
BAPTISM 

Defining Baptism 

Simply, baptism is a public, symbolic act that represents 
an inward, spiritual reality. More precisely, baptism is a 
commanded public ceremony to all believers that 
testimonies to their union and identification with Christ 

and His church. It symbolizes, or gives a picture of, 
spiritual realities that have already taken place in the life of the 
believer. Therefore, before we talk about baptism we need to start 
with the Gospel. 

I. What is the Gospel? 

Good news. At the heart of it, the Gospel means “good 
news.” It’s good news because of the very bad news of 
man’s sinfulness and inability to change himself. It’s good 

because it’s about God, who is completely good in his 
character, doing the best act of goodness that has ever been 

done. In fact, God is where we need to start to get a full picture of 
this good news. 

God is the holy creator. 

There is only one true God (1 Samuel 2:2; 2 Samuel 7:22;1 Kings 
8:23). The word we use to describe God’s distinction from 
everyone and everything else is holy. When the Bible says God is 
holy, it means he is unique. He is completely different from us. 
God’s holiness is also connected to his separation from sin. James 
1:13 says that God “cannot be tempted with evil.” Titus 1:2 and 
Numbers 23:19 both state that it is impossible for God to lie, and 
Habakkuk 1:13 says that God’s eyes are purer than to even see sin 
or look at wrong. God is perfect in all his character and in all his 
ways. He is without flaws, fault, sin, or imperfection of any kind. 
God is holy. 
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The God of the good news is not only holy, he is also the one who 
created you and me and everything else in our world. The Bible’s 
very first words are “In the beginning, God created the heavens and 
the earth” (Genesis 1:1). Genesis goes on to detail how God made 
our entire universe out of nothing, using just his words, in six days 
before resting on the seventh. While all of God’s creation was 
amazing, he uniquely made humans in his image. He formed the 
first man, Adam, out of the ground and then made Eve out of one 
of Adam’s ribs. 

Psalm 96:5 emphasizes the importance of recognizing God as the 
creator: “For all the gods of the peoples are worthless idols, but the 
LORD made the heavens.” First Chronicles 16:26 makes the same 
point almost verbatim. When Paul began preaching the Gospel in 
Athens, he began by describing God as the one who made the 
world and everything in it, which makes him the Lord of heaven 
and earth (Acts 17:22–28). The reason it is crucial to the Gospel to 
recognize God as creator is that it puts him over us. God has the 
right to rule over us and our world because he made it. And after 
each day of creation, Genesis records that God saw that each day 
of creation was good. When he was done creating, God said it was 
“very good” (Genesis 1:31). 

So what went wrong? How did we go from a perfect creation that 
was very good to the mess of the world we have now? 

Man is totally sinful. 

Genesis 2 and 3 records how Adam and Eve sinned and plunged all 
of humanity into sin. God had given them just one prohibition in 
their perfect paradise. They could eat from any tree in the garden, 
except for the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. God 
warned them that on the day they ate from that tree they would die. 
In Genesis 3:1–5, Satan came to Eve in the form of a snake and 
accused God of lying and of 
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keeping something good from Adam and Eve. Eve was tricked into 
believing Satan and ate from the tree, and then Adam chose to eat 
from it too. In that moment, all that was perfect in God’s creation 
was shattered. God put a curse on all of his creation, from the 
ground to Adam and Eve to the snake. Sin had entered the world, 
and nothing would remain unstained by it. 

Adam and Eve’s sin was not just a distant event for you and me, 
however. Its direct result for us is that now we are guilty as sinners 
too. Romans 5:12 says, “Therefore, just as sin came into the world 
through one man, and death through sin, and so death spread to all 
men because all sinned.” Romans 3:10–12 paints a bleak picture of 
who we really are: 

10  as it is written: 
“None is righteous, no, not one;  
11  no one understands; no one seeks for God.  
12  All have turned aside; together they have become 
worthless;  
no one does good, 
not even one.”  

