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Dr. David Renwick 

In our sermons through the winter, we’re looking together at the roots of the Christian church, 
not just the Presbyterian Church, but the church of Jesus Christ around the world. We’re looking 
together at our founding fathers and mothers to see what they did: how they ‘did church.’ We’re 
not trying to go back to actually live and copy everything they did two thousand years ago: we 
can’t do that! God doesn’t want that. But we can take some of their core principles and apply 
them to our lives – to our day and generation in which God calls us to be faithful.  
So that’s the focus of our Sunday sermons. And we are fortunate that in the Bible we have a 
means of doing this. We have a book called The Acts of the Apostles which tells us the story of 
those early days and years.  
So far, we’ve looked at Chapters1 and 2 (and we’re still in Chapter 2 this morning). And, among 
other things, what we’ve discovered is that there were four basic beliefs which bound the church 
together from the very first days.  
The first belief of “First Church” was RESURRECTION –  
that after Jesus died, he came to life again.  
If this was true, not only was it God’s affirmation that Jesus was the messiah, the Son of God, 
but a divine affirmation that his death was not merely a tragedy, but a divine act, filled with 
purpose: a sacrifice for our sins, and a powerful, eternal sign of the depth of God’s love for us, 
revealing the lengths to which God would go to bring us back into God’s family. So Belief #1: 
was actually about both the resurrection and the death of Jesus: both Easter and Good Friday. 
The second belief was MISSION – if Jesus was alive, then he was clearly still at work in the 
world, and his mission was continuing: a mission of word and deed.  
But the difference was this: that now the flesh and blood he wanted to use was not his own but 
ours. So the First Church came to believe that they were his body his hands and feet, with Jesus 
carrying out his plans and purposes for him, in word and deed, despite their imperfection which 
was their third belief!  

The third belief was that THEY, THE FOLLOWERS OF JESUS WERE FAR FROM 
PERFECT  
They were weak! They’d betrayed Jesus, failed him. They’d run away when the going got tough 

Some people say that they won’t join the church because it’s filled with hypocrites. To which 
I say “Right on target! Join the club! To some extent or another we’re all hypocrites, and one 
more won’t hurt.” 
• In fact: like Alcoholics Anonymous – there’s no way to change and improve, unless you 

start by confessing weakness 
Which leads to the fourth belief. 
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The fourth belief of First Church was A PROFOUND BELIEF IN GOD’S POWER and in 
God’s passion to share his power, in God’s passion to live within our lives by the Holy Spirit: 
empowering us to do and achieve with God’s help and presence what we cannot begin to do by 
ourselves. 
So these four belief transformed their lives, and bound them together, and led them to proclaim 
the message of Jesus, which was what Jesus’ closest friend, Simon Peter was doing on the day of 
Pentecost, fifty days after the resurrection when he preached pointedly at the crowd, saying (in 
Acts 2:23-24, 32-33): 

This man, JESUS, handed over to you according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of 
God, YOU crucified and killed – by the hands of those outside the law. But God raised him 
up, having freed him from death, because it was impossible for him to be held in its power. 
This Jesus God raised up, and of that all of us are witnesses.  
Being therefore exalted at the right hand of God, and having received from the Father the 
promise of the Holy Spirit, he has poured out this (Holy Spirit – the presence and power of his 
ongoing resurrected life) that you both see and hear.  

And the crowd was stunned by Peter’s words. In Acts 2:37, we’re told that when the crowd heard 
this, instead of denying it (insisting “we weren’t there; not even in Jerusalem at the time”) their 
hearts were filled with conviction, and they said,  

“Well, if we’re to blame, and if this is what God has done then what do we do now? What do 
we do next?”  

And Simon Peter gave them two instructions. He said,  
• (On the one hand) “REPENT!” 
• And (on the other hand) “BE BAPTIZED!”  

“Repent.” This is what you need to do. “And be baptized.” 
And it was actually at that moment – when they did that, that truly “First Church” (“First Church 
of Jerusalem”!) was formed: three thousand people listened to the message, repented, and were 
baptized. 

And the question today is this: What’s involved in this business of Repentance and 
Baptism? 
I. Let’s begin with REPENTANCE 
I suppose the most common understanding of repentance is that it’s a big word for saying you 
are “really sorry, and you won’t behave badly again!” 

I’ve committed this sin or crime or that. And I’m sorry enough so that I won’t do it again: 
I repent. 

And, of course, this is true and important – repentance can mean this. But REPENTANCE is 
more than this. Biblical Repentance is a turning around; a change of heart and mind and 
direction, and relationship.  

In the Greek language, in which Acts was written, the word translated as “repentance” is 
meta-noia.  
 ‘Noia’ has to do with the mind.  
 ‘Meta’ means ‘afterwards.’  
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So repentance is your “after mind.” – your change of mind, and ultimately, in connection 
with God, repentance means a radical change in the place that God has within our minds. 

SO, for example, before we repented, if we were walking away from God, God could have been 
there, but our eyes wouldn’t have met. But when you repent, you now turn around and 
inescapably stare directly at God, face-to-face. And then you choose to walk with God, alongside 
God, and God walks beside you. 
Just for the fun of it, think of marriage AS AN ACT OF REPENTANCE. So before a marriage, 
you’re friends with all kinds of people. But when you marry, you’re saying, “This one person has 
my attention and my gaze forever, and this is my promise and commitment.” And, so, at a 
wedding, as a minister, I effectively ask the couple if they will lead a life of repentance when I 
say  

“Will you forsake all other and give yourself only unto him or her so long as you both shall 
live?”  

