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There are a few commands of Christ that are more controversial than this one: “Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you” (Matthew 28:19-20a). Two thousand years later, Christians are still debating the meaning of baptism (there are no less than four views), the mode of baptism (sprinkling, pouring, or immersing), and the recipients of baptism (many argue for infant baptism, others insist on believers’ baptism). 

One of the best ways to work through these issues is to ask the right questions. Six in particular come to mind, the ones Kipling made famous in one of his short poems for children: “I keep six honest serving men (They taught me all I knew); Their names are What and Why and When and How and Where and Who.” Those are the questions that will serve us well as we seek to understand the New Testament’s teaching on baptism.

1Q. What is the significance of water baptism? A. First, as we have just seen, baptism is associated with making disciples; “Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them . . . .” (Mt. 28:19). Second, baptism is always linked with repentance and faith. For example, in Peter’s first gospel invitation, he called his listeners to “Repent, and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins” (Acts 2:38). Then we read, “Those who accepted his message were baptized . . .” (2:41). This is the normative pattern in the book of Acts, as we shall see.  Third, water baptism is the outward symbol of Spirit baptism, which places us in the Body of Christ – and unites us with Christ in His death, burial, and resurrection.

Writing to the Corinthians, Paul said, “For we were all baptized by one Spirit into one body – whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free – and we were all given the one Spirit to drink” (1 Cor. 12:13). To the Galatians, he wrote, “You are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus, for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ” (Gal. 3:26-27). To the Romans, he wrote, “Or don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ were baptized into his death? We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life” (Romans 6:3-4). 

2Q. Why should we be baptized? A. First, our Lord Jesus Christ clearly commands His followers to be baptized (Matt. 28:19-20).  We must understand that we cannot be a disciple and reject baptism. Second, the apostles also commanded believers to be baptized. Peter did not simply request his Gentile converts to be baptized, “he ordered them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ” (Acts 10:48).  Third, in Hebrews 6:1-2, baptism is one of the “foundational truths” of the faith; it is no more optional nor less significant than “repentance from acts that lead to death, and of faith in God.” 

3Q. When should we be baptized? A. The clear testimony of the New Testament is that baptism was the immediate response to repentant faith. It was the public occasion when newly converted individuals expressed their allegiance to Christ, as seen throughout the book of Acts (2:41; 8:12, 35-39; 9:18; 10:47-48; 16:14-15, 33-34; 18:8; 19:4-5). In none of these instances was there any delay, for any length of time. As F. F. Bruce has noted, “The idea of an unbaptized Christian is simply not entertained in the New Testament” (Commentary on The Book of Acts).

Nor is baptism ever set forth as a prerequisite for “joining” a local church, or “becoming” a member. The New Testament simply does not support such time-honored Baptist traditions, especially when those who have not been baptized – or who have not been baptized by immersion – are excluded from certain privileges of local church life (like church membership or taking the Lord’s Supper). It was an early church father who said, “Tradition without truth is error grown old.”

4Q. How should we be baptized? A. J. I. Packer said it best when he wrote: “No prescription of a particular mode of baptism can be found in the New Testament” (Concise Theology). Consequently, the church has employed no less than three different modes of baptism. Some make a case for pouring (the ana-baptists; Mennonites and Amish). Many make the case for sprinkling (the main-line Protestants and Roman Catholics). All “Baptists” practice immersion for the following reasons: (a) Immersion is unquestionably the primary meaning of the Greek verb baptizo (baptize). (b) The New Testament Greek has different words for “sprinkle” and “pour” that are never used for baptism; (c) Immersion best illustrates the significance of water baptism, which is a symbol of a believer’s death to the old way of life and resurrection to a new way of life through his union with Christ (Romans 6:3-4). Charles Spurgeon, England’s “prince of preachers,” spoke of the significance of immersion in this way:

“Baptism is the mark of distinction between the Church and the world. It very     beautifully sets forth the death of the baptized person to the world. Professedly, he is no longer of the world; he is buried to it, and he rises again to new life. No symbol could be more significant. In the immersion of a believer, there seems to me to be a wondrous setting forth of the burial of the Christian to all the world in the burial of Christ Jesus. It is the crossing of the Rubicon. If Caesar crosses the Rubicon, there will never be peace between him and the Senate again . . . Such is the act of baptism to the believer. It is the burning of the boats: it is as much to say, ‘I cannot come back again to you, I am dead to you; and to prove that I am, I am absolutely buried to you, I have nothing more to do with the world; I am Christ’s, and Christ’s for ever.’” (Autobiography I, The Early Years)

5Q. Where should I be baptized? A. Anywhere there is water. Baptism does not have to be restricted to a church “baptistery” within a church “sanctuary.” Christians can be baptized in pools, lakes, ponds, rivers, streams and oceans (low tide, of course!). However, wherever it is done, it should always take place within the fellowship of a church, “So that the church as a whole can rejoice with the person being baptized and that the faith of believers in that church might be built up” (Wayne Gruden, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine). This is especially true since baptism is a local church ordinance, administered by those given the authority to do so.

6Q. Who should be baptized? A. This should be obvious by now. All the examples in the  New Testament portray baptism as being administered only to believers. There is no record of infant baptism (paedo-baptism); nor is there any command to baptize infants. The consistent pattern in all the narratives is hearing the Gospel message, believing the Gospel message, and then being baptized. This includes all the so-called “household baptisms.” The contexts make it clear that members of the households were old enough to hear and understand the Gospel, and that only believers were baptized (Acts 10:47-48; 16:15, 31-34; 18:8; 1 Cor. 1:16; 16:15).

Long before Charles Spurgeon became known as the “prince of preachers,” he reflected on his own baptism, when he was fifteen years of age.  Here is what he wrote:
	
	It was a new experience for me, never having seen a baptism before, and I was 
afraid of making some mistake. The wind blew down the river with a cutting blast, as my turn came to wade into the flood, but after I had walked a few steps . . I felt as if Heaven, and earth, and hell, might all gaze upon me, for I was not ashamed, there and then, to own myself as a follower of the Lamb.  My timidity was washed away; it floated down the river into the sea, and must have been devoured by the fishes, for I have never felt anything of the kind since.  Baptism also loosed my tongue, and from that day it has never been quiet! I lost a thousand fears in that River Lark, and found that ‘in keeping His commandments, there is great reward.’ (C. H. Spurgeon, Autobiography I, The Early Years.)

By being baptized, we testify that we have left behind the old way of life and are now committed to following Christ in an entirely new way of life. We say to all who witness our baptism, in the words of the Apostle Paul, “May I never boast except in the cross of Christ, through which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world” (Gal. 6:14). That’s the joy and the blessing of being baptized as believers in the Lord Jesus Christ!

There are five who are being baptized today: Khawzak Shumate; Daniel and Njavinghi Covington; Sal and Nancy Polisi. With the exception of Daniel as a young child, none of them have ever seen a believers’ baptism. But we rejoice that today they will! Praise be to God for the redemptive power of His glorious grace! Soli deo Gloria!