Romans 3:23 clearly tells us that “all have sinned and fall short of 
the glory of God.” Sin is breaking God’s commands. It’s doing 
what he says not to do, or failing to do what he says we should. 
And all of us have done it. There is not a single human alive who 
has not sinned. Even if we did just one sin, James 2:10 says we 
would be guilty of all. Once we break God’s commands even one 
time, we are permanently lawbreakers. 

And this is an immense problem because God is the holy creator. 
As creator God has the right to tell his creation what to do, and 
because he is holy, God cannot allow sin in his presence or for sin 
to go unpunished. Romans 6:23 soberingly tells us that death is the 
punishment, or the “wages,” of sin. We will all die, and after that 
we will all face judgment before the holy and righteous Judge 
(Hebrews 9:27). To compound our problems, we cannot get rid of 
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sin on our own. Even the righteous things we try to do are no better 
than filthy rags to God (Isaiah 64:6). Even if we tried to obey 
God’s law, we couldn’t get rid of our sins because “by works of the 
law no human being will be justified in his sight” (Romans 3:20). 
So if we all have sinned, and God punishes all sin, and we can’t get 
rid of our own sin, where’s the good news? 

Jesus lived a perfect life, died a substitutionary death, and rose 
victoriously from the dead. 

The good news is that Jesus did for you what you could never do 
for yourself. He lived perfectly, never committing a single sin, 
before he died on a cross. First Peter 2:22 and 23 says, “He 
committed no sin, neither was deceit found in his mouth. When he 
was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did 
not threaten, but continued entrusting himself to him who judges 
justly.” Peter had already described Jesus in 1:19 as “a lamb 
without blemish or spot.” 

Why did Jesus die if he had never sinned? It wasn’t because he had 
sinned, but because he was taking our place. First Peter 2:24 goes 
on to say, “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we 
might die to sin and live to righteousness. By his wounds you have 
been healed.” Second Corinthians 5:21 says, “For our sake he 
[God] made him [Jesus] to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him 
we might become the righteousness of God.” Jesus’ sacrificial 
death was to take the punishment we all deserved. 

The good news would not be good, however, if Jesus had merely 
died. Had he stayed dead, there would be no Christianity. If Jesus 
didn’t come back from the dead, the apostles’ preaching would be 
empty, our faith would be empty, we would still be in our sins, 
those who have already died would be eternally dead, and 
Christians would be the most pitiful people on the planet (1 
Corinthians 15:12–19). “But in fact, Christ has been raised from 
the dead” (1 Corinthians 15:20). 
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Paul’s summary of the Gospel in 1 Corinthians 15 is “Now 
I would remind you, brothers, of the gospel I preached to 
you, which you received, in which you stand, and by which 
you are being saved, if you hold fast to the word I preached 
to you—unless you believed in vain. For I delivered to you 
as of first importance what I also received: that Christ died 
for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that he was 
buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance 
with the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, then to 
the twelve.” 

How does Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection affect you, though? 
The good news of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection comes with 
an implicit command to you. 

You must repent and believe. 

The Gospel calls you to respond, and that response ought to 
include repentance and belief. Repentance and belief are two 
separate actions, but they are two sides of the same coin. 
Repentance means “to turn away from sin,” while belief describes 
us turning to God. Jesus preached repentance regularly (Matthew 
4:17; Luke 13:3, 5). At the conclusion of Peter’s sermon on the day 
the church began, he commanded those who were responding to 
his message to “repent and be baptized” (Acts 2:38). Paul 
summarized his missionary work as declaring all across the known 
world that all people “should repent and turn to God” (Acts 26:20). 
The Gospel does not allow us to say we will keep our sin and 
Jesus. While Jesus does not demand that we be sinless, he does 
demand that we willingly turn from sin to him. Paul complimented 
the Thessalonians because they turned “from idols to serve the 
living and true God” (1 Thessalonians 1:9). 

While repentance is a necessary part of responding to the Gospel, 
we must be careful to see it as part of belief. All of 
us as humans are prone to want to work for our salvation. 
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We want to earn God’s favor, or try to balance out the scales of our 
good and bad, or at the very least feel like we are contributing to 
our salvation. But the biblical Gospel is that we are saved by grace, 
through faith alone in Christ alone. 

