ACTS 2:37-41

INTRODUCTION
The most important question that anyone can ever ask is what must I do to be saved? That question is vital because a wrong answer to that question spells eternal destruction. Someone can have right beliefs in many other areas but if they fail to have the right belief when it comes to salvation then they are in danger of hell. 

Therefore knowing how vitally important a correct answer is to this question is, Satan who is God’s enemy has made great efforts to confuse the issue in people’s minds today. However when the Spirit is at work with power then that is the sort of question we ought to expect for that is the question that Peter is asked at the conclusion of his sermon

1. THE RESPONSE TO THE PREACHING (vs. 37-40)

Peter’s conclusion to the main body of his sermon was devastating. He charged his listeners with rejecting and executing their Messiah the very one God had made both Lord and Christ (v 36). When the crowd heard this (v 37) that is when they heard Peter’s statement in verse 36 they were “cut to the heart.” The word translated “cut” means to pierce or stab and thus it depicts something sudden and unexpected. Stunned by their inability to evade the charge that they were guilty of scandalous behaviour before God, they were overcome by grief and remorse. There was no doubt several reasons for their grief. 

First as we have already stated they realised that they were guilty of executing their Messiah. The one for whom they had longed for, the one who they had hoped would fulfil all their personal and national expectations. Instead of welcoming him, they rejected him and handed him over to their bitter and hated enemies for execution.

Secondly they themselves had done this. It would have been hard enough for them to learn that their Messiah had been killed but now they have come to understand that they themselves had put him to death. They were guilty of killing their own Messiah even though unaware of it at the time, the fact that this was the case must have left the people laden with guilt. 

For these Jews could not have imagined a greater sin that this one that they have now come to understand that they were guilty off.

A third reason for their distress was the fear of the Messiah’s wrath, Peter had told them that this Jesus whom they had crucified is now alive (vs. 24, 31-32) and the Psalm that Peter quoted Psalm 110 in his sermon is a Psalm about defeating the Messiah’s enemies. Therefore in their minds they must have been thinking “what greater enemies can you get than those who killed the Messiah?”
Finally they were devastated by the understanding that what they had done could not be undone. So overwhelmed with despair and guilt, they felt as if they had been stabbed so they asked this question “what shall we do?” (v. 37). That is the sort of question that every preacher loves to hear. 

The people asked the question because they were urgently seeking a way to make right what they had done; they were desperate to avoid the wrath of the Messiah they had killed. They were under the conviction of sin just like that Philippian Jailer who asked a very similar question (Acts 16:30). These people had a deep sense of their own sin and guilt and a fear of God’s wrath. 

Was there any response that they could make that would deal with their sin and guilty conscience? Now my dear friends; conviction of sin is part of every genuine conversion experience. Without it people will not be saved because they will not see their need to be saved. But when God begins to work by His Spirit and begins to reveal our sin to us and how offensive it is to Almighty God then we will do anything to get ease of conscience. 

What we who are Christians need to pray for is for conviction of sin within our nation and among our families and friends. Therefore when we are presenting the gospel to people we must show them what sin is and how serious it is and we must gently and gracious show people that they are sinners and therefore they offend almighty God by their sin. 

Sadly personal sin and its consequences are being left out of many so called gospel presentations today. People are being asked to come to Christ but are doing so without any sense of what sin is and how offensive it is to God and how God responds to it. 

Therefore we have some that are making professions of faith but are not genuinely converted because they have never had a sense that they are sinners under the wrath of God in need of salvation. People need to be convicted of sin before they will see a need for the Saviour. Yet how is anyone going to be convicted without being told about sin and about God’s wrath against sin and about the eternal consequences of sinning? No matter how morally upright you might consider yourself to be we are all guilty of committing wicked sins against God, sins like rebelling against Him. 

Surely there is no greater sin than the fact that we refuse to submit to Jesus as both Lord and Christ. Every person ever born into our world is guilty of that gross sin. However we must be clear here. Conviction of sin is not something that any of us can cause, it must come from the Holy Spirit who works in the sinners’ heart to convince and convict of sin. 

There has been and still is in some evangelical circles the tendency to manipulate people using psychological methods to get them to respond to the gospel. But such pressure only creates false Christians and is dangerous as it leads people into thinking they are saved when in reality they have not come to experience true salvation. 

True conviction of sin is Spirit lead and the Spirit works in conjunction with the word of God. We are told that God’s word is living and active and can reach parts that no man can reach (Hebrews 4:12). When God’s word is preached or proclaimed and the Spirit of God takes that word and penetrates into the hearts of men and women then sinners get convicted and turn to Jesus Christ. That is what happened here at Pentecost, the Holy Spirit had brought these people to the point of desperation through Peter’s simple yet powerful preaching.

