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Well, it's great to be with all of you as we make our way into summer. Last week we started this little 
two week mini-series looking at the story of our sacraments. We began last week with this table. We 
talked about how you can tell a lot about a person's heart by who they make a place for at their table. 
We talked about how we want to be a church, we want to be a community that does everything we can. 
We pray every prayer that we can pray so that every person we know would know that there's a place 
for them at God's table. 

We're longing to be that kind of church. VBS is really just an extension of that for the next generation. So 
we come this weekend to the second of our sacraments of baptism. Just getting ready for this, thinking a 
lot about my experience with baptism and even the practice of baptism. I was looking back to when I 
started out in ministry. Before Ali and I had kids, I had probably done somewhere around a hundred 
baptisms. It's one of the great sort of privileges and joys of being a pastor. 

Then I started thinking, though, about how little I really knew about babies and even how to hold babies 
in those hundred baptisms. I was thinking about other people that I've worked with and even here on 
staff at Highland Park. Nelson Bell, if you've ever watched him do a baptism, he's just got this. I don't 
know, his way of comforting the children and it's tender and it's perfect and he always knows how to 
calm them down. And then, of course, there's the great Jay Lee. If you've ever watched Jay Lee do a 
baptism, oftentimes he'll take a child and he'll hold the child up like Simba in Lion King. It's just so cool. I 
don't, I just don't have, I can't do that. Then he tosses the water with such perfect form and it's just for 
all to see. I want to be Jay Lee when it comes to baptism. 

And then there's me. The one who one time after a baptism, a grandparent came up to me and said, 
"You held my grandson like a trout." And I was like, "I don't even know how to hold it. Is that a 
compliment? Thank you?" So, we're talking about baptism. 

Just to recap. A sacrament is a visible sign of an invisible reality. A visible sign, water, of something that 
is true and real. An invisible reality that Jesus is washing us clean and claiming us as his own. Baptism is 
so important that Jesus himself was baptized. And then he said with his final words in the gospel of 
Matthew, he said to his followers,  

"Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy 
Spirit, teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you." 

 So let's talk about baptism. 

The way I'd like to do this, I sort of tried this last week, is just to go through some questions that tend to 
come up. Some of these are actual questions that you have asked me over the last few years when it 



comes to baptism. We're going to start with a softball. Kind of the overview question. What meaning, 
what power does baptism have for us adults? We'll start with that. 

Baptism is a public expression of someone who has put their trust in Jesus. One who said, "I want to be a 
follower of Jesus." And that word “public” is key. A real important part of baptism is that while it's very 
personal, it is never private. It's a public celebration. It's going public with what God has done in your 
life. That's why we celebrate baptism together in a space like this, as a church family for all to see. It's 
not a little private ceremony, because this is a whole family deal. When someone makes the decision to 
be baptized and says this is what God has done in my life, they're saying, "I need you to help me 
continue to grow in my relationship with Jesus. I can't do this without you." 

When parents stand up here and sometimes they're anxious and nervous and there's all this emotion, 
what we're saying with the baptism of a child is it takes a whole family. It takes the entire church 
believing in and coming alongside these parents and these children so that they would come to know 
and follow Christ. This is a big deal for us as a community. 

Here's what Dietrich Bonhoeffer once wrote about baptism in his classic book Discipleship. Here's what 
he says, and this is pretty strong. "With regard to infant baptism," and we're going to get to that topic in 
just a little bit, "the sacrament should be administered only where it is certain that the act of salvation 
already accomplished once and for all will be remembered repeatedly in faith. And that can only be the 
case in a living church community. Infant baptism, or any baptism for that matter, without the church is 
not only an abuse of the sacrament, it also betrays a reprehensible thoughtlessness in dealing with the 
children's spiritual welfare." 

That's pretty strong. Baptism is about going public, because we need the whole family of God. This is not 
a private, individualistic Western mentality. It's just me and God or it's my spirituality and God. No. 
We're all in this together. Baptism reminds us of that. 