Ephesians 2:4–9 says, “But God, being rich in mercy, 
because of the great love with which he loved us, even 
when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive 
together with Christ—by grace you have been saved— and 
raised us up with him and seated us with him in the 
heavenly places in Christ Jesus, so that in the coming ages 
he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in 
kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. For by grace you have 
been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it 
is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may 
boast.” 

When a scared, awed Philippian jailer came to Paul and Silas at 
midnight and asked them how he could be saved, they replied, 
“Believe in the Lord Jesus” (Acts 16:30, 31). And while “the 
wages of sin is death,...the gift of God is eternal life” (Romans 
6:23). Gifts are not things you work for or earn, or else they aren’t 
gifts anymore. Salvation comes to those who put their trust, their 
belief, in Jesus, not in their own actions or goodness. “God so 
loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes 
in him should not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16). 

The Gospel begins with God and, in the end, brings us back to 
God. The holy creator made the entire world good, but sin ruined 
man’s relationship to God and the goodness of this world. In his 
love, however, God planned to send his only Son, Jesus, to x the 
sin problem we could never x on our own. Jesus lived without ever 
sinning, died to take sinners’ punishment, and rose to conquer sin 
and death and Satan. The Good News is that you can be rescued 
from your sin simply by believing this wonderful message. 
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Assurance of Salvation 

How does someone know that he or she is a believer? What is a 
believable profession of faith? 

Since baptism is a public declaration of salvation, you want 
to have confidence that you are truly saved. It is pro table for all 
believers, not only baptismal candidates, to consider the validity of 
their salvation. We do not want to convey that baptism gives 
assurance, so we want assurance to take place prior to baptism. 

We read in 2 Corinthians 13:5: “Examine yourselves, to see 
whether you are in the faith. Test yourselves. Or do you not realize 
this about yourselves, that Jesus Christ is in you?— unless indeed 
you fail to meet the test!” 

Tests for assurance of salvation 
• Do you trust in Jesus Christ’s work alone for salvation (Acts 

4:12)? 
• Do you believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the Living 

God (John 3:36; 1 John 2:22, 23; 3:23)? 
• Have you submitted to the authority of the Lord Jesus Christ 

(Romans 10:9, 10)? 
• Do you strive to keep his commandments and live in godliness 

(1 John 2:4)? Do you practice righteousness (1 John 2:29; 3:4–
10)? Is fruit of the Spirit evident in your life (Galatians 5:22, 
23)? 

• Do you express godly sorrow over sin, which leads to evidence 
of genuine repentance (2 Corinthians 7:10, 11)? 

• Do you love the church (1 John 2:9–11)? 
• Do you love the world or the things in the world (1 John  

2:15)? 

For additional study, see the MacArthur Study Bible appendix, 
“The Character of Genuine Saving Faith.” 
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II. What is baptism? 
A. What does the word baptism mean? 

To help us understand the meaning of baptism, we  
need to go to the Greek word. The reason we are looking at 
the Greek word is that baptism seems to come out of 
nowhere in the New Testament. The Greek word for 
baptism (baptizō) means to “plunge, dip, immerse” 
something (Grudem, Systematic Theology, p. 967). 
Symbolically, to be immersed in something means to be 
surrounded, consumed, or identi ed with something. In the 
Bible, we see the word baptism used as identi cation. For 
example, Jesus identi es with John the Baptist’s message 
by being baptized with water. Those who were led out of 
Egypt in the Exodus were “baptized into Moses” (1 
Corinthians 10:2); that is, they were identi ed with Moses, 
but there was no physical water baptism. The Bible speaks 
of two types of baptism: spiritual and water. Water baptism 
is a public, symbolic act that represents spiritual baptism. 

B. What is the spiritual reality that water baptism depicts?  
What is a spirit? It is the immaterial part of us that, in 
relationship to God, is dead. Basically, before Christ, we 
were incapable of doing any good moral act; we are 
incapable of obeying his commands.  
 
