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Baptism, and Why We Do It 

 

I. What is Baptism Anyway? 

Exploring the history of baptism 

II. Why Would I Want to be 

Baptized? 

Exploring the meaning of baptism 

III. So, How Exactly Does This 

Work? 

Exploring the logistics of baptism 

IV. I’m Wet. So Now What? 

Exploring what follows baptism 
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What Is Baptism Anyway? 

 

“Baptism” is kind of a funny 

word. We know it has to do with 

water, and it kind of sounds like 

“bath” so we don’t think much about 

it. Like most words in the English 

language, our word “baptize” comes 

from another language:  Greek. This is 

the language in which most all of the 

New Testament of the Bible was 

originally written. When Alexander 

the Great and his successors 

conquered the known world, they 

Hellenized the cultures they 
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conquered. That means, rather than 

replacing the old culture with Greek 

culture, they simply introduced 

aspects of Greek culture into those 

other societies. In order to make 

ruling such a vast empire easier, they 

made Greek the official language of 

the empire, so everyone used it; even 

the people in Europe, Asia, Africa, and 

Palestine where the events of the 

Bible take place.  

The word “baptize” is the Greek 

word (baptitzo), and it 

means “to immerse.” This was the 

word they would use for washing 
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dishes in the sink, as well as for ships 

that had sunk to the bottom of the 

sea. There is no real theological 

significance to the word, any more 

than our word “immerse” or 

“submerge” has special spiritual 

meaning. It is just a word to describe, 

or represent, what is happening. The 

significance of baptism comes from 

the context, not the word. But it is 

helpful knowing what the word 

means.  

Baptism is not uniquely Christian. 

In fact, baptism, like the Christian 

faith itself, has its origin in Judaism, 
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the religion of the Jews. We cannot 

forget that Jesus was Jewish and all 

his actions and teachings fulfilled (or 

made full and complete) what the 

religion of Judaism was teaching the 

world. Ceremonial washing was a 

common ritual in Judaism that 

symbolically cleansed the instruments 

and articles that would be use in 

service to God in the temple:  articles 

like plates, cups, wick trimmers and 

even writing instruments. The idea 

was that these things, through their 

washing were made “holy” and 

separated from other items of their 
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kind for special service. In the minds 

of the people, this sanctified—or set 

apart—those instruments as exclusive 

for use in worship and not for 

common use. 

The practice of “washing” 

people, setting them apart as 

exclusive to God, has also been a 

practice of the Jewish people for some 

time (for everything we see in the Old 

Testament—the Jewish Bible—is 

fulfilled, or completed, in life, death, 

and resurrection of Jesus). In 2 Kings 5 

we see the Gentile general Naaman of 

Aram coming to the prophet Elisha to 
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be cleansed of his leprosy, and Elisha 

sending him to baptize himself in the 

Jordan River. 

Tradition also tells us that a 

proselyte (a Gentile, or non-Jewish 

convert to Judaism), among other 

rituals, had to be baptized—or 

ceremonially washed—to be 

accepted, even in a limited capacity, 

into the Jewish covenant with God. 

This was an enormous and costly step 

for a Gentile who was leaving behind 

their heritage, family, and denouncing 

the gods and religious practices of 

their fathers. They were 
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acknowledging Yahweh (the Name of 

God) as the one true God and 

repenting, or turning away from their 

devotion to the false gods of their 

culture. 

In the New Testament, we are 

told that John (the Baptist, or 

Baptizer) came baptizing in the Jordan 

River in preparation for the coming of 

Messiah. His baptism was a baptism 

of repentance, or preparation, much 

like the sacrificial system the Jews had 

been living in. Unlike the sacrificial 

system, instead of bringing an animal 

to be killed as a sacrifice for their sin, 
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they were coming themselves and 

expressing their desire to change. In 

Acts 19:3-5 the apostle Paul draws a 

contrast between the baptism of 

John, and baptism in the Name of 

Jesus. John’s baptism was an act of 

preparation for the new thing God 

was going to do apart from religious 

observance, showing people that the 

burden of their sin is on they 

themselves and cannot be forgiven 

permanently by the blood of animals. 