So the water, among other things, is this visible sign of what is real. But maybe we can't see, of the 
cleansing and being forgiven by God. You go into the water and you come back out of it washed clean. 
Not because of anything you ever did or anything you've earned, but because Jesus did everything for 
you. He died for you. He gave his life for you. And he was raised from the dead to show you that his 
power is available to you now. 

Even going down into the water is like a picture of death. Coming out of the water, it's resurrection, a 
new life. Which, by the way, is a picture of salvation going all the way back to this great and central 
event that we have in the Old Testament, that as a church we've been looking at for the last few 
months. The Exodus. God rescues his people. How does he do it? He makes a way through the waters. 
He leads them, he saves them through the waters. And when God does that, it changes everything. 
Baptism is an expression of the fact that in Jesus you become a new you. God has claimed you. 

There's a story about Martin Luther. If you're familiar with that name, he was a pretty anxious leader. If 
you remember his life, he had quite a few stressful moments. But in situations where he was stressed or 
overwhelmed, in moments where these days’ people may reach for a bottle of pills or a bottle of booze, 
Luther would reach up and he would make the sign of the cross and he would say, "Baptist mode sum." I 
am baptized. My God is a jealous God and he will not give up on what is his. Baptist mode sum. 



Now I don't know about you, but when I'm overwhelmed, and this has been kind of an overwhelming 
week for me. I'll be honest. The first thing that comes to mind is not I am baptized. Right? Which is also 
interesting because Luther, if you know his story, he was baptized as a baby, which means he can't even 
remember his baptism. And yet it was this source of strength and encouragement and comfort his 
whole life. 

So let's just jump right into this with probably the biggest question for a lot of people. Is it biblical to 
baptize babies? Is it scriptural to baptize babies? And you need to know that thoughtful and committed 
Christians have disagreed about this for centuries. I love that even in this church with all our new 
members, new people from different backgrounds and church traditions and denominations that are 
gathered under one roof. And so we're learning what it means to live under the authority of this book 
and of the Scriptures together. We've got all kinds of Christians represented here. 

When I was in seminary, we would talk about how cool it would be some day when we're in heaven. We 
would just look forward to the day when we could get past all the differences that we have, and we'd all 
be in heaven, and we'd all be united. And believers of every tradition, Lutherans would be there, 
represented of course by Martin Luther. Methodists would be there and they'd be represented by John 
Wesley. Catholics would be there, represented by the Pope. Even some Presbyterians would be there, 
represented by Jesus, and it would be this great day, right? And we'd just get past all of our differences. 
There are churches who love Jesus and who follow Jesus with abandon and are committed to the 
Scriptures who disagree on infant baptism. Just to quote this theologian, Scott McKnight, who's written 
a book about infant baptism. He says, "Let's not throw the baby out with the baptismal waters here." 

I've had my own journey of trying to make sense of this biblically. I have close friends that I love and look 
up to who have a view that is different on this. But I have come to embrace infant baptism as a view that 
is most consistent with the whole of the Bible. Which, by the way, has been the historic practice of the 
overwhelming majority of Christians throughout the world for 2000 years. 

But one of the concerns that I hear, and I think it's at least worth listening to, is that infant baptism can 
almost be like inoculating a child with just enough of the gospel, just enough of an experience of church 
to make them think that they don't really need to make a decision to be fully surrendered to God. And 
there's that concern. Like they don't need to make it personal, and that decision of faith for themselves, 
which by the way is why the family of God is so essential. We're going to come back to that in just a 
moment. 

So, here's our understanding as a church, that when you take the whole of Scripture seriously, there is a 
strong biblical case to be made for infant baptism. The baptism of babies. Starting in the Book of Acts, 
on the day of Pentecost no less, when Peter gave the first sermon of the early church. Right afterwards 
we're told people who heard this, they were cut to the heart. They said, "What shall we do now?" And 
Peter replied, "Repent, 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 then Peter adds this, "The 
promise, this promise, is for you and your households." 

Well then what? Was infant baptism actually practiced as we watch the growth of the early church? 
Apparently so. And we'll look at one of these later in the Book of Acts in Chapter 16. There's this account 
of the Philippian jailer, Paul and Silas. If you know the story, they have been thrown into prison. But then 
in the middle of the night there's an earthquake and the doors to the prison open. And thinking that 



they've escaped, the Philippian jailer is about to kill himself because if a Roman guard lost any prisoners, 
they'd be tortured to death. But then Paul cries out and says, "Don't harm yourself. We're still here." 

