you and I need to accept the meaning of this baptism each and every day of our

lives. 

We need to remember that we are fallible, sinful sort of folk. "Just As I am, without one plea,

but that thy blood was shed for me." This hymn invites us to remember that part  of the

meaning of our baptism is that we can never approach God with a sense of demand or of self-

righteousness, but always with a humble and contrite heart. Baptism is a symbol that we are

indeed sealed to God, forgiven of our sins. 
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But our relationship with God is always something more than repentance. It is always

something more than asking to be forgiven of our sins. The baptism of John does not go far

enough. Paul asked, “Have you been baptized with the baptism of Jesus?” You see, the baptism

of Jesus does not just lead just to repentance; it leads to new life. 

Think about Jesus. At the age of 30, as best we can tell, he came to the Jordan River to be

baptized. We wonder if this is because of the Jewish tradition that Rabbis do not begin to teach

until they are thirty. But in any case, Jesus comes to be baptized, not for repentance, because

he is sinless, but for something more.  

For Jesus, to be baptized is to begin to fulfill the God’s calling, God’s claim, upon our lives.

Jesus did that by wandering in Galilee and Judea teaching and healing. He did that by being

obedient to truth, even death upon a cross. 

As for us, we fulfill our calling, our baptized calling, our having been baptized into the Holy

Spirit, by living our faith, reaching out, at school, at work, in the grocery store, at the gym, and

everywhere else we might be. 
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 At baptism Jesus  receives direction and he receives affirmation: This is my beloved son. He

experiences the power of the Holy Spirit, which comes upon him like a dove. A dove? Yes, in

prophecy the dove is the symbol of God's presence among his people during times of hardship

and crisis. 

And we wonder, was the dove given to give hope to the people: a sign that God was indeed

among them... or a sign to give hope to Jesus, that as he faced struggle and suffering on our

behalf, he would know the presence of God in the midst of it all?

And the folks at Ephesus, when they were baptized into Jesus, suddenly found their lives

different as well. We are told they spoke in unknown tongues and prophesied. In other words,

they received power. They received direction. 

Their lives were no longer the same. As Methodists, we do not object to speaking in tongues,

but neither do we insist. We believe the power of God manifests itself in many different ways

among his people. And, with Paul, we believe that it is in Love that God's power is most richly

experienced. By the way, there were twelve who were so baptized. . . reminding us of the 12

disciples, a new group, a new community of followers has been created. 
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But by being baptized with the baptism of Jesus, into Jesus' life, into Jesus' ministry, these folk

also  found assurance, they too received power, they too found their life going in a new

direction. 

Have you been baptized with the baptism of Jesus? Well, yes... all of us have. The deeper

question is, then: do we live as a baptized believers? Does the ministry of Jesus, the love of

Jesus, the commitment of Jesus burn brightly in our hearts? 

At his baptism, the Spirit descended upon Jesus, so Jesus could begin to accomplish his work.

Do you realize that God has given us the same gift? The same assurance? The same power? 

We too, like Jesus have been called to be sons or daughters and servants. Joined to him through

baptism, we, too are commissioned, not just to be followers, not just to speak about Christ,

not just to do the work of Christ, but we have been empowered to share him, to carry him to

others in the world. 

The ministry of Jesus, begun at baptism, was to save us from our sins, to teach us a new way

of living; our ministry is to take Jesus with us into our workplace, into our neighborhood, into
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our town, into our family. This is our ministry, we who have been baptized with the baptism

of Jesus.

And something more: like Jesus, and like those twelve in Ephesus, we minister, not out of our

own resources or strength, but out of the power of God himself. As we take time to come to

worship, to pray, to share fellowship, we find ourselves centered again on Jesus, renewed and

given new power to do his work, and given the power to be more like him. 

We are God' s people. Upon us rests his claim upon us: the assurance of his love, the

forgiveness of our sins, the promise of eternal life. But so too rests upon us a call: to share that

love of Jesus Christ with a hurt and fractured world. To be baptized with the baptism of Jesus

is to  to know the one who became one with us, so that we might become one with him, so

that, in knowing us, the world might know Jesus. 

Many folks settle for the baptism of John: the forgiveness of our sins. But today we are invited

to a deeper understanding of baptism: the baptism of Jesus, the baptism which calls us to live

a new life, and to share that life with others, that they too might share in the joy, the

abundance, the peace of Jesus Christ, and so that, through the spirit working through us, the

world itself might be transformed. Amen. 
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