PASTOR’S NOTES. Kingdom thoughts, Part 2.

“Then Philip began to speak, and starting with this scripture, he proclaimed to [the
eunuch] the good news about Jesus. As they were going along the road, they came to some
water, and the eunuch said, ‘Look, here is water! What is to prevent me from being
baptized?’ He commanded the chariot to stop, and both of them, Philip and the eunuch,
went down into the water, and Philip baptized him.”

~ Acts 8:35-36, 38 (NRSV)

A few years ago, | assisted a team of pastors in doing some revival services around the
area. At one of these services | baptized 64 people. Normally, I don’t baptize people without
meeting first with each person and giving them time to carefully consider the meaning of what
they are wanting to do. But as the scripture above reminds me, ultimately the decision is theirs
and it is not up to me to refuse. Still, as each one stepped into the pool to be “dunked,” I said
something similar to this: “There was a time when this was one of the most dangerous things you
could do. You might come out of the water and be arrested. You are witnessing before all these
people that you are doing more than putting the past behind you — now it is going to be different
because you are living Christ’s way and no longer your own. And many people did this, even
though they were risking their lives.”

After Jesus died and rose from the dead, for the first 300 years Christians lived sometimes
in relative peace, but more often they were in danger. They had no rights in a culture that knew
little about democracy, and they did not participate in the various cults and temples to the Roman
gods. They had no vote on who was in power, and the best they could pray for in the world was
to be invisible to the government — that they could be free enough to live their lives of Christian
service. After all, the kingdom Christ had proclaimed was one where “whoever wishes to
become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must
be slave of all.” (Mark 10:43-44).

When the Roman emperor became a Christian, the situation changed. In 313, Christians
were given legal status and were officially tolerated by the government. Within the Roman
empire it was no longer dangerous to be a Christian. Now the dream of being free to live out
their faith was celebrated by Christians all over. But it didn’t stop there. The emperor called a
meeting with the Bishops throughout the land in 325 at Nicaea to settle some questions about the
Christian faith, including how to understand the doctrine of the Trinity (Father, Son, and Holy
Ghost). The Council made their decision, and because with the emperor there was power to
enforce it, over the years many of the people who disagreed with Council’s decision were killed.
(Remember, this was a time before people believed in freedom of thought and speech.) In 380,
the new Roman emperor made the decree that Christianity was the official religion of the
empire. Now it was dangerous NOT to be a Christian.

So we moved from a time when to be a Christian was a personal, risky decision, to a time when
you were Christian without thinking, and at risk if you questioned it. This situation persisted for
centuries.



In 1525 there was a group of Christians called Anabaptists who thought that breaking away
from the Catholic Church was not enough; the church should be independent of any political
power. At that time everyone was baptized as a baby, and that baptism was the official record
used by the government for tax purposes. So when the Anabaptists insisted that persons should
be baptized as adults, by their own choice, and that church membership should be voluntary, this
was seen as politically dangerous. Many Anabaptists were killed over the next 200 years.

This probably sounds crazy to us in the present, where we take freedom to be in church or out
to be normal. But there was a time when you could get arrested or even killed for being
baptized, and then there was a time when you could be killed for not being baptized in the right
way, and a big reason we have the freedom today was that our ancestors reacted against those
restrictions.

But this is just one example of how we have lost sight of Jesus’ main message: the Kingdom of
God, and how that kingdom is a kingdom of service, just as Jesus lived out His life on earth:
“For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for
many.” While over the centuries millions of Christians have been killed by people outside of the
faith, also Christians themselves have killed Christians and non-Christians out of this felt need
for power and control over others.

Christians have offered so much to the world over the last 2000 years: through Christian living
and thought, our culture has moved farther away from exploiting the poor, infanticide, slavery,
racism, arranged marriage, totalitarian government (though these still exist), and closer to the
ideal of freedom. But I suspect that this is more because of faithful people who bore witness to
Christ and sacrificed themselves, rather than the people who used force.

So | wonder how differently things would have turned out if we truly lived out the Kingdom of
God the way Jesus has showed us. More importantly, | wonder how different our world becomes
if we live out this Kingdom of God now.

Yours in Christ,