And then we're told that at that hour of the night, at that very hour, the jailer took them and washed 
their wounds and then immediately he and all his household were baptized. All his household. And we 
find that phrase sort of showing up here and there in the rest of the New Testament. A person who was 
baptized would be baptized with all their household with them. Okay, this is a little bit difficult for us in 
our individualistic American perspective and worldview. That when the head of a household, when a 
parent, made this decision to follow Jesus, it was a whole family decision. They and their entire family 
and the children and even their household servants. 

Again, there's some traditions that say baptism should be a sign of faith. That it's reserved for the 
moment when a person who can make this decision decides to put their faith in Jesus. In our tradition, 
baptism is a sign of grace. John Calvin says that baptism is a sign and seal of the grace of God. Before any 
of us in this room this morning ever did anything for Jesus, he did everything for us in grace. That's why 
one of my favorite writers of all time, Frederick Buechner, when asked about infant baptism, he wrote 
this book. I think it's called “The Alphabet of Grace.” One of the questions that he responds to is 
shouldn't we wait until a child or a young person is old enough to know what they're doing when they 
make that decision? And here's what he writes. He says, "When it comes to the transforming grace of 
God, one wonders if the six-week-old screecher knows all that much less than the Archbishop of 
Canterbury about what's going on." Who can begin to fathom the unending grace and favor and love 
and affection and forgiveness that the Father has for us? A whole lifetime to understand just a glimpse 
of that. 

So then, one might argue, if we baptize children, are we making them Christians without their 
knowledge or consent? And the answer is no. They'll be free to make that decision someday for 
themselves. I've a friend who says what makes a Christian is H2O plus faith. 

Another sort of related question, is baptism a guarantee of getting into heaven when I die? And again 
the answer here is no. God offers his forgiveness as a free gift of grace. We receive it by trust and 
baptism is this expression of that trust. I want to try to say this carefully. If you've been counting on the 
fact that you were baptized as a ticket into heaven because somebody sprinkled water over your head 
when you were a baby, then you've misunderstood what baptism is all about. Baptism is not this ticket 
into heaven or a transactional deal that somehow separated from what's going on in your heart. It's an 
expression of trust, but you have to make that decision to trust in Jesus yourself. And this affects the 
way that we approach infant baptism as a church. 

I sort of picked this up. I was influenced by my first pastor, Vic Pencier . Every once in a while we'll get a 
call here at the church from an anxious new parent. They've just had a child and they'll say something 
like, "I've just had ... we just had a baby and we've been coming to your church for a few weeks and our 
baby's four months old. They've not been baptized yet." You can almost hear this concern in their voice 
that if we don't get this done, and something were to happen to their baby, and the baby dies before 
the child is baptized, then we've got cause for concern for that child's eternal destiny. And so we've got 
to get this done so we can be assured. We've got to get this taken care of. Almost like it's a vaccine for 
smallpox or something. It's one less thing for us to have to worry about. 

That is not why we baptize babies at Highland Park Presbyterian Church. This is not fire insurance. In the 
tragic event of a child's dying, we trust our heavenly Father to take that child, his child, into his arms. So 



when we baptize babies, we aren't thinking we just got to get this over with so that we don't have to 
worry about this anymore. In fact, it's like the total opposite. We're signing on to a responsibility, an 
unthinkable responsibility, and we're looking to the future. We're setting before us a day that we will 
pray for and work toward as a community. Maybe 12, 13 years later, when those children, they may 
stand in the same Sanctuary, on these same steps, and they will say that I confirm the intentions of my 
parents declared on the day of my baptism and I want to be a disciple of Jesus Christ. 

