
First Christian Church
Pastor’s Class: Foundations of Our Faith
Lesson #6: Water Baptism 

Water Baptism: I Thought Baptism Was for Babies

I. Basic Questions

A. Why?
1. Jesus’ example (Matthew 3:13-17; 16:24)
2. Jesus’ command (Matthew 28:19-20)
3. Early church’s practice (Acts 2:38-41; 8:12; 16:32-34; 18:8)

a. The church followed through with Jesus’ command.
b. There is no such thing in the New Testament as an unbaptized believer. 
c. Water baptism is the initial step of obedience in the believer’s life of discipleship.

B. Who?
1. Believers: those who made a personal commitment of faith to Jesus Christ (Acts 2:38-

39)
a. There is no example in the New Testament of infants being baptized. Every New

Testament example shows adults being baptized.
b. A personal decision of repentance and faith in response to the gospel is the

necessary prerequisite for baptism.
2. What about Acts 16:33? Didn’t the “household” include infants?

a. Those who practice infant baptism often appeal to this passage and argue that
since the household would include children and infants, therefore baptism was
appropriate for them.
(1) They rightly describe the extensive nature of the Roman household, which

could include extended family, slaves, and even business partners.
(2) They also rightly note that the passage indicates that all who were in the

household were baptized.
b. However a closer examination of the passage does not support their conclusion.

(1) Acts 16:31-34 indicates that those who believed as a response to hearing the
gospel were baptized.

(2) Even if infants were a part of the household, there is nothing in the text that
positively suggests they were baptized.

C. How?
1. Immersion in water

a. The Greek word baptizo means “I dip,” or “I immerse.”
b. In the biblical examples we have that describe the act of baptism, the participants

“came up out of the water” (Acts 8:38-39; Matthew 3:16; Mark 1:10).
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2. The earliest extant extra-biblical church manual (Didache, or The Teaching of the
Twelve Apostles, late 1st- 2nd century) includes a section on how to baptize (7:1-5).
a. Because this document is quite early, but post-dates the writing of the New

Testament, it provides good evidence of how the early church interpreted the
directives of the New Testament. 

b. Candidates were to be immersed in running water if it is available, in still water if
it is not, in warm water if cold is not available. (!)

c. If it was not possible to immerse the person, then water was to be poured on the
head three times.

3. Other forms have been used in the church’s history (pouring, sprinkling), but
immersion is the best practice according to the biblical form (but the form is less
important than the reality).

4. The Didache also prescribes that the baptism is to be done according to the Trinitarian
formula in Matthew 28:19– “in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.” 
a. Again, this indicates that the formula in Matthew was understood as the

appropriate wording for baptizing believers.
b. This argues against the contention of United Pentecostals (who are non-

Trinitarian) that the proper formula is the wording of Acts (“in the name of the
Lord Jesus”).

c. But Luke’s language is not formulaic. He is instead highlighting the importance of
recognizing that Jesus is being identified with Yahweh, the God of Israel.

d. Even if the earliest church used the phrase, “in the name of the Lord Jesus”
(which is not proven), the consistent practice of the church has been to uphold the
Trinitarian wording of Matthew’s gospel as the proper formula for baptism, as the
context of Matthew clearly indicates that Jesus instructed his followers to baptize
with this formula.

D. When?
1. The New Testament consistently points to water baptism happening soon after

someone professed faith in Jesus Christ. 
a. Sometimes it was almost immediate (Acts 8:35-39; 10:44-48).
b. In Philippi, Paul and Silas didn’t even wait until morning to baptize the Roman

jailer and his household (Acts 16:25, 33-35).
2. In later centuries, the church developed lengthy waiting periods before baptism in

order to instruct the converts in Christian faith and test their sincerity.
3. The revivalist tradition in America tended to separate water baptism from the decision

to invite Christ into one’s heart, which led to a diminishing of the value and
importance of baptism among many Christians.

4. We recommend that those who are converted be encouraged to follow through with
water baptism without undue delay, while recognizing that immediacy is not
mandated by the Scriptures and that it is important to verify the sincerity of
conversion before baptizing someone.
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5. We do not have a minimum age for children to be baptized, but we ask parents to
review with their child his or her commitment to Jesus Christ before being baptized to
ensure that the child understands what he or she is doing.