Baptism into the name of Jesus is a 

declaration of our trust in the sacrifice 
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of Jesus for the forgiveness of our sin, 

once for all time. 

It may be important to touch on 

the topic of sin here. Sin is an often-

misunderstood concept, and how we 

understand it to affect our 

relationship with God is often 

misunderstood as well. The word “sin” 

is a Hebrew word (the language in 

which the Old Testament was 

written). It was used primarily in 

competitive archery and it means 

“missed the mark.” This is not simply 

missing the bullseye by a narrow 

margin, it’s missing the entire target 
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altogether. The only reason that 

would happen in competitive archery 

is if the archer was aiming at the 

wrong target. The “target” at which 

we need to aim is “holiness.” In the 

apostle Paul’s letter to the Roman 

churches, in chapter 3, he says, “for all 

have sinned and fall short of the glory 

of God” (Romans 3:23). In other 

words, every single one of us fails to 

measure up to God’s standard of 

holiness, or moral perfection. The 

reason this is true is because we all 

make decisions from the wrong 

starting point. In the Garden of Eden, 
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Eve was deceived by the serpent to 

eat fruit from the one tree God forbid 

them to eat from. The problem was 

not eating the fruit, it was just fruit, 

that was the symptom. The root 

problem was that Eve felt she knew 

better than God. She determined that 

her judgment of what is “good” and 

what is “evil” was as good, or better 

than God’s and she ate the fruit. We 

commit the same rebellion against 

God every day when we make 

judgments about good and evil based 

on our own self-centered standard 

rather than based on the character, 
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nature, and word of God, who is the 

source of life itself.  

We can do very good things for 

very selfish reasons. Baptism does not 

change that mindset, our 

understanding of our need for the 

forgiveness and leadership of Jesus 

does. We then follow that realization 

with the act of baptism, a ceremonial 

washing that symbolizes that we are 

leaving behind our old way of 

thinking, our trust in religious habits 

to save us and make us right with 

God, and we are embracing the saving 

work of Jesus who died for our sin and 
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rose from the dead to guarantee new 

and eternal life in right relationship 

with God. In this understanding, 

baptism is only a symbol. The saving 

work occurs in our heart and mind 

prior. It is a public statement that says 

we trust in the death of Jesus as 

sufficient payment for our sin and 

rebellion against God, and trust Him 

to give us new life in the power of his 

resurrection. It’s like saying, “I know 

that Jesus died for me, and so I 

commit to live for him.” 

It's important to note that 

baptism, in itself, does not save us. In 
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fact, baptism is not essential for 

salvation. It is indicative of salvation. 

In other words, you don’t have to be 

baptized to be saved (if you did, then 

Jesus lied to the thief on the cross to 

whom he said, “Today you will be with 

me in Paradise.”), but if you are saved, 

you will want to be baptized. As Jesus 

said, WE must do this to fulfill all 

righteousness” (Matthew 3:15).  

Baptism is more than just a 

ceremonial washing. It is a statement. 

For the first century church, it was a 

statement to trust in Jesus for 

salvation, a statement renouncing 
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religious practice as a saving work, 

and renouncing any God but Yahweh 

(the name of God: Father, Son, and 

Spirit). Likewise, for us, we are 

renouncing our idols—those things 

that we “worship” by devoting our 

time, energy, and effort to any end 

apart from God – (note: it is not 

wrong to have hobbies, habits, or 

things, unless they are loved more 

than God and others). More than this, 

baptism is a statement to those who 

witness the event that you have 

acknowledged Jesus as Savior and 

Lord, that you are changed by his 



18 
 

power and grace. It is also an 

exchange between you and those 

believers who witness your baptism, 

an exchange that says, “I am one of 

you,” and “you are one of us.” As it 

says in the apostle Paul’s letter to the 

church in Ephesus, “There is one body 

(church) and one Spirit, just as you 

were called in one hope of your 

calling; one Lord, one faith, one 

baptism, one God and Father of all 

who is over all and in all and through 

all” (Ephesians 4:4-6). 
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Why Would I Want to be Baptized? 

