 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1
We have been examining the content of the first Christian sermon.  Last week we considered the central claims of the Gospel which concern Jesus of Nazareth, along with some of the implications of those claims.  In verse 37 we have the first recorded response of unbelievers to the preaching of the Gospel.  It came in the form of a question What shall we do? 

The most important thing in life is knowing what the questions are.  This is particularly important given that we live at a time when there are many perplexing issues that confront us.  I am here to address what I believe to be the most fundamental question we confront as human beings.  


We are stuck in the middle of history with an indictment of sin hanging over our heads, and no defense strategy to get us out of trouble.  I hate to tell you, but you can’t feel your way out of this.  You are going to have to do something novel for our culture.  You are going to have to think about this question.  


With all the talk of miracles and speaking in tongues what the Gospel does in this text is address the mind.  There are folks who seem to believe that thinking is bad for you.  They even try to stop people thinking, which is the worst thing you could do.  Indeed, what Peter does in this text is call his audience to the task of thinking.  


Notice how he does it.  He lays out the claims made concerning the Lord Jesus Christ, and then indicts his audience with the consequences of their failure to think.  They had abandoned all reason.  They had laid aside all logic and had handed over the one God had used to give life to the dead to be crucified.  Let all Israel be assured of this, he thundered, God has made the one you crucified Lord and Christ.  That was what provoked this question, Brothers, what shall we do?  


The sermon had fulfilled its objective.  It had made these people think.  Luke says in verse 37 that Peter’s preaching had cut them to the heart.  For the Hebrew the heart was the center of thought as well as affection.  The essence of our brokenness is a divided heart where there is a disruption between feeling and thinking.  The Gospel seeks to bring together what sin prizes apart.  As a man thinks, so is he.  There are two sources of evil in our world.  People either stop thinking or are unable to feel.  Both lead to death and destruction.  What Peter does in verse 38 is bring together both thinking and feeling in the word repent!  


Why should this be the first thing out of his mouth?  Why not something a little more positive?  Why not simply ask the people to accept the validity of his claims and believe the Gospel he had preached.  To some degree their question showed that they had reached some measure of believing faith.  Why not affirm them for the distance they had already traveled in their minds?


It is often the case that when we hear repent and repentance some of us think of fiery, fundamentalist preachers raging on about going to the movies and shopping on Sundays, and describing people burning in hell as though they relished the idea.  None of that kind of thing has anything to do with repentance.  This is not to say that there isn’t a negative side to repentance. There is.  In fact, it begins with sorrow–sorrow for sin.


We must tread carefully here for this is something that can be counterfeited, and, sometimes the counterfeit is difficult to recognize.  The sorrow that comes as a part of repentance is not a sorrow for getting caught, or a sorrow for the consequences of sin.  I would not want to be heard suggesting that we should not be sorrowful over the terrible consequences we face for our participation in a community marked and spoiled by a sinful and fallen nature. But that is not the essence of repentance, indeed, centering on the consequences of sin as the primary focus of repentance often leads to unresolved guilt and even greater bondage than was experienced before the sorrowing began.


True, authentic repentance is sorrow over the effect sin has on God.  It’s like when a man has an affair, and his wife finds out.  When he insists he’s sorry for what he did, what does he mean? Is he sorry because getting caught has affected his marriage so that their sex life is ruined. Is he sorry for the pain and the anguish it has brought him.  Or, is he sorry because of the devastating impact his behavior has had on his wife, and what her sleepless nights, and broken heart, and unconsolable weeping says about the truly horrid nature of those acts themselves.  This is why Luke says they were cut to the heart.  It was with grief.  This is where our response to the Gospel must begin if it is to be a truly authentic and freeing one.


The Bible has a lot to say about this.  For example, it makes a distinction between a godly sorrow that leads to life, and a worldly sorrow that leads to death.  The difference is this:  Repentance involves a shift in thinking about life at both a macro and micro level.  We must return to what we said earlier about the importance of engaging the mind.  You repent by changing your mind.  The Greek word means to turn in a different direction.  You think differently about sin.  You come to see it as not only a list of actions and thoughts.  You come to see it as rebellion against God, which leads to alienation from God.  



