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Yesterday at the fete, I was wearing white jeans – silly idea.  By the time I got home, they were smeared and splotched and had to go straight in the wash. Sooner or later, no matter how much care we take to keep something clean, everything gets dirty.
In the Old Testament, God provided a set of standards called the Law, to instruct the Jewish people on how to recognise the dirt or uncleanness in their lives – both physically and spiritually - as well as giving them procedures for ceremonial cleansing. The cleansings were for everything from mildew on walls to purification after child birth, to acceptance of a healed "leper" back into the community. These ritual cleansings were a very important part of Jewish life.

In the years between the Old Testament and the New Testament, there was a long period of the spiritual doldrums.  God was strangely silent. Then around the year AD 26 a fiery new prophet showed up in Israel.  His name was John.

And John had a fire in his belly! He recognised that the Jews had lost the plot when it came to serving their God.  They’d got so caught up in all the nit picking little laws and ceremonies in their lives, that they’d lost the spirit of the law – which was the call to serve God with their whole heart, to live upright and blameless lives, and to have compassion on the poor.  

John preached that they needed to mend their ways!  They needed to repent – which meant to turn away from everything that was wrong in their lives - and turn back to God! 

Through John’s preaching, the people began to recognise that they had offended God.  They were really sorry for the way they had been living, and they wanted a fresh start with him. 
John told them to be baptized – to undergo a ceremonial cleansing! So they came in their droves and as they asked God’s forgiveness for the way they were living and declared their intention to serve him with their whole hearts, John baptised them in the Jordan River.

After Jesus was crucified and raised from the dead, and before he was taken back into heaven, the very last command he gave his disciples was this: “Go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.”
That is how the practice of baptism began in the Christian Church.
There are several stories of baptism in the New Testament.  
A fairly dramatic story concerned a man called Saul.  He was a high ranking Jew, who had become so offended by the Jews who had become Christians, that he got an authority to hunt them down and imprison them. He was on his way to a town called Damascus when he was knocked from his horse by a blinding light and a voice from heaven.  “Saul, why are you persecuting me,?” thundered the voice “Who are you, Lord,” whispered the terrified Saul.  “It is Jesus whom you are persecuting!” came the reply.
Needless to say, Saul was soundly converted.  He was led into Damascus, where God sent someone to heal him of his blindness.  The very next thing that happened was that Saul was baptised.  Saul was transformed from a persecutor of Christians to the greatest apostle of the early church! 

When my mother was 69, she became a quadriplegic after a fall. About a year later, she said to me that she didn’t know how much longer she had left, and that I could baptise her if I wanted to.  She admitted she wasn’t a Christian at this point, though we’d had many discussions about Christianity over the years. 

Given what she believed at the time, I wasn’t altogether sure what her motivation was. Whether it was something she thought she was doing for me, or whether she was speaking out her own superstition that if hell were true, baptism might keep her out of it – I’m not actually sure!  But we began to have some great conversations about it. One thing she came to understand was that unless baptism for her was a symbol of something that had happened on the inside, there was absolutely no value in it.  She would just be getting wet!

Some months later, my mum decided to give her life to Jesus, and she was baptised from her bed. It was deeply moving experience both for her and for me!
Baptism is what we call a sacrament. A sacrament is an outward, physical sign of an inward, spiritual grace. Unless there is something happening on the inside, baptism becomes no different from being wet by a lawn sprinkler, going for a swim or having a bath.
Baptism signifies three things that happen on the inside:

The first is that it is always a sign of someone recognising that they have been living their life apart from God. It is a sign of the cleansing that takes place when they decided to change their ways and follow Jesus with their whole heart. 
The second thing that baptism signifies is our union with Jesus in his death and resurrection. It’s like Jesus’ death becomes ours – meaning the death penalty for our sin is paid and so we are no longer separated from God. And Jesus’ life becomes our life – his immortality becomes ours! Though our bodies will die, Jesus promises that those who are joined to him will live forever.  That’s pretty awesome, isn’t it?

The third thing is that baptism signifies is our initiation into a new family – God’s family, which we call the Church. Once a person has been baptised, they are not only reconnected with God, they became part of a vibrant, like minded family, committed to loving God, loving each other and serving the world together  in Jesus’ name.
I often say to people that in one sense, a baptism is like a wedding. In wedding vows, we join ourselves to another person, and we promise to commit our lives to each other. We also inherit our partner’s family and they ours. Making those vows means living together and sharing our lives. It would be ludicrous for two people to have the wedding ceremony, make the promises, and then say to each other “that was such fun” – see you round sometime – and then go their separate ways.  
Neither can we make the promises in baptism to commit our life to Christ, and be part of his church, without following through and living out those promises.  
In a moment, baby Imogen’s parents and godparents will make some solemn promises.  They will promise to answer on their Imogen’s behalf, and they will promise to encourage her by their prayers and their example, to be active members of their church. 
They will also make promises of faith.  Today is a time of decision and a time of transformation. Like those who listened to the message of John the Baptist, and like the apostle Paul who was knocked off his horse by an encounter with Jesus – Imogen’s family will promise to turn to Christ.  They will promise to turn away from everything in their lives that they know to be wrong and to live for him.

Most of us in this congregation will have had those promises made on our behalf as infants.  Some of us will have reaffirmed them at confirmation. Regardless of when those promises were first for us made for us, we all have to make them our own, and there will be many times when we will need to renew them. Today, as Imogen is baptised, it is an opportunity for each one of us to quietly reaffirm our own baptismal promises, and commit ourselves afresh to Jesus this day. 

For all who will commit themselves, or recommit themselves to Jesus todays, know that he will receive you, fill you with his Holy Spirit, and journey with you as you live for him. 

In a few moments, we will be celebrating the Holy Communion together.  Regardless of your background or denomination, if you have made or renewed these promised today, then you are welcome at the Lord’s Table.  Children are also welcome too, with their parents consent.

Let’s pray…