Peter now provides them with an answer to their question. He tells them to repent and be baptised (v 38). The word “repent” is a rich New Testament term. It speaks of a change of purpose, of turning from sin to God. Once again it is an essential component of genuine conversion. John the Baptist and Jesus himself called upon people to repent and it is an important aspect of the apostles preaching through this book of Acts (3:19; 5:31; 11:18). 

Now although it seems that Peter’s hearers feared the judgement of God true repentance involves much more than fear of consequences. True repentance is not just concerned about sin’s consequences but actually is concerned about sin itself. True and genuine repentance involves hating sin for what it is, an affront against a holy God. Knowing that sin is evil and that God hates sin motivates the truly repentant person to flee and forsake sin. Therefore repentance involves a forsaking of sin and a turning to Jesus Christ. It’s moving from being committed to sin to being committed to Jesus Christ.

Now it is difficult for us to grasp the magnitude of the change facing Peter’s hearers. They were part of a unique community, with a rich cultural and religious history. Despite long years of Roman rule they were fiercely nationalistic. The nation had rejected Jesus as a blasphemer and executed him. Now Peter calls on them to turn their back on all that and embrace Jesus as their Messiah.

By calling on each of them to be baptised in the name of Jesus Christ (v 38) Peter does not allow for secret disciples. Baptism would mark a public break with Judaism and identify them with Jesus Christ. Such a clear public step would help to weed out any professions of faith that were not genuine. 

For in their culture it was something costly to be baptised, they are publicly declaring their alliance to Jesus Christ the one that the Jews rejected and despised. Just think of the hostility that would follow such a public statement. If you were not genuine in your commitment to Jesus Christ then would you be willing to go through the waters of baptism and identify with Jesus as a result? This is unlikely; unless of course there was a genuine conviction of sin and a genuine repentance of heart and commitment to Jesus Christ. Do you see what Peter is doing here? He is making it hard for them to accept Christ as Saviour. 

He is spelling out to them the cost involved they would have to publicly identify with the One that the Jewish nation rejected and crucified. We live in a day when believing is made easy. People are told to ask Jesus into their hearts and there is no mention of sin or repentance and of the need to be baptised as a public confession of your faith. 

In small churches the temptations is to make it easy for people to turn to Jesus Christ after all it will boost our numbers but in truth it will be disastrous for the church, for it leads to false professions and therefore it ultimately leads to unbelievers within the church. Of course we want new members in our church we want our church to grow but we want it to be as a result of a genuine work of the Holy Spirit. 

We want to see true conviction of sin; true repentance and that will always lead to a public declaration of faith in Jesus Christ through baptism. If you are not a Christian then let me make it clear to you, that to be a Christian means that you must repent of your sin. That means turning from all sin it involves hating sin and then turning in commitment to Jesus Christ. If you have done that then you must be baptised not for salvation but in obedience to our Lord. 

Baptism declares to the world that you have changed sides and that you are now committed to Jesus Christ rather than sin. If you have repented and believed in Jesus Christ but you have never been baptised then speak to the Elders about the matter. 

There is no such thing as an un-baptised Christian in the New Testament to remain un-baptised is disobedience to the Lord and it at least throws some question marks over your profession of faith. After all why would someone who is genuinely converted not want to obey the Lord and go through the waters of baptism? 

The meaning of Peter’s statement that baptism is “for the forgiveness of sins” has caused some dispute throughout church history.  Those who teach baptismal regeneration that is the false teaching that baptism is necessary for and means of salvation see this verse as their proof text. But that view ignores the immediate context of the passage. As I have already said baptism would have been a dramatic step for Peter’s hearers. By publicly identifying themselves as followers of Jesus they risked becoming outcasts within their society. 

Peter calls upon them to prove the genuineness of their repentance by submitting to public baptism. Jesus did something similar to the rich young ruler by asking him to part with his wealth in order to show the genuineness of his repentance.  Yet no one argues that we must give our wealth away in order to be saved. 

While it is true that the preposition “eis” (for) can mean “for the purpose of” it can also mean “because of” or “on the occasion of.” It is clear from the context that the latter meaning is what is meant here, they were to be baptised because of the forgiveness that they have received. So the order in the New Testament is clear. Repentance, which involves commitment to Jesus Christ, is necessary for the forgiveness of our sins. 

Baptism then follows that forgiveness. Baptism is a public sign or symbol of what has taken place on the inside. It is an important step of obedience for all believers and it should closely follow conversion. In fact in the New Testament it is hard to separate conversion and baptism, for baptism followed immediately after conversion.

But the result of repentance was forgiveness of sins. What a joy it is to every believer to know that all our sins have completely been forgiven never to be brought up again against us. Those years that we spent in rebellion against God those years even as Christians that we spent in the wilderness, those sins that we have committed today are all forgiven because of Christ and God will never point the finger at us because of them. 