This is not just a problem for criminals and drug addicts.  We can live our lives going to church, and giving to various charities and causes, and get enough religion to immunize us from the real thing.  Modern religion puts man at the center.  It’s all about what we feel and think.  God has to modify his demands to fit our thinking in the context of our times.  That is insulting to the God who cannot even look upon sin.  


One of the reasons we should all repent is that while we may not have committed any gross sin we are guilty of the kind of thinking that puts ourselves at the center of everything.  And, indeed, we all need to repent because every last one of us is guilty of the very crime Peter indicted these men for.  They had thrust aside as nothing the very Son of God.  What a terrible thing!  They had spurned the greatest act of grace in the history of the human family.  God’s only begotten Son had been rejected and betrayed.  And, as I indicated last week, this isn’t a crime of which the Jews are guilty.  This is something of which we are all guilty.  If Jesus is not at the center of your universe then you are guilty of what Peter indicted these people for. 


That is what we come to see when we are brought to repentance.  We come to see that there is no way to be righteous in God’s sight.  It is imperative we come to see our situation as hopeless.  How can we ever make amends for what we have done.  We might return money we stole, or correct a lie that we told. Such things are important, but they are not the central problem.  The central problem is God?  True repentance brings us to the point where we begin to view God and the Lord Jesus Christ in a way that affects our attitude toward all of life.  You will get no-where in the kingdom of God until you arrive at that point. 


Peter turns to the next thing they must do.  They had asked what they should do(we are still in verse 38), be baptized for the forgiveness of your sins.  As I’m sure you will appreciate, I cannot give the subject of Baptism the attention it deserves.  What I want to emphasize is that it is not presented as an option one can take or leave.  It’s linked with repentance as a critical component in becoming a Christian.  We can put it this way, there are two actions required here, one is inward, the other outward.  Indeed, true evangelical repentance is attested to by baptism.  


One of the difficulties we must address here is why Peter insists that baptism be done in the name of Jesus Christ.  There are cults who insist people be rebaptized if they were baptized in the name of the triune God, and they appeal to this verse.  Well, this is an example of where the Greek text is important, because there are two words which can both be rendered in by English translators, but which mean very different things in the Greek.  The one is the word eis.  It means into, and a great example where it is used in connection with baptism is Matthew 28.  The disciples are to baptize men and women into the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  In this case, Luke uses the word epi, which means upon.  It indicates a number of things.  


First of all, Christian Baptism is done on the basis of, or on the authority of Jesus Christ.  What he was saying was this, you need to think carefully not only about your sins, which need to be forgiven and cleansed, you need also to think about who Jesus is.  This is of tremendous importance.  There are certain traditions where you arrive at a certain age, and you are told it’s time to get baptized.  Presbyterians will bring their children for baptism simply because it’s the thing to do.  Do we ever stop to think about what Baptism is?  


My friends, there are places in the world where it is a sentence of death.  It is an acknowledgment of the supreme authority of Jesus Christ over all of life.  It means you subscribe to his doctrine; promise to engage in his service; and, rely entirely on his finished work to bring you to the Father.    


There are glorious blessings promised in the Gospel.  We will look at them in a moment.  What Peter is saying is that they all come to us on the authority of the name of Jesus Christ and his finished work.  That is what it means to be baptized upon the name of Jesus.  He is the one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit and fire.  Do you believe His claims?  Do you acknowledge him as God in flesh, and the only Savior of the world?  Do you know Him as the way to the Father, and as the source of eternal life?  


So Peter says, Repent and be baptized for the forgiveness of your sins.  Thank God that repentance is not the only word here.  Thank God for the word forgiveness.  If repentance stood alone we would only have sorrow, even if a godly sorrow.  We also need the assurance that our sins are forgiven, or sent away, which is what the word actually means.  

My sin, oh the bliss of this glorious thought; 

my sin, not in part but the whole, 

was nailed to the cross, and I bear it no more, 

praise the Lord, praise the Lord oh my soul. 

Be baptized for the forgiveness of your sins.