Often in the Scriptures, the word baptism speaks of our 
identification with Christ; therefore, it is a word that 
describes all of salvation. Water baptism illustrates 
different elements of salvation. Here are some of those 
spiritual realities that water baptism represents: 
1. We are identified with Christ in his death, burial, and 

resurrection. Romans 6:3, 4 says, “Do you not know 
that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus 
were baptized into his death? 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 
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Father, we too might walk in newness of life.” Through 
our union with Christ, we have died to sin and are 
given new life. (See also Colossians 2:11–15.) 

2. We have been purified and cleansed from sins. In Titus 
3:5, Paul mentions the “washing of regeneration” that 
occurs at salvation. (See also 1 Corinthians 6:9–11.) 
Additionally, in Acts 22:16, Saul tells Ananias, “Rise 
and be baptized and wash away your sins, calling on 
his name.” What does that washing mean? Washing 
means “a cleansing,” which is a symbol in the new 
covenant (Ezekiel 36:25–27; John 3:5). This spiritual 
cleansing makes us holy, set apart for God, and no 
longer unclean with the stain of sin. Additionally, 
forgiveness of sins and justification give the sinner a 
clean and clear conscience (1 Peter 3:21; Hebrews 
9:14; 10:22). 

3. Through the Holy Spirit, we are identified with the 
church. Spiritual baptism also declares that Jesus is 
Lord of all people in the church (Acts 2:41; Ephesians 
4:4–6; 1 Corinthians 12:13). 

This awesome list of spiritual blessings is ours through Christ. 

Summary: Water baptism is a way of showing spiritual baptism. 
Through water baptism, we give a picture of our union with Christ 
in his death, burial, and resurrection. Through water baptism, we 
give a picture of the stain of sin being washed away and our lives 
set apart for God. Through the public action of water baptism, we 
are identifying with a local body of believers. 

III.What baptism is not. 
A. Baptism is not a sacrament. It does not save you and is 

not necessary for salvation. 
1. The thief on the cross was saved without water baptism 

(Luke 23:32–43). Thus, water baptism is a separate 
event from regeneration. 
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2. Faith alone is necessary for salvation (Ephesians 2:8, 
9). No work can make you acceptable to God. 

3. Justification comes at the moment of faith (Romans 
3:28; 4:9, 10). Water baptism takes places after 
justification. 

4. Again, water baptism is a picture. If I point to a picture 
of my wife and say, “This is my wife,” then I really 
mean that I am married to the person in the picture, not 
that I am married to the picture.  

B. Baptism does not earn you additional favor with God 
(Galatians 3:2, 3). 
1. To illustrate a different way of understanding baptism, 

it might be helpful to consider baptism in Roman 
Catholic theology. According to Roman Catholic 
theology, water baptism 

• is necessary for salvation, 
• eradicates original sin, 
• provides forgiveness of personal sins, 
• causes regeneration (spiritual birth), 
• infuses sanctifying grace apart from personal faith, 
• allows replacing of personal faith with the faith of  

the church, and 
• conveys grace through a priest.  

 
For additional information, see Systematic Theology 
by Wayne Grudem (pp. 971–975) and Catechism 
of the Catholic Church, Part Two: The Celebration 
of the Christian Mystery, Section Two: The Seven 
Sacraments of the Church, Article 1: The Sacrament 
of Baptism.  

2. On the contrary, the Bible teaches that individuals are 
saved by grace through faith alone. Furthermore, we 
grow in Christ by grace through faith. Consider the 
following passages:  
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Colossians 2:6, 7 “Therefore, as you received Christ 
Jesus the Lord, so walk in him, rooted and built up in 
him and established in the faith, just as you were 
taught, abounding in thanksgiving.”  
 
Galatians 3:2, 3 “Let me ask you only this: Did you 
receive the Spirit by works of the law or by hearing 
with faith? Are you so foolish? Having begun by the 
Spirit, are you now being perfected by the flesh?”  

3. As a side note, there are professing believers who 
practice infant baptism. However, they do not believe 
that baptism has the same effects as those listed in the 
above bulleted points.  