E. What is it? What happens?
1. A formal, public affirmation of faith.

a. Baptism does not equal salvation, nor does it bring about salvation; salvation is
followed by baptism.

2. A sign of my repentance and faith commitment to Christ (Acts 2:38).
3. A declaration of my break with my former way of life (Colossians 2:12; Romans 6:1-

7).
a. Paul describes water baptism as a spiritual drama: baptism symbolizes my being

united with Christ in his death and resurrection.
(1) I am united with Jesus on the cross–my sins are placed on Christ; I am dead to

my old life (Galatians 2:20).
(2) I am united with Jesus in the tomb (water)–my former life is buried, not to be

resurrected.
(3) I am united with Jesus in his resurrection–my new life begins in the power of

the Holy Spirit.
(4) Now able to live/walk free from the power of sin.

b. Baptism is not an empty ceremony: the power of God is present in baptism.
c. In baptism, we signal that we are separated from our former life; the “old man/old

me”–is dead, buried; the “new man/new me”–is alive in Christ.
4. A picture of the cleansing of forgiveness (Acts 22:16).
5. A pledge to follow Christ in obedience and faith.

a. A good picture is that of an engagement ring–I am promised to Christ.
b. Baptism in the New Testament was the mark of “joining the church.
c. “In Jesus’ name”–identifies one as a disciple.

6. An appeal to God for a clean conscience (1 Peter 3:21).
a. I recognize that I am in need of forgiveness.
b. I recognize that salvation is by grace–it is God’s free gift.
c. I recognize that I enter salvation via faith (Ephesians 2:8-9).

7. A testimony to both the world and the body/church that I belong to Christ.
a. This is the value of public baptism, and why the church normally conducts

baptism with witnesses from the church.
b. The world recognizes that I no longer belong to them; the body of Christ

recognizes that I do belong to them.

II. Common Questions

A. Do I have to be baptized to be saved? (Romans 10:9-10)
1. No–Salvation is by grace through faith (Ephesians 2:8-9).
2. The thief on the cross was promised salvation (Luke 23:40-43).
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3. Paul said he didn’t come to baptize but to preach the gospel. If baptism was
necessary, he couldn’t have dismissed it so easily (1 Corinthians 1:14-17).

B. What about Mark 16:16? Isn’t baptism necessary to be saved, according to this verse?
1. If Mark 16:16 meant that baptism was necessary to be saved, then it would not link

condemnation simply with the failure to believe, but with the failure to believe and be
baptized.

2. The vast majority of New Testament scholars recognize that verses 9-20 of Mark 16
are a later addition to the gospel, not the original words of the author. Therefore we
should not base doctrinal statements on material in these verses.

C. What about 1 Peter 3:21?  Does baptism save me?
1. In 1 Peter 3, the context is instructive. The water of baptism is compared to the water

of the flood.
2. How did water save Noah? It cut him off from the former world which was judged. In

the same way baptism cuts us off from our past.

D. I was baptized as an infant. Should I be rebaptized?
1. Infant baptism is an indication of the parent’s faith rather than the child’s faith.

Whether your parents were sincere in presenting you for baptism or were merely
following their sense of religious duty, the ceremony did not reflect your own faith. 

2. We strongly encourage you to act on the basis of your own mature commitment to
Christ and be baptized as an act of your own faith response to God. 

3. The same is true of an earlier baptism if it was insincere or done out of something
other than repentance/faith.

E. In Jesus’ name? or in the name of the Father, Son, and the Holy Spirit (Trinity)? 
1. As noted above, Jesus specifically commands the disciples to baptize using the

Trinitarian formula (Matthew 28:19-20).
2. The phrase “in Jesus name” in Acts signifies:

a. Identification with Christ as one of his followers;
b. Calling on God through Jesus Christ for salvation.

3. Luke does not use the phrase as a formula per se. 

F. What is the difference between John the Baptist’s baptism and Christian baptism?
1. John’s baptism (Mark 1:1-8):

a. Was by immersion;
b. Was done as a sign of one’s repentance and desire to live righteously;
c. Included confession of sins;
d. Was a preparatory step for the coming of the Messiah.

2. Christian baptism–includes all but (d), and adds to it the things shown above in part
I.E. and identifies one as a follower of Jesus Christ.
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