
Baptism and the Great Commission: Matthew 28:18-20

OUTLINE

The authority of Christ and baptism
The definition of disciple and baptism
The importance of churches and baptism

INTRODUCTION

One of the distinctives of a Baptist Church is that only those baptized by immersion as 
believers, in other words baptized according to Christ’s command, can become members of 
a local Baptist Church.  We believe that we do not have the right to make baptism into 
whatever we want it to be, nor decide on any old practice being defined as a legitimate 
baptism.  I am sure you will agree with us that baptism is defined by Christ not us, and we 
are obliged to practice what He commands and not what we think.  Today we are having a 
baptismal service, and upon their baptisms John, Ian and Margaret will become formal 
members of Covenant Grace Baptist Church.  Why are we doing this?  What gives us the 
right to get people to do things in public which for some are embarrassing; for others 
culturally strange, perhaps even noxious?  We believe that Christ in the Great Commission 
has given us the mandate to baptize believers as His disciples and incorporate them into the
church for the ongoing discipleship they need to serve Him properly.  Matt. 28:18-20, ‘And 
Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 
19 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, 20 teaching them to observe all that I have 
commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.”  This is a huge 
text from which we could preach a series of sermons on, but we are going to limit our 
sermon to a few thoughts that relate to baptism, and even then we will not be able to say 
all we want to say in relation to baptism.  So we will look at this text for three points this 
morning: firstly, we want to consider the authority of Christ and baptism; then the definition
of disciple and baptism; and thirdly, the importance of local churches and baptism.  

The authority of Christ and Baptism

V18, ‘And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been 
given to me.’  Because baptism has been such a contentious issue many have wanted to 
decide to make it unimportant, and even remove it altogether.  The Salvation Army for 
example, do not practice baptism or the Lord’s Supper because of the historic divisions on 
this issue.  Others have sought to solve the age old differences by claiming that Jesus meant
spiritual baptism not water baptism.  As we begin this section what stands at the head 
before the specific instructions come is the assertion of Christ’s rule and authority.  Christ is 
the Son of God; Christ is the Messianic King; Christ is David’s Son; Christ is the Last Adam; 
Christ is the Head of the Church, these titles and more make it the unquestionable right of 
Christ to give us instruction and we must obey.  This unquestionable authority is over all 
things in heaven and earth, and from this position of authority Christ commands us.  

So right up front we want to make very clear that the choice to submit to baptism is not a 
choice to submit yourselves to us but to Christ.  It is not a choice that means you have to 
think that we are the best church on earth and every other church is wrong.  The command 
to be baptized comes from Christ and that command is entrusted to the church.  The church
is commanded to make disciples by baptizing and teaching them, neither you nor I have the
authority to disagree.  So when we stand here and say to you, ‘If you are a Christian you 



must be baptized.’  It is not a case of obeying us but recognizing that we are seeking to be 
faithful to the command of Christ.  

It is a common trend in Christian thought that things change, time moves on, certain 
cultural practices in the Scriptures are optional because they are cultural.  This sort of 
thinking has been applied to baptism.  There are two indications in the context which show 
us that this is an unchangeable practice for all time.  Firstly, the command is to disciple all 
nations by incorporating them into the church and its instruction.  No matter what the 
cultural preferences may be, not matter how many taboos water baptism may upset, all 
nations are to discipled in this one way by being baptized into the church in the name of the
Trinity and ministered to by the church for ongoing discipleship.  There should be a 
universal distinctive no matter where the Christian church is found, that they are made 
disciples by being added to the church by being baptized in the name of the Trinity by water
baptism.  Secondly, this command endures to the end of the age.  The command endures 
for as long as the promise endures.  Christ has promised us His empowering presence for 
the task of preaching the gospel and adding people to the church by Trinitarian baptism 
until the end of this age.  If we say that water baptism only endures for the time of the 
apostles then we must also say that we no longer have to preach the gospel to all nations.  

Two questions arise at this point.  Does Jesus mean water baptism or Spiritual baptism; 
and, which water baptism, infants or believers?  That Jesus meant water baptism is very 
clear from the book of Acts where the apostles went on to obey the command of Christ.  
Acts 2:39, ‘And Peter said to them, “Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name 
of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy 
Spirit.’  Here we can see Peter distinguishes receiving the gift of the Holy Spirit and water 
baptism.  In Acts 8:12 we see Simon Magus receiving baptism but the Holy Spirit had not 
been given.  In Acts 8:36 the Ethiopian Eunuch says, ‘“See, here is water! What prevents 
me from being baptized?”  We could multiply these examples, I hope it is abundantly clear 
that the baptism in question in obedience to Christ’s institution of the ordination of initiation 
for the New Covenant is water baptism.