Confirmation is the completion of infant baptism. Between now and then we fulfill our promise to teach 
the children the good news of the gospel. If you've been a part of this church for a while, you know that 
with every infant baptism, there's an elder who stands up here and issues this charge. They ask this 
question of everyone who's here. Do we as a family of faith promise to teach these children the good 
news of the gospel? And we take that seriously. And every time you answer that question, you're 
committing yourself to walking alongside these families. We take this so seriously. If you say yes to that 
question, as a part of this church, that when we're calling for volunteer recruitment for kids and 
students and Sunday school teachers, we just assume you've already said yes and we're just calling to 
schedule the details out. 

They weren't very excited about that in the 8:45 service. I had to sort of re-explain that. We're just 
calling to work out the scheduling. So baptism is this act in which God claims us as his own. When Jesus 
was baptized, if you remember the scene in the Gospel of John, the moment his face broke the surface 
of the water, as he came up out of the Jordan, the heavens opened up and there was the voice of the 
heavenly Father that said, 

 "This is my beloved son in whom I am well pleased." 

Next Sunday, as we baptize children right here in this Sanctuary, as water falls on the heads of these 
babies, again the heavens will open. Again, the Holy Spirit will descend and once again the voice of the 
Father will announce over these children, "This is my beloved son, my beloved daughter, which whom I 
am well pleased." God says, "This is my child now." 

Notice all the symbolism of the act of infant baptism. If you've seen this happen in this church, there's a 
moment when the parents will hand the child to the pastors. It's such a privilege to be a part of this 
moment. But there's a fleeting moment when the parents hand over this person, that they love so 
much, and then we ask this question. We say, "With what name do you present your child?" And it's 
kind of a picture of a moment that there's a transfer, a reminder that this child belongs to God. Belongs 
to the church. And when we ask for the name, we don't use the last name. You ever notice that? We 
don't give a last name. We use their first name. Their given name. Brian Huey. Alison Anne. Collier Jane. 
Why? Because baptism is about the uniqueness of that child before God. Yes, the child is connected to 
the parents by the fact that they chose that name, but in the moment when that child is given away to a 
pastor in front of the whole church, the church gives the name. Presley Elizabeth. Madeline Rose. Corina 
Valentina. Thompson Raye. Joanna Qugeria. Do you see that? Our children are not our own. They belong 
to God. They're entrusted to us to love them for a season, but they belong to God. That's why Henry 
Nalon wrote, "Your children are the most important house guests you'll ever have." In baptism God 
claims that child and says, "You are my beloved son. You are my beloved daughter." 

Now a couple more questions. This one comes up every now and then in our church. And the question is 
this: if I was baptized as a baby, and maybe there was a long stretch when I was disconnected from the 
church or I wasn't thinking about or praying to God or I had no connection whatsoever to Christianity. 



But then I came back, and then I surrendered my life to Christ. Should I be baptized again, just to make 
sure? The way that we would answer that question, and thoughtful Christians have differing 
perspectives on this. But our church, our theology would say, "No. You do not need to be baptized 
again." 

Being baptized as a child has nothing to do with our making a decision or earning anything. God claimed 
you as his own. And we trust that he has been faithful the whole way to draw you back to himself. The 
technical way we would say this is, "If you were baptized in the name of the Father, the Son and the 
Holy Spirit, then you have been claimed by God and that's not something you have to renew every so 
often. You're a child of God. You've been claimed by God and your decision to surrender and trust to 
him and in your life is the fulfillment of that." 

So last question, and this, maybe this isn't very important, but how much water do you need for a 
baptism? For some of you, that's like a big question. Again, there are differences. Some churches 
practice sprinkling. Some churches just pour water over the one being baptized. Others immerse. In 
some traditions they actually immerse the person. They take them under the water and out of the water 
three times, like Father, Son, Holy Spirit. And just, they're thorough. Certain Orthodox churches do that 
with babies. And you can watch this on YouTube. It's fascinating. And terrifying. Here at Highland Park 
Presbyterian Church we practice sprinkling and immersion. And sometimes, just to make it a challenge, 
the elders like to see how long you can hold your breath under the water. I made that one, I made that 
part up. That's, we don't. I'm not going to use that at 11:15. 

I've actually, I've had a few people ask me, "Isn't immersion, isn't immersion baptism like something 
only Baptists do? Don't Presbyterians always sprinkle?" And again, the answer is no. This isn't a 
denomination thing. There's freedom in this. You've heard me say this before that it's not about how 
much water. It's not about the amount of water, but how great is the grace of our God. 

