
Understanding Baptism 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Today we have the joy of having a baptismal service, we are baptizing four believers into 

the membership of the church.  Everyone knows what baptism is, but not everyone is clear 
on what baptism means.  Some of this is due to ignorance; some of this is due to confusion 
due to disagreement between Christians.  Today I am going to do a topical sermon on the 

issue of baptism.  I want to put forward a definition that I am borrowing from Bobby 
Jamieson, an American Reformed Baptist who is deeply involved with 9marks.  And I would 
like to unpack his definition leaning on his booklet, Understanding Baptism.  I will of course 

be rooting our definition in the Bible, but he is a helpful guide.  Let’s look at the definition.   
 
Definition: ‘Baptism is a church’s act of affirming and portraying a believer’s union with 

Christ by immersing him or her in water, and a believer’s act of publicly committing him or 
herself to Christ and His people, thereby uniting a believer to the church and marking off 
him or her from the world.’   
 

Baptism is a church’s act: you do not baptise yourself, someone baptises you.  There are 
many Christians who have been baptized by a family member or a friend, in a private setting 
like in a pool and it has not been done with the church.  The best practice, because the 

church has been entrusted with the keys of the kingdom is that a church administer the 
baptism.  The church as Christ’s embassy on earth makes a declaration to the person being 
baptised, ‘we have heard you confession of faith and judge you to be a Christian, and we 

affirm your faith and bind you to the church by administering baptism to you.’  The church 
having this authority is taught in verses like Matt. 16:19; Matt. 18:20, and Matt. 28:18-20. 
 

Turn with me to Matt. 16.  In v13-20 we have the well-known portion where Jesus is asking 
his disciples who people say He is, v13.  We see they give the prevalent answers of John the 
Baptist, Elijah or one of the prophets, v14.  But Jesus asks them who they, the disciples 

think He is, v15. Simon Peter replies, ‘You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.’  In 
other words, Jesus is the promised Saviour of the OT.  Jesus indicates that God has given 
this insight to Peter, v17.  V18-19 are the verses we want to zero in on that teach us about 

the church’s authority, ‘And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, 
and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it. 19 I will give you the keys of the kingdom of 
heaven, and whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose 

on earth shall be loosed in heaven.”  This is a famous portion in the authority of the Pope 
debate.  Several questions arise, is the reference to ‘rock’ a play on words and referring to 
Peter or to his confession?  If Peter, is it in reference to setting him apart as a pope above 

the other apostles, or as an apostle who represents the apostles and who also represents 
the church as a foundation member?  Then there is the question of what the keys of the 
kingdom are, and how far the word ‘whatever’ covers?  What does it mean to bind and what 

does it mean to loose?  And what is the relationship between things bound on earth and 
heaven, are they bound in heaven first or on earth first?  As you move through Matthews 
gospel the answers to this become clearer. 

 
Turn to Matt. 18:15-20.  Here we have the process of church discipline outlined.  If your 
brothers sins against you, step one go to your brother and try and sort it out.  Step two if he 
will not repent, take witnesses, and if he will still not repent, take it to the church.  What is 

important to note is found in v18-20, ‘Truly, I say to you, whatever you bind on earth shall 
be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven. 19 Again I 
say to you, if two of you agree on earth about anything they ask, it will be done for them by 



my Father in heaven. 20 For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among 
them.”  Please notice the binding and loosing language of matt. 16:19.  That means this is 

an application of the keys of the kingdom.  But notice who is being called upon to exercise 
the keys.  You will see in 18:17 that you must take it to the church, not the Pope, not the 
denomination, not only the elders, but the church, the gathered saints.  The communal 

aspect above any idea of authority being given to a pope is confirmed by the further 
reference to two or three gathered in Christ’s name.  And if we look at 1 Cor. 5 where Paul 
implements a case of church discipline against a man committing sexual immorality, it is in 

the presence of the whole congregation not just the leadership, 1 Cor. 5:4.  Matthew 18 
covers the church’s authority in loosing people from the visible church. 
 