Now, we must be careful here too.  Some people have misunderstood Peter here thinking that baptism actually washed away sins, or else that it actually united their infant seed with Christ in his death and resurrection.  There are churches that teach that one is not saved if one is not baptized, and that it is baptism itself that accomplishes these blessings.  That is wrong.  I know that there are places where the Bible appears to imply that baptism is the means by which sins are forgiven.  Peter may seem to be implying that here, which is why we need to stop a moment and remind ourselves what sacraments are.


They are not magic.  That’s the first principle we must begin with whenever we think of Baptism or Communion.  Nothing happens to the bread and wine in the Eucharist.  There’s nothing special about the water in Baptism, even if you get it from the river Jordan!  What sacraments do is link us to promises.  In communion we don’t eat real flesh or drink real blood.  What the Holy Spirit does is link us to the events of the cross, so that we are able to feed spiritually on the body and blood of Christ which are represented in the elements we eat and drink. Baptism also links us to the cross, and the resurrection.  


We must also be clear about the truth that faith is required or the sacraments are meaningless.  Faith must appropriate what is offered in the sign.  Here again is the significance of the words upon the name of Jesus Christ.  It is as we reach out in faith and believe what the Gospel proclaims about Jesus that the blessings of Baptism are applied to our lives.  


Those blessings include the sunum bonum, the gift of the Holy Spirit.  Not only are our sins sent away, the Holy Spirit comes to indwell us.  This promise includes every aspect of his work.  It includes his work in regeneration or the new birth.  It includes his many gifts and graces.  It includes those times in our lives, and in the life of the Church, when his influences and graces rise to a great height.  The promise includes revival.  


One of the great examples of grace in the New Testament was when Peter looked at the crowd in Jerusalem, many of whom were a part of the terrible conspiracy to destroy the Lord Jesus Christ, and cried out in triumph, verse 39, The promise is for you.  We need to put the amazing back into grace.  What happened on this day was that God answered the prayer Jesus prayed on the cross when he said, Father forgive them, they know not what they do.


The promise extended to their children, verse 39.  Did you know that the few times the Bible records anyone being baptized, it is something that happens to households, which is a Jewish category relating to the covenant and the old testament sacrament of circumcision.  We baptize our infant seed because these promises are made to them too.  As they grow to believe in what baptism sealed up to them–as they add faith to the sign--then the blessings of the sign are released into their lives. 


These blessings belong to all who the Lord our God shall call.  He called these Jewish believers on the dawning of the new covenant.  They came with their children.  He also called those who were far away.  That’s a reference to those of us who are Gentiles.  There’s a wonderful image in Isaiah chapter 5.  The prophet speaks of God whistling to the nations, calling them to Himself.  What a marvelous thing, to be co-heirs with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob, and with all the Church in all the ages.


We are told in verse 40 that Peter went on warning this people to flee from the corruption of their generation.  That urging comes to us also.  The question amounts to this, has Jesus Christ become the great turning-point of your life?  Has the Gospel brought you to the place where you have thought seriously upon these things.  Have you thought of your need of forgiveness?  Have you thought of what it means to be indwelt by the Spirit of the living God.  Are these things of such great importance to you that your greatest interest is not any earthly or cultural aspect of life, but this vital, life-giving relationship with God in Jesus Christ.  My friends, can you sing from your hearts the words of Charles Wesley

Oh for a thousand tongues to sing 

my great Redeemer’s praise. 

I pray it will be so.  


The greatest joy of ministry is when you see this massive shift take place in people’s lives. Its like a light comes on.  Suddenly they realize that God is real and that He is someone to love, and dread offending Him.  They come to see the degree to which their sin or indifference about sin has offended and injured him, even sending his Son to the cross.  They grieve for sin.  If it were located in an arm they would cut it off.  Then they see what God did in Christ when he joined their sin to Jesus so that he bore it away.  Faith becomes a connecting point with the eternal life of God.  I have seen this change an entire family, so much so that a mother who was bent over with worry and care stood upright beaming with joy unspeakable and full of glory.  Wesley got it right when he cried out

Hear him, ye deaf; his praise ye dumb, 

your loosened tongues employ; 

ye blind behold your Savior come; 

and leap, ye lame, for joy.