But not only does repentance bring forgiveness of sins but also the gift of the Holy Spirit (v 38). The word translated “gift” refers to that which is free and unmerited. Contrary to much contemporary teaching Peter attaches no condition on receiving the Holy Spirit except repentance but that is not even a condition because without the help of the Spirit no one would repent (Acts 11:18). 

This marvellous gift of the Holy Spirit was not merely for those who heard Peter on that day of Pentecost but the promise of the Holy Spirit was for them and their children (nation of Israel) and those who are far off (Gentiles) would also receive Him. The requirement for receiving the Spirit is for all whom the Lord will call to himself (v 39). Now this closing statement of verse 39 gives us the balance that is so necessary when thinking about the bible. This statement describes for us the sovereign work of God in salvation. 

It is those whom the Lord calls to salvation that are saved yet we are also told that everyone who calls upon the name of the Lord shall be saved (v 21). Both those statements are true. If you call upon the Lord today for salvation then you will be saved. That is what you must do. However if you do that it is because the Lord himself has called you to salvation. 

A true biblical understanding of salvation will keep this healthy balance between God’s sovereignty and man’s responsibility.

So the people are left in no doubt how they must respond to God’s message through Peter preaching. Peter keeps on pleading with them to be saved (v 40) and that is what every preacher should do who cares for souls. Of course we can never save anyone or cause one person to be concerned for their soul but we must plead with sinners to be saved and leave them in no doubt of the consequences if they refuse to repent and be baptised. 

2. THE RESULT OF PETER’S PREACHING (v 41)

Now even though Peter had made it clear that there is a cost involved in becoming a believer in Jesus Christ, 3000 people turned to Christ that day. Many churches and evangelists today would be appalled that Peter made the cost of repenting and coming to Christ so high. Some churches and Evangelists like to make it as easy as possible for sinners. 

How could Peter demand baptism and risk turning these people into social outcasts? Such people would predict that the impact of Peter’s sermon would be minimal upon the people. But how wrong such people would be because here is an example of what happens when the gospel is faithfully preached and the cost is highlighted and the Spirit of God works.

The reason why the gospel is compromised and watered down is that we have lost confidence in the work of the Holy Spirit to use gospel preaching to save sinners. We feel that because so few get saved today that we have to make it easier for people to turn to Christ. But what we end up with is a group of people who have made a false profession and who are not willing to pay the cost of following Jesus Christ. Let us not lose confidence in the work of the Holy Spirit. Yes we must do what we can to present Christ to people. We must highlight the cost of being a Christian but ultimately God must save sinners and He will save sinners. He saves all “whom the Lord our God will call" (v. 39). 

Salvation is His work, it is our task to preach and proclaim the gospel and then it is our task to plead with sinners but only God saves. 

Notice as we close that they knew exactly how many were saved. That suggests that they kept records of those who became Christians. But those records were not just of those who professed faith because being saved means that they were added to the church. They gained 3000 church members that day. 

Now you see the Christianity that we find in our own society and even among evangelicals is so far away from the genuine thing. In the New Testament every believer joined a church they became members and entered into the life of the church. There was no such thing as a Christian who was not a member in a church. It seems clear that lists were kept of those who were members in the church that is how Luke is able to tell us that there were 3000 added to the church. Not 3000 saved but 3000 added to the church. It is unbiblical and wrong to be a Christian and not be a committed member of a local church. To float about from one church to another without any sense of belonging or accountable is wrong. 

The order is very clear it is those who accept the message. By implication they repent of their sins because that is what it means to accept the gospel message. Then such ones are baptised and then they are added to the church. There is no member of a church who should be un-baptised and there is no Christian who should not be a member of a church.

So let me challenge you. Are you a Christian? Have you accepted the gospel message through repentance? If so are you baptised? If so are you a member of a local Bible believing church? If you are not a Christian then let me plead with you to repent and be baptised and receive God’s salvation and join a church. If you are saved but not baptised then let me ask you why not. You are disobeying God. 

If you are baptised why are you not a member of a church. That is the biblical pattern and let me say this is not an option that you can choose not to take up. To remain un-baptised if you are a Christian and to remain outside membership of a bible believing church is disobedience. It is not a matter of you exercising your free choice, it is disobedience. 

That is why in our church anyone who professes to be a Christian but is not baptised and does not belong to a true church cannot take the Lord’s Supper. The Lord’s Supper is not a place for disobedient Christians. 

We live in an age when Christians seem to think that they can pick and choose when it comes to Christianity. They attend one church for a while get tired of it and attend another one etc. But such behaviour is wrong and needs to be challenged on the basis of the word of God.

Therefore let us all take to heart God’s word. Are you convicted of your sin? Then ask God to enable you to repent and turn to Jesus Christ for salvation. Are you saved? Then be baptised! Are you baptised, then join the church.

May God help us to obey His word?

Amen 
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