IV. Who is baptism for? 
A. Baptism is for believers.

1. Baptism is for people who have personally placed faith 
in Christ’s work of salvation alone, trusting in nothing 
else for the forgiveness of sins, and have repented from 
their sin. 

2. There must be intellectual comprehension of the 
Gospel. 

3. Since baptism is a picture of salvation, no one should 
be baptized until he or she has made a conscious 
personal confession of faith in Jesus as Lord and 
Savior.  
 
To illustrate a different way of understanding baptism, 
some churches baptize infants and the Mormon church 
baptizes for those who are already dead. Obviously 
neither babies nor the dead can personally trust in 
Christ.  

a) Acts 2:41 “Those who received his words were 
baptized.” (Also see Acts 8:12.) 
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b) Matthew 28:19 “Make disciples of all nations, 
baptizing them.” 

B. What about children and youth? The person should be old 
enough to give a believable profession of faith. A child 
needs to be able to communicate the Gospel and should 
show spiritual fruit. 

C. Special circumstances 
1. What if I was baptized prior to salvation?
2. What if I was sprinkled as a believer?  

V. Why do we baptize by water?  
 
Publicly confessing our identification with Christ through 
water baptism is not an idea that we invented. There are 
biblical reasons why we baptize.  

A. It is commanded by Christ (Matthew 28:18–20).  
A believer’s response is to obey (Acts 10:48a). Disciples—
that is, followers of Christ—are to obey Christ’s command 
and be baptized. Baptism is not merely a matter of private 
conviction. 

B. It was taught and practiced by the early church.
1. It was commanded at Pentecost by the Apostle Peter 

when he was filled with the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:37–41).
2. It was a practice of the early church (Acts 8:33–38; 

10:44–48; 16:31–33; 18:8). 
C. It communicates publicly your identification with Christ’s 

church (Acts 2:41).  

D. It provides spiritual benefits.  
“There is the blessing of God’s favor that comes with all 
obedience, as well as the joy that comes through public 
profession of one’s faith, and the reassurance of having a 
clear physical picture of dying and rising with Christ and 
of washing away sins. Certainly the Lord gave baptism to 
strengthen and encourage our faith” (Systematic Theology, 
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Grudem, p. 981).  

• The picture of baptism helps us ght sin now (Romans 6:3–
11) by reminding us that we are dead to sin and alive to 
Christ. We now have new life! 

• Baptism gives a picture of the Gospel and therefore 
glorifies God. In the Psalms, we repeatedly hear the 
psalmist call on the hearers to declare God’s salvation. For 
example, Psalm 96:2, 3 says, “Sing to the Lord, bless his 
name; tell of his salvation from day to day. Declare his 
glory among the nations, his marvelous works among all 
the peoples!” The worship of Christ in heaven glorifies the 
work of salvation (Revelation 5:9–14). 

• Baptism can produce joy through the public profession of 
one’s faith.

• It should strengthen and encourage the faith of the hearers.
• Baptism reminds us of our unity within the church (1 

Corinthians 12:13). It is also is a public testimony that we 
are no longer a part of this world. Early believers were put 
out of the synagogue when they were baptized. 

• Baptism reminds us of the lordship of Jesus (Ephesians 
4:5). 

VI. How do we baptize?  
 
Baptism is by immersion in water. Here are some reasons we 
have come to this conviction. 
A. The meaning of the word baptize is “to immerse.” 

B. When water baptism was used in the narrative of the 
New Testament, immersion best ts the descriptions 
given. 
1. Mark 1:5—John the Baptist baptized in the Jordan 

River. 
2. Mark 1:10—When Jesus was baptized, he came up out 

of the water. 
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3. John 3:23—John baptized at a certain location because 
“water was plentiful there.” 

4. Acts 8:36–39—When the Ethiopian eunuch was 
baptized, he and Philip went “down into the water” and 
“came up out of the water.” 

C. Immersion is appropriate to symbolize our union with 
Christ’s death, burial, and resurrection. It also symbolizes 
washing away the guilt of sin. 