Now it's true that the practice of immersion hasn't been as common for us. We don't have a built-in 
baptismal pool in our Sanctuary or worship spaces. But we do perform immersion baptisms on occasion. 
In Goar Park. We do that a lot of times on Easter Sunday. Or I've been told we used to do that in Turtle 
Creek, then we found out that wasn't necessarily as healthy. We've seen a lot more immersion baptisms 
in our All-Nations community and in the Mandarin Church. I love that. If you've never had a chance to 
witness someone going down into the waters and coming back up, just the expression of joy and this 
decision that they have made to go public with what God has done to transform their life. It is such a 
gift. 

I was reminded once again of the holy ground that we stand on when you witness someone telling their 
story. How they have said that the old ways are gone and they're saying no to their old life. They're 
saying yes to this new life that Jesus has given them. To all the freedom and the joy. 

 Sometimes the cost of making that decision to follow Jesus. A couple weeks ago there was a woman 
named Cheyenne who was baptized in our church. I first met Cheyenne and her husband, Steve, a few 
years ago when he came to be the provost at SMU. We had coffee together and they shared with me 
that they wanted to be a part of this church. That Steve had grown up a Christian and was a professing 
follower of Jesus. Cheyenne had grown up an atheist in China, but she was drawn to the church. She was  
particularly excited about the fact that this was a church that wanted to express itself more as a church 
for multiple cultures. She wanted to be a part of what was going on in the Mandarin Church community 
here. 



We found out a couple of weeks ago, or earlier this spring, that Steve had accepted a position to be the 
new president of the University of South Florida. Go Bulls. And so they're moving to Florida. I think 
they're doing that this week. But they were so sad, in particular, about leaving this church family that 
had become so central to their life together. And obviously we're excited for them. But as they've 
decided to make this change, one of our pastors, Ben Wang, who leads our Mandarin service, in classic, 
vintage Pastor Ben style, he reached out and he said, "Cheyenne, I can't let you move to Florida without 
inviting you one more time, one more time. Are you ready to give your life to Jesus?" And she said, 
"Yes." She said, "I want to do that. I want to do that here in my church before I move." 

Those are the kind of things that always seem to happen to Ben Wang. It's like he lives in another time 
zone with God, and I'm jealous. So two weeks ago, Cheyenne, in Wynne Chapel, after a 30-year journey 
growing up in an atheist home, exploring the claims of Christianity, exploring all of her doubts, all of her 
struggles, counting the cost. Two weeks ago she was baptized right here. And she stood up before all 
these people and she shared her story. And she said yes to Jesus. I think we've got some pictures of that. 

When someone gets baptized, their story, her story becomes a part of Jesus' story. And this is now true 
for Cheyenne's eternity. And if that's something you've never done, if you've trusted in Jesus but for 
whatever reason you haven't gone public with that. You haven't made this decision to be baptized, 
would you let us know? Don't let another week go by. We want to celebrate with you what God has 
done. The new life he has given you in and through Jesus. You have been given a new start. A new life. 

No matter what your story was leading up to this moment, no matter what regret or what you've done 
or the failure that you have or that battle with darkness or despair, that's not the end of your story. God 
wants to free you from that and to give you a new life. Baptism is this way of saying, "I am dying to the 
old self. I'm dying to my past. And when I go down under that water, all of my sins and all of my failures 
and all of my regrets, they go down with me and they're buried there with Jesus. But when I come back 
up out of that water, I am set free. Those things did not come with me. I am a new person in Jesus 
Christ." 

There is nothing like that, church. We get to celebrate that together. And so we pray, God, for more. We 
pray that more people would come to know you. Would say yes to you. Would want to share that story 
of their becoming a part of your story, Jesus. We thank you for this mysterious gift of baptism and we 
pray even now that we, all of us, by the power of your Spirit could hear you saying, "You're my beloved 
son, beloved daughter. I am well pleased with you." Let your Spirit bear witness with our spirit that we 
are indeed children of God. We pray this is Jesus' name. And everybody said. “Amen.” 
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