A large disagreement is whether Jesus was advocating baby baptism or believer’s baptism.  
It is our contention that Jesus was teaching believer’s baptism.  Here are our reasons.  
Firstly, when we compare this Great Commission with the others in the NT the mention of 
faith and repentance stresses a believer’s Baptist understanding.  Mark 16:16, ‘Whoever 
believes and is baptized will be saved, but whoever does not believe will be condemned.’  
Luke 24:45-47, ‘Then he opened their minds to understand the Scriptures, 46 and said to 
them, “Thus it is written, that the Christ should suffer and on the third day rise from the 
dead, 47 and that repentance for the forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in his name to 
all nations, beginning from Jerusalem.’  Please notice that in Luke baptism is not mentioned 
but the message of repentance for forgiveness.  This message which began with John, 
which was continued by Jesus and His disciples and was also practiced by the NT church is 
the baptism of repentance which is a believer’s baptism not an infant’s baptism.  

We need to understand the proper relationship between Jesus baptism and John’s baptism.  
Some try to say that the baptisms are so different that you can’t draw any parallels between
them, and there is another view that says that Jesus baptism is merely a continuation of 
John’s baptism which meets its end with the fall of Jerusalem and that generation of Jews.  
What we need to appreciate is that John’s baptism began to prepare the Jewish people and 
the New Covenant people of God for a different way to become God’s people.  The objection
is made that the sudden exclusion of children at Pentecost would have made a stink, but the
truth is the preparation to exclude infants by virtue of being born as part of the covenant 



community was begun with John.  John’s baptism lays the foundation for the idea that being
born a child of Abraham is insufficient, to be a part of the Kingdom of the coming Christ you
need to repent.  Jesus confirms this view and we are told in John 1:12 that only those who 
believe not those born of blood are considered children of God.  This early exclusion of 
children can be seen in the fact that the disciples tried to keep the children from Jesus when
their parents wanted Him to bless them.  When Jesus called the children to come to Him, it 
was not for baptism but to be blessed.  The continuation of a baptism of repentance at 
Pentecost Acts 2:38-39 was not a strange innovation but a continuation.  

The two main objections to this are the mention of children coming to receive baptism in 
Acts 2:38-39 and the practice of household baptism in the book of Acts.  ‘‘And Peter said to 
them, "Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the 
forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 39 For the promise is
for you and for your children and for all who are far off, everyone whom the Lord our God 
calls to himself.”  The argument is that Peter’s choice of words betrays a continuity with OT 
practice of God saving families and families being included in the covenant people of God.  
We argue that the words ‘and for your children’ are there for a different reason.  Here are 
two viable alternatives.  Firstly, when Jesus was on trial the crowd of Jerusalem, the very 
same crowd Peter is saying have crucified Christ by the hands of lawless men, 2:23, called 
down the guilt of Christ’s blood upon themselves and their children.  This generation of Jews
had invited the curse of God for killing the Messiah upon themselves and their children, their
being cut to the heart and concern about what they should do is evident.  This concern 
could happily account for the mention of children without having to assume a continuity 
which John’s baptism has already disrupted.  Or the alternative I favour, the prophecy of 
Joel 2 quoted in 2:17 refers to sons and daughters prophesying.  Peter referring to these 
children speaks about how the Spirit is being poured out on all flesh and who ever, including
the children repent and receive Christ will receive this Spirit. 

Then there is the question of the household baptisms, the argument goes something like 
this, surely those households had children in them, the mention of these gives us a 
confident ground to assume that God swept families into the church not only individuals.  
Household baptisms would include Cornelius’ household (Acts 11:14), Lydia’s household, 
16:11-15; the Philippian jailor’s household, 16:30-34; Crispus’ household (Acts 18:8) and 
household of Stephanus (1 Cor. 1:16).  Our arguments regarding the household baptisms 
are simple, firstly, there is no positive command to baptize a child, by Christ or in the NT; 
secondly, there is no positive example of a child being baptized; thirdly, every instance of a 
household baptism all those who were baptized were listening to the message being 
preached, believed the message, repented, receive the Spirit and spoke in tongues or 
rejoiced giving evidence of believer’s baptism not infant baptism.  

A water baptism of repentance and faith, this is our understanding of the teaching of the NT
and we cannot in good conscience recognise another, we do not have the authority to do 
so.  Christ has defined it we must uphold His definition no matter what we might prefer or 
think on the matter.  For this reason we cannot recognize baby baptisms as biblical 
baptisms, they do not fit the pattern of scripture.  If someone is not a believer when they 
were baptised all they did was get wet.  

The definition of disciple and baptism

28:19, ‘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.’  The main verb in this command is ‘make 
disciples’, the going, baptizing and teaching support this main command.  The going enables



the discipling, and the baptizing and teaching make up the parts of how a disciple is made.  
Jesus does not merely tell us to make disciples but adds these two vital aspects of what 
makes up the definition of a disciple.  A disciple is someone who is baptized and a disciple is
someone instructed in the Lord’s teaching.

