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BELIEVER’S BAPTISM AND SOUL FREEDOM


Happy birthday! Several of us are celebrating birthdays this month. (Mine is September 24th in case you didn’t know!) Happy birthday for being 400 years old! My, you look good for having survived four centuries! If you are a Baptist, you are celebrating our 400th birthday. Some days it is embarrassing to be a Baptist, however. 


In August pastor Steven L. Anderson of Faithful Word Baptist Church in Tempe, Arizona, preached a sermon, “Why I Hate Barack Obama,” and said, “I’m not going to pray for his good, I’m going to pray he dies and goes to hell.” In June, the Rev. Wiley Drake of First Southern Baptist Church in Buena Park, California, said he was praying for the president’s death. These were quoted in Saturday’s Washington Post and my Jewish neighbor called me over to her house yesterday morning to ask, “Have you read this article about Baptists?” At our neighborhood block party last week, some neighbors asked, “Bob, what’s your line of work?” When I say, “I’m a Baptist pastor,” I wonder if they think I agree with everything Jerry Falwell said. Some days it’s embarrassing to be a Baptist.


For several Sundays this fall we will highlight why it’s good to call ourselves Baptists as we celebrate soul freedom, Bible freedom, church freedom and religious freedom. Four centuries ago some disciples of Jesus disagreed with  the Church of England and became known as “Separatists” or “Puritans.” (The Puritans were the pilgrims who settled our country.) These Separatists were harassed by the Church of England and by the government, so two people--John Smyth a pastor and Thomas Helwys a layman—sailed in 1607 with their small congregation of believers to Amsterdam, Holland, to breathe the fresh air of religious freedom. In Holland they met and were influenced by Anabaptists. 

While in Holland, in 1609, John Smyth performed a radical act. He baptized himself by pouring water on his head! In turn, he baptized Helwys and others of the congregation. Smyth, Helwys, and their church believed that their infant baptism was no baptism at all. Why? Because they read their Bible, interpreted it for themselves and followed the teachings they discovered there. They believed in soul freedom and said baptism needs to come after a decision to follow Jesus. Other Separatists such as the Puritans retained infant baptism, but not the Baptists. 

Many people think that the most important characteristic of Baptists is the way we baptize—by immersion. However, when Baptists began in the early seventeenth century, they poured water rather than immersed because they were first concerned with whom rather than how they baptized. Baptists wanted churches to be made up of people who sincerely, deliberately, and freely affirmed Christ as the Lord of their lives. They wanted a Believers’ Church. They believed in soul freedom. 

Shortly after their baptism, Smyth and Helwys separated from one another and Thomas Helwys came back to England and established the first Baptist church of England in 1612. By 1641, however, the Baptists of England began to practice believer’s baptism by immersion. Why? They read their Bibles and believed that the New Testament word “baptism” only referred to believer’s baptism by immersion. Early on Baptists read the Bible, interpreted the text, and followed the teachings they found there. That’s soul freedom.  


About the time Baptists in England began immersing rather than pouring, Roger Williams (c.1603-1684), a Separatist minister, clashed with the Puritan leaders of the Massachusetts Bay colony. He fled to Rhode Island for freedom of religion. There in Providence in 1639 (thirty years after the birth of Baptists), Roger Williams studied his Bible, embraced Baptist beliefs, and founded the first Baptist church in America. Although he later abandoned his Baptist convictions, Roger Williams is considered the founder of the Baptist movement in America. He read the Bible, interpreted it for himself, and followed the teachings he found there. He practiced soul freedom. 


About two hundred years after Baptists began the first church in England,Ann Judson (1789-1826) and her husband Adoniram sailed in 1812 to serve as foreign missionaries for the Congregational denomination. On their ship bound for India, Ann and Adoniram studied the Greek New Testament and interpreted it to mean that the word “baptism” there means believer’s baptism. Since Congregationalists practiced infant baptism, the Judsons realized they could not longer be Congregationalist missionaries. 

The Judsons sought endorsement from the Baptists in America and became the first American Baptist foreign missionaries and served in Burma, India. Ann died in 1826 (she was 38 years old) but because of her letters and courage, she attracted the attention of American Baptists and gained their support for mission work. Adoniram continued the work, and at his death, he left a flourishing Burmese church of 7,000 members with more than 100 national clergy. Ann and Adoniram read the Bible, interpreted it for themselves, and followed the teachings they found there. They practiced soul freedom. 