Turn to Matt. 28:18-20.  Christ is the head of the church who has all authority in heaven 
and earth.  But he delegates the responsibility of gathering the saints into churches to the 
church in the Great Commission.  We are sent to go and preach the gospel to all nations and 

as people respond to the gospel, what next.  The church is to baptize them as Jesus 
representative, using His name to authorize their access; and then they are to gather the 
saints into churches where they will be discipled under the ministries of the church, 
particularly teaching.               

 
So ideally who should baptize?  If you are alone on a mission field, and there is no church 
around, then you can do it, this is similar to the situation we see in Acts 8 where Phillip 

baptizes the Ethiopian Eunuch.  Ordinarily we would want the church to do the baptizing.  
We would accept unideal baptisms like fathers baptizing their sons in the swimming pool but 
cannot recommend this as good and normal practice.   

 
Affirming and portraying a believer’s union with Christ: what is the church saying in 
baptism?  The church is confirming the candidate’s salvation and their confession of faith.  It 

is speaking as God’s earthly representative and saying that it believes that this person is 
saved by their union with Christ in His death, burial and resurrection.  The Church is putting 
an outward public seal on an inward spiritual reality. 

 
We are united to Christ by faith, and in our salvation receive all the benefits of His work 
through our union with Him.  Baptism signs this union, it is a visible word appointed by God.  

The connection between salvation and our union with Christ signed in baptism can be found 
in verses such as Rom. 6:3-4, ‘Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into 
Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? 4 We were buried therefore with him by baptism 

into death, in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, 
we too might walk in newness of life.’  Gal. 3:25-27, ‘But now that faith has come, we are 
no longer under a guardian, 26 for in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith. 
27 For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ.’   
 
It speaks in symbolic ways: it speaks of His death which pays for our sins, Rom 6:1-4.  

It speaks of washing as His work for us washes us from sin, Acts 22:16.  It speaks of 
resurrection and the new life we receive from Him by the Spirit, and the power to live a new 
life by the Spirit, Rom. 6:1-4.  It speaks of union with Christ’s body the church, for to be one 

with Christ is to be one with His body 1 Cor. 12:13, and the hands of the church 
representatives doing the act likewise signal this welcome.  The willingness on the part of 
the church to baptize someone comes from the conviction that they give a credible 
confession of faith.   

 
By immersing him or her in water: how should baptism be done?  We believe by 
immersion.  The word baptize in the Greek ordinarily means to plunge or dip, submerging it 



under water.  John the Baptist needed a lot of water when baptizing not merely enough to 
pour, John 3:23.  The Ethiopian Eunuch thought that a large body of water was needed for 

his baptism not the water in his water bottle, Acts 8:36.  Phillip and the Eunuch are 
described as coming out of the water together v38-39.  We believe that this mode signs our 
being buried with Christ, Rom. 6:1-4.  Since the flood is also said to be a type of baptism 

where the world was submerged under a judgement of God’s wrath 1 Pet. 3:21, and God’s 
wrath is often described as waters rolling over someone, burial and being under God’s wrath 
are fittingly portrayed by immersion.  Burial and judgement are best conveyed by the mode 

of immersion.   
 
And a believer’s act: Not only does the church speak on God’s behalf, baptism also has a 

function of response on the part of the candidate.  The Bible regularly shows that those who 
heard the gospel responded to the gospel with faith, repentance and baptism, Acts 2:37-39.   
 

Of publicly committing himself or herself to Christ: baptism is not a private but a 
public statement about new allegiances.  Christ spoke about acknowledging Christ before 
men, baptism is part of this Matt. 10:32-33.  Since one would call on the name of the Lord 
in baptism, this confession of Christ’s Lordship is part of outwardly showing a new 

allegiance, Acts 22:16; Rom. 10:13.  This public aspect is understood in many parts of the 
world and so persecution often begins when a person is baptised, as it is seen as an open 
swearing of new allegiances. 