The word disciple is used 269 times in the NT to describe the NT believer.  In the book of 
Acts it is more common that even Christian or believer.  The word disciple had very clear 
connotations at the time of Christ.  The Pharisees had students who would follow them and 
learn their teachings, the word means just that, learner/follower.  A disciple was someone 
who was well trained in the teachings of their teacher and represented their teachings in an 
accurate fashion.  We still use it in this sense today.  When we say that someone is a 
disciple of so-and-so, we mean that they are near carbon copies.  This word is important 
because today we have grown accustomed to speaking of decisions or converts but not 
disciples.  The altar call has redefined what a Christian is.  No longer is a Christian someone 
whose whole life is dedicated to Christ but merely someone who has walked the isle and 
prayed the sinner’s prayer.  We must recapture the full sense of this word disciple.  

Baptism is the doorway into this life of following and learning.  Baptism is the way in which 
a person publicly marks themselves off as from now on following the teaching of Christ and 
seeking to become a carbon copy of Him.  To be a disciple is an act of submission as 
disciples would give up their comforts and station to seat at a teacher’s feet.  Where many 
would be disciples for a while and get promoted we will always sit at the feet of Christ to 
learn from Him.  This is a corporate act not merely an individual one, we join a group of 
disciples, it is not a club of one.  We join in with others who submit themselves to the will 
and teaching of another.  There will be those who call themselves Christians, who have even
accepted the external marker of baptism to identify themselves as such, but if they do not 
become a follower and imitator of Christ then they are not disciples.

Baptism is the visible sign given by Christ to the church to signify that an individual is a 
believer in Christ and is identified with Himself, and His church.  It is a visible word.  It is 
God speaking to us about what He has done for us in Christ.  The visible act of going under 
the water speaks of our identification with Christ in His death, where as our substitute He 
took our death and paid our sin debt in full by His innocent sacrifice for us.  The visible act 
of rising again out of the water is a picture of the new life that is ours in Christ.  It speaks to
us of a past removed and a future given.  It is God’s declaration of what He has done and a 
promise of what He will do.  But this is also a word from God that He puts into the mouth of
His church.  The church is appointed as God’s agent to say on behalf of God, ‘We have 
heard your confession of faith, and confirm to you the truths of the gospel.  We with our 
own hands by an elder approved party baptize you as a sign of your inclusion in the 
organization of the visible church.’  But it is also a word from God that God puts into the 
mouth of the believer.  There is no other name under heaven by which we can be saved, 
and in our baptisms we are instructed to call upon the name of Christ in faith for salvation.  
The act of identifying with Christ in action and the act of calling upon the name of Christ in a
public act of faith accommodates our voice in baptism too.   

The importance of churches and baptism

V20, ‘teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. And behold, I am with you 
always, to the end of the age.”  One of the neglected aspects of the Great commission is the
local church.  One cannot fulfil the great commission without the local church.  It is the 
church, represented by the apostles who went and preached; it was the church that then 
baptized the new converts; it was to the church that the new converts were identified with, 



being added to the number; and it was in the church at the apostle’s feet that these new 
converts were taught.  We said earlier that baptizing and teaching were two defining 
aspects of disciple, the local church is the one who plays the vital role in teaching, in 
discipling the young convert.  Christians cannot grow without the local church, this is what 
Paul expresses in Eph. 4:11-16, ‘And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, 
the shepherds and teachers, 12 to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up 
the body of Christ, 13 until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the 
Son of God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ, 14 so
that we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro by the waves and carried about by 
every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes. 15 Rather, 
speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the head, into 
Christ, 16 from whom the whole body, joined and held together by every joint with which it is
equipped, when each part is working properly, makes the body grow so that it builds itself 
up in love.’  You have probably heard the phrase it takes a village to raise a child, well it 
takes a church to make a disciple.  It is when all the gifts, both the ones of office and lay 
gifts are working properly, and the individual is serving and being served; it is when the 
word gifts are speaking the truth in love that the body grows and matures and stays safe 
from false teaching, and each part is better equipped to add to the body.

Too often baptism and the local church have been separated.  Too often children have been
baptized by their dads, but not by elders into the church.  Today we are attempting to do a 
few things.  Prior to this baptismal service we had a members meeting to approve the 
formal membership of John and Ian and Margaret in CGBC.  Why did we do this?  In the 
first century your baptism was your acceptance into membership, it was the act by which 
you were added to the number, to the role of believers.  By this act a new Christian was 
given the gift of family, eldership, accountability, responsibility, partners in the gospel, a 
place of service and being served, and were grafted into the community that we would be a 
part of for all eternity.  The modern church has lost these connections.  In an attempt to get
back to these things, and to be more biblical, and we are by no means there yet; we are 
combining their baptism with their membership seeking to reunite what the modern church 
has separated.           