Preparing Your Testimony 

I. The purpose of a public profession of faith is to bring glory 
to God because of his work in your life. This is your chance 
to explain how great God is and express gratitude for what he 
has done for you. Furthermore, it is a great way to give the 
Gospel in practical terms to those in attendance who may be 
unbelieving. The emotional power behind a testimony can be 
used to cause others to practically consider their position 
before God. Stay on point; your testimony is a personal 
account of how Christ saved you from the penalty of your sin 
and gave you new life.  

II. What are some other reasons that you should be able to 
give your testimony? 
A. Consider biblical accounts of believers giving their 

testimony:  

1.  Paul—blinded and confronted (Acts 9; Galatians 1:11–
2:1)

2. Nicodemus (John 3:1–21) vs. Ethiopian Eunuch B. We 
are commanded to witness to others and to be ready to 
give an answer for the hope that we have (1 Peter 3:15; 
2 Corinthians 5:19, 20).  

III. General Directions for Writing a Testimony 
A. First state your name. 
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B. Your testimony should be easy to read on the day of your 
baptism. Therefore we are asking that your testimony be 
typed, one page, and double-spaced. It should take you 
about 3–5 minutes to read your testimony. 

C. Testimonies of this nature are not intended to convey your 
entire life story, but rather the key elements of your 
conversion. 

D. Testimonies should be written in the way they will be 
presented at the time of your baptism. 

E. State why you want to be baptized.  

IV. Testimony Outline 
A. My life before I trusted Christ: The purpose of this section 

is not to glorify your sinful past. It is simply to help people 
understand the state of your life before Christ. 
1. Question: What ultimately caused you to be broken 

over your sin and to consider Christ and eternal things? 
2. Writing Tips:

a) Talk about the direction of your life.
b) Avoid any graphic detail about past sins. 

B. How I came to faith in Christ: The purpose of this section 
is to explain how you learned about the Gospel, what the 
Gospel message is, and how you responded to it.
1. Questions:

a) When and how did you become aware of the person 
and work of Christ?

b) What is the message of the Gospel that saved you?
c) How did you respond to the Gospel message?

2. Writing Tips
a) This should be the bulk of your testimony.
b) Make sure you explain clearly what saved you.

C. My life since I trusted Christ: The purpose of this section is 
to describe how Christ has changed your life.  

1. Question: What fruits of repentance have been 
manifested in your life? 
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2. Writing Tips
a) Explain how the Gospel has specifically changed 

your life.
b) Focus on internal rather than external changes. 

Remember that a message is true and powerful if it matches 
the same lifestyle. 

Matthew 5:16 says, “In the same way, let your light shine before 
others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to 
your Father who is in heaven.” 

To help organize your thoughts, use the separate Testimony 
Worksheet. 

Timeline for Completing the Baptism Process
1. Fill out the contact information form and the baptism 

application. 
2. Read the baptism booklet. 
3. Attend baptism classes. 
4. Prepare a written testimony. 
5. Meet with a pastor for an interview. A pastor will 

contact you to schedule an appointment. Please bring 
your written testimony and baptism application.

6. Schedule the date to be baptized.  

What to Expect on the Day of Your Baptism 

1. What should I wear when I am baptized? 
• Wear a dark pair of board shorts, gym shorts, or capri 

pants. 
• Wear a plain, dark-colored shirt. 
• Remember to be modest. Our attention should be on 

glorifying God, and we would not want any 
distractions in terms of modesty or printed messages 
on a shirt.
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• Bring a towel. 
2. What should I expect during the baptismal service?

• We will tell you when you need to change on the day 
of the event.

• Once called to the baptistry by the pastor, you will 
share your testimony. (The order of those being 
baptized will be provided.) 

• A pastor will ask you questions to affirm (yes-or- no 
questions). 

• After you have been baptized, someone will help you 
out of the water and provide you with a towel. You 
can arrange who this person is or we can ask 
someone. You will also be directed to the changing 
area. The pastor will inform the congregation to give 
you time to change. 

• After the service, it is best to make yourself available 
for others to greet you.  

3. Since baptism is a Gospel presentation, invite family 
members and friends.  
17
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