And they “repent” when they say, “Yes. I promise.” And in that very moment – the course of 
their lives is changed forever. They have repented! They are no longer two but one. Through this 
simple act of covenant making, promise making, something dramatic happens which changes 
things forever. 
This is the meaning of repentance. This is what Simon Peter was summoning the crowd to do 
when he preached that day and their response of repentance is what formed the early church: the 
kind of repentance that changed the place of God in their lives forever.  
BUT IT WASN’T JUST a change in relationship to God – a repentance towards God – that 
created the early church. It was also a change in relationship to one another. Repentance was 
vertical and it was horizontal. The relationships that needed to change were both divine and 
human. Repentance needed to take the shape of the cross. Both elements were absolutely critical: 
“Repent – Simon Peter commanded! and then, immediately he says, “Be baptized.”  

II. So what’s BAPTISM about? 
Baptism is like a prism that you can turn in different directions, and the light can keep showing 
you something new. But primarily, it’s about incorporation into the community of faith.  

• We may get all hung up on how much water we need to use,  
• or whether you can baptize babies as well as adults!  

But important as these questions are, they’re not the most important questions.  
Indeed, the key question is this: What is God doing or saying in baptism? To which I’d answer, 
that among other things, in Baptism God is declaring by the visual imagery of the water that God 
has 

• poured out his life and love for us – and still is 
• washed our sins away – and still is 
• and has placed us inside his community, within his kingdom, his family, his team. 

The water of baptism is like a national flag – that indicates the nation we belong to, or like a 
team logo – an eagle or a patriot, perhaps, or like a clan Tartan (like my tie). It’s the common 
marker that we each bears or wear that says, “I’m IN, I belong! This is the community I belong 
to.”  
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The water of baptism that God places on our bodies, which may now be invisible to me, is never 
invisible to God, and is always God’s pledge to us that we are indeed, “in” as members of God’s 
family – that God has brought us into his house and family, forever. 
AND THAT’S HOW WE NEED TO READ ACTS 2. That’s how the First Christians 
understood the call to repentance and baptism. In response to Simon Peter’s sermon, 3000 people 
from all over the world “repented” – they “had a new mind” about the place and role God had 
within their lives. 3000people were “baptized: they realized that they had been invited to become 
a part of God’s Community, God’s People, God’s Team, God’s family, as they’d never been 
before.  
And, they put it into practice – this new repentant and baptized life – like this: (Acts 2:42-45)  

They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread 
and the prayers. Awe came upon everyone because many wonders and signs were being done 
by the apostles.  
All who believed were together and had all things in common. They would sell their 
possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all as any had need. Day by day, they 
spent much time together in the temple and they broke bread at home as well and ate food 
with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having the goodwill of the people. And day 
by day the Lord added to their numbers those who were being saved.  

In other words, they understood very clearly that “repentance and baptism”  
• meant a new and powerful relationship with God  
• that translated into a way of living in community with one another.  

So  
• Together – they became committed to SYSTEMATIC STUDY: “they devoted to the 

apostles’ teaching” – the same teaching we have in our Bible today. They were devoted to 
small group Bible study! Are we? 

• Together they became committed to the regular discipline of PRAYER: 
• praying together with and for each other, and for God’s blessing on his creation. Is 

prayer a regular part of your life with others? 
• and Together they became committed to BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS with their 

fellow believers: gathering together regularly for fellowship and shared meals. Will we 
change our schedules for this? 

• and Together they became committed to MEETING THE NEEDS OF A BROKEN 
WORLD. Whenever they saw a need, they gave in to a radical generosity, a willingness 
even to sell their possessions and give away what they had. Their witness was one of 
word and deed 

And God blessed this repentant community of First Church, their new relationship with God, 
their new relationship in community with each other, and poured out on them his presence and 
power  
And that is surely what God is looking for and wants to do for us too – today. 

********** 
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This past week, the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities, held their Annual Meeting, 
with representatives present from over 130 Christian institutions. The keynote speaker was UNC 
history professor and Christian author, Molly Worthen, who shared with these top Christian 
administrators that, like them, every week she reads articles about how "unprecedented numbers 
of young people [are] leaving the church in droves." But not all. She went on to say:  

"The thing young people seek more than anything and the thing that causes them anxiety is 
not really a quest for the perfect, watertight, rational case to believe. Certainly, there are 
some students who are preoccupied with these traditional questions of apologetics. But the 
thing they really crave — and it's the same thing that most of my students at Carolina crave 
— is  
1. a sense of authenticity  

(DR: that’s what first church had: no denial of their weakness; and a sense of repentance that 
way real and not skin deep) 

2. a sense of knowing who they truly are in the world,  
(DR: that’s what first church had: everyone knew who they were – children of God, beloved and 
welcomed in God’s family – sealed by God’s mark and promise)  

3. and – being part of a human and humane community that is rooted in place and time and 
can occasionally persuade them to put down their smartphones and interact as real, living, 
breathing individuals." 

That’s what first Church had a human and humane community life together 
And that’s God’s call to us to, too: Repentance and Baptism. 
First Church got it and it changed the world. 
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To listen on line go to: http://nationalpres.org/sermons 
To watch full services go to: http://www.ustream.tv/channel/nationalpres 
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