 
And his people: baptism is a commitment of being added to the church not only to Christ, 
to a community of faith not only a new faith.  Acts 2:41 talks about how the 3000 who 

believed were added to the number of the church.  Baptism is into a new community/family.  
The baptism role was the membership role, you counted how many members you had by 
counting how many baptisms you had.  Baptism which speaks of our union with Christ 

speaks of our new union with each other too as the body of Christ, Eph. 2:11-12; 1 Cor. 
12:12-26.  You are ending your allegiance to the world and committing to a new team.  This 
is one of the reasons why we so closely associate baptism with membership.  

 
Thereby uniting a believer to the church and marking off him or her from the 
world: the church is making an announcement to the world that this one now belongs to 

Jesus.   
 
Baptism is not merely a human tradition that we invented nor is it a physical washing that 

has intrinsic power.  We are saved by faith not baptism.  What is faith?  Let me get at it this 
way.  What are you trusting in, leaning upon, relying on, resting in, depending upon, put 
your confidence in, believing in, having faith in to make you righteous before a holy God?  

The nature of faith of the trust aspect of faith can be summed up in two words, faith is 
extraspective and instrumental.   
 

We have all heard of introspection, where we look inward at ourselves.  Trust is the 
opposite, it is a look away from self to the Saviour.  The difference between faith and works 
is the difference between extraspection and introspection.  The picture of the Israelites who 

have been bitten looking at the bronze serpent is a great image to bring home what we 
mean here.  The Israelite who had been bitten by a snake was not asked to suck out the 
poison first, to stand on their own two feet first,  to make their own way and not allow 
themselves to be carried to see the serpent, they simply had to look, and God saved them.  

Saving faith is accompanied by many things.  Repentance, confession, conviction, tears, 
praying, restitution, but none of these things are to be confused with faith.  Faith is the 
empty hands we bring to God to receive the Saviour, faith is the begging bowl of the poor in 



Spirit.  In theology we speak of faith as an instrumental means.  A good way to think of it is 
as an extension cord; an extension cord that we use to run our various appliances.  They 

have no batteries of their own.  They do not have a function other than channelling the 
power from somewhere else.  (I am talking about the simple ones without fuses and other 
additions for the purpose of this illustration).  The power source is not found in the cord but 

somewhere else, it is an instrument that channels the power.  I often find the job of 
vacuuming on a Saturday morning falling to me, and i like to use an extension cord so that I 
don’t have to keep unplugging the vacuum cleaner in every room.  Now if I only used the 

extension cord to try and vacuum would it work?  No, likewise faith cannot be offered to 
God for justification. Faith is seen as an instrument.  It has no power of its own that it 
contributes when trusting in Christ.  It is the empty hand that we receive the gift of Christ’s 

righteousness with.  We do not add anything by trying to clean the hand, have it manicured 
or tanned; we merely receive with no intention of addition trusting that what we receive is 
sufficient for our justification.  To view faith in any other way is to violate what Paul is trying 

to tell us about Abraham’s faith.  Abraham received a gift he did not work a wage, even his 
faith is not something that he offered as a wage.  But the way in which people speak about 
faith today is like me swapping the money in my wallet for a millionaires millions, thinking 
that I have to make my contribution otherwise I cannot receive the millions.  Christ gives 

you His millions without you having to add the money in your wallet, He has done all that is 
necessary for making you righteous, even your faith is not a work you have to see as a 
contribution to earn it.  Get your hand off your wallet and reach both hands out to Christ 

saying, ‘What I have to offer is worthless, your righteousness is the only sufficient way of 
me being made holy before God.’  The grounds of our justification is not the quality of our 
faith, but the quality of Christ’s righteousness.  What are you trusting in to declare you holy 

before God, the quality of your faith or in what Christ has done? 
 
Who should be baptized?  The Bible teaches that every disciple of Jesus Christ should be 

baptized.  This is a commandment that comes from the head of the church in the Great 
Commission, 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.”   The command should alone be enough.  