DENY, TAKE UP AND FOLLOW (Mark 8:34-38)

Whether or not you call yourself a Baptist, I invite you to practice soul freedom this morning. Let’s read the Bible, interpret it for ourselves, and follow the teachings we find here. I will guide but, because we take being Baptist seriously, you will interpret for yourself. Please open your Bible to Mark 8:34-38 (page 44).

Notice that verses 27-33 answer the question, “Who is Jesus?” Verses 34-38 answer the question "What does it mean to be a disciple?" Mark tells us that Jesus called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. (v.34). Jesus calls them and us to deny self, take up our cross and follow him. These are not three instructions but one call to discipleship. 

To deny yourself is not a call to hate yourself. To deny yourself is not to deny some "thing" but to deny your own ability to keep life under control all by yourself.  Baptists believe we cannot deny self until we have some understanding of our self first. The paradox is that I learn more of my self (who I am) by discovering who Jesus is. That’s why we wait until people are old enough to read the Bible and interpret it for themselves before we baptize them. Dietrich Bonhoeffer said, "When Jesus calls us, he bids us come and die."

I am not surprised that early Baptists moved from pouring water to immersing the candidate backward into the water. Some churches baptize by sprinkling with water or by pushing the candidate forward, but we slowly and carefully lower you backward into the water. I usually tell baptismal candidates that the goal is for only one of us to go under water during the baptism. The way we are baptized is an intentional action of being lowered by someone else into a symbolic death. It’s a death to self which we accept but which we cannot do on our own. And then you do not lift yourself up in baptism. Someone pulls you out of that watery grave and invites you walk into the resurrection to the Christian life and into full-time Christian service. Baptists do not believe that baptism saves a person but is a sign of what has already happened in a person. Our understanding of the mode and appropriate age for baptism comes out of our free interpretation of the Bible. It’s soul freedom! 

To take up your cross does not refer to the burdens or troubles that come routinely in life. The cross was never merely aggravations and pains in Jesus' day. To take up the cross does not mean we must die a martyr at the hands of government or religious leaders, although we will hear in coming weeks of early Baptists who were executed because of their beliefs. Jesus offers us the picture of a condemned criminal who carries the cross bar to the place of execution. That cross bar is nailed to a standing pole and the person is attached to that crossbar. To take up your cross is to be identified publicly as one who follows Jesus.

I don’t hear much in churches these days of being embarrassed that we follow Jesus. I’m not talking about being embarrassed by Baptist preachers who call for the death of our president. I’m talking about carrying the symbol of our shame because we follow a person executed for religious and political reasons. I hear more of Peter’s wish in Mark: “Hey Jesus, what’s in this for me? How can being your follower enhance my career?” To carry our cross is to carry the stigma of being a follower of Jesus. Many of our Baptist forefathers and foremothers suffered because they read their Bible, interpreted it for themselves, and followed the teachings they found there. They practiced soul freedom and carried their cross because of it. 

Jesus says, "Follow me!" This supports the other two calls and is not in addition to them. Denying self, taking up your cross, and following Jesus are all part of the same action. To "follow Jesus" means to intentionally make it your habit to follow Jesus' example.  To follow Jesus is to deny yourself and to take up your own cross in Jesus' name.  To follow Jesus is to be Jesus' disciple. 


Jesus says in verse 34, “If any want to become my followers.”  Literally, this statement begins, “If anyone wishes to follow behind me.” In other words, to deny self and to take up our cross is to follow behind Jesus—to live like Jesus lived. What does it mean to be a disciple of Jesus? Being a disciple does not mean your parents baptized you when you were an infant and you never bothered to confirm that for yourself. Being a disciple is not agreeing to a list of fundamental beliefs that your pastor tells you all Christians have to believe. Being a disciple is not signing on the dotted line a sheet of paper with a creed or covenant. 

Think about discipleship as a journey--a journey following behind Jesus. Each of us is busy tagging along behind Jesus, being surprised by Jesus, trying to figure out what he said at the last stop, being amazed at the places that he leads us on this adventure. And your journey is not my journey because you and I practice soul freedom. You and I are called to follow behind Jesus as we embark on this journey together. 

Years ago Mary Hill joined our church in Alabama. She came from a Christian Disciples church and joined our Baptist church. She would joke with me, “I used to be a Christian but now I’m a Baptist.” You can, of course, be both. 

So Happy Birthday Baptists! Many of our Baptist forefathers and foremothers suffered because they read their Bible, interpreted it for themselves, and followed the teachings they found there. They denied self, carried their cross and followed Jesus. They practiced soul freedom. And so can we!
Hymn: 344 I Have Decided to Follow Jesus
Page 