 
We make disciples by preaching the gospel, baptizing them, and then teaching them all 
Christ’s commands in the context of the local church.  We see this pattern in the first 

baptism in the book of Acts.  Peter preaches the gospel to the crowds on Pentecost; they 
hear the gospel and want to be saved; they are baptized and then added to the church.  
This was the pattern throughout the book of Acts, preaching, responding to the gospel with 

faith, repentance and baptism and being added to the church for discipleship.  
 
Common excuses: I am shy; I cannot swim; I am scared of water; I am too old; I would feel 

to embarrassed to be seen all wet in public; I don’t think I need it to go to heaven; I have 
been baptized by the Spirit in salvation; baptism was a Jewish thing and not for Gentile 
believers; I have been baptized as a baby; I have already been baptized as a teenager and 

am not sure if I was a Christian.    
 
What about infant baptism?  We believe the Catholic view which believes that saving grace 
is imparted to the child, and the stain of original sin removed is not taught in the Bible.  We 

believe that the Lutheran view which believes that the preaching of the word at the infant’s 
baptism, which is said to create the faith that justifies, is not taught in the Bible as a person 



needs to understand in order to believe.  We believe that the Covenantal view held by the 
Reformed Churches is the best of the views but disagree with it for the following reasons. 

Firstly, there is no mention of a single infant being baptized. 
Secondly, John the Baptist prepared the way not only for Christ but the type of ministry He 
carried on, in that He taught a baptism of repentance, not of family connection.   

Thirdly, every instance of so called household baptism has a description of faith or joy or 
receiving the Spirit indicating that those who heard and were baptized were believers not 
infants.   

Fourthly, the nature of the new covenant promises that every person in the New covenant 
will be born again, know God, have a new heart and have the Spirit. 
Fifthly, the doctrine of adoption in the NT is different to the national adoption of Israel and 

is for those who believe John 1:12-13.   
Sixthly, disciples by biblical definition are believers who are baptized and the great 
commission calls us to make disciples, not visible covenant members. 

Seventhly, baptism in its meaning speaks of those who are united to Christ by the Spirit not 
merely externally. 
Eighthly, you cannot be in Christ and Adam as an infant is said to be. 
Ninthly, infant baptism institutionally divorces the sign from the reality.   

 
Baptism and membership: because baptism is a word of acceptance and identification by the 
church and a word of commitment and attachment by the candidate baptism should be into 

membership.  We have spoken about how people were baptized into the particular number 
and recognizable community of the church in Acts, this indicates the close relationship 
between baptism and membership.  Since the church does the baptizing and follows up the 

baptizing with teaching the new convert the commands of Christ, and since the commands 
of Christ include commands to worship together, eat the Lord’s Supper together, fellowship 
together, build a love community of witness together, to partner in the work of the gospel 

together, to keep all the one anothering commands, incorporation into a group is seen to be 
implicit.  Since these new responsibilities include important responsibilities that involve trust 
and walking a road together like church discipline this implies membership.  In the early 

church there would not have been any such thing as membership without baptism, and 
since they signed their inclusion by baptism we should practice a baptism into membership.  
Since the church is defined from the world as those baptized believers who gather together, 

we cannot have a togetherness without baptism nor a baptism without togetherness.  It is 
possible for someone to get into heaven and not be baptized but membership is not asking 
the question who is going to heaven it is seeking to use its authority responsibly in defining 

who is a visible member of Christ.  The church is to issue baptism as a sign of showing who 
is a believer, therefore it cannot go on and call a member someone who refuses to accept 
the visible symbol of inclusion.  

 
What about baptizing younger believers and membership.  We believe that a young person 
can be a true believer and can be baptized.  And upon baptism should be admitted into 

membership into the church.  They will not be able to participate in the administrative 
aspects like voting until they are eighteen, but they will be under their parents discipline 
until that age.  We encourage those who are 16 to begin to audit the meetings except 

where there may be sensitive discussions not suitable for their age. 
 
What baptism do we refuse to recognize? Infant baptism; cult baptisms; pre-regenerate 
baptisms; irresponsible baptisms.  We do accept unideal baptisms on a case by case basis.   

      