 

If you’re reading this, you’ve 

likely felt the conviction of the Holy 

Spirit. We often hear the word 

“conviction” in a negative tone, 

however, it has very positive uses too 

– as when someone “acts on their 

convictions.” The word “conviction” 

and, obviously, the word we translate 

as “conviction,” means “to expose; 

the act of convincing.” God’s 

conviction convinces us of what is 

right, what is wrong, and what is true. 

When that conviction comes, we have 
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a choice:  we can ignore it and 

continue in our rebellion, or we can 

heed that conviction and respond by 

confession and repentance. 

“Confession” in the Bible comes from 

the word  (homolegeo). Like 

our word “confession,” it is a 

compound word. Homo (or “same”) 

and legeo (meaning “I say”). It means 

“I say the same as.” In English confess 

is con (against) and fess (to speak), 

meaning to speak against (yourself). It 

communicates the dynamic of 

something being revealed, accepting 

the truth of that revelation, and 
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coming into agreement with it. Can 

you see how this works in matters of 

faith? When God convicts you of what 

is wrong, what is right, or what is true, 

it requires a response on your part to 

come into agreement with what God 

is showing you and then act 

accordingly. The action is what we call 

repentance.  

Repentance is not trying to do 

better in our own strength or wisdom. 

That is still sin because we are 

determining what “better” is and 

trusting only in ourselves rather than 

God to get there. Baptism is our 
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acknowledgement of God’s 

conviction, our statement of 

confession, and our first step of 

repentance. In being baptized we are 

renouncing our own ability to make 

ourselves right before God, 

surrendering to his mercy, grace and 

wisdom, and trusting God to make us 

right. Without baptism—without that 

declaration—it is too easy for us to 

slide back into our old way of thinking 

and acting.  

Our desire to be baptized is born 

of our encounter with the saving work 

of God in Jesus Christ. That conviction 
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and confession usher us into the 

reality of the great gift God has given 

us through faith in Jesus. That 

realization leads us into gratitude and 

affection for God, who is the only one 

who can judge us, yet died for us 

instead so that we could be restored 

to him. Baptism is an 

acknowledgement of that great grace, 

it is a celebration of God’s 

faithfulness, and it is an expression of 

our desire to please God and to know 

him. Baptism is also our first step of 

obedience to God. If we really have 

heard the call and conviction of God, 
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experienced his mercy (withholding 

the judgment we deserve) and his 

grace (granting the favor we could 

never earn), then why wouldn’t we 

want to follow in obedience to 

baptism?  

What about infant baptism? This 

is a great question. Many great 

traditions/denominations practice 

infant baptism. As we’ve seen, 

baptism is an outward expression of 

an inward transformation. An infant is 

not able to understand the concepts 

of sin, guilt, mercy, forgiveness and 

grace. Therefore, baptizing an infant 
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will not save them. That said, infant 

baptism is not without value. When 

Jesus was a baby, his parents brought 

him to the Temple on his eighth day 

to be circumcised. This was his 

parents doing for him what was 

required by the Law of Moses to bring 

the child into the covenant of 

Abraham. As an adult, Jesus came to 

the Jordan River to be baptized by 

John (who happened to be Jesus 

cousin, incidentally) saying, “It is 

necessary that we do this to fulfill all 

righteousness.” What his parents did 

for him laid the groundwork for his 
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walk with the Father later in his life 

when he willingly came to be 

baptized, making a statement about 

his will to walk in obedience to the 

Father. Furthermore, for Jesus, he was 

foreshadowing his commitment to the 

plan of salvation drafted before the 

foundation of the earth. For him, he 

was committing to his own death and 

resurrection. For you and I, we are 

echoing his commitment to let our old 

sinful nature die, and to live in the 

new life He gives us. 

For this reason, most evangelical 

traditions/denominations will practice 
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infant dedication, which is an 

opportunity for the parents to declare 

their intent to raise their child in the 

knowledge and grace of Jesus Christ, 

for the church community to commit 

to support that undertaking and then 

when the child is old enough to 

understand and respond to the 

Gospel on their own they are baptized 

as consenting believers.  

Being baptized as an adult, if you 

were baptized by your parents as an 

infant, should in no way be a dismissal 

of your parents’ effort to raise you in 

the faith. Rather, it is an affirmation of 
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their service to you, and an 

acknowledgement of what Jesus is 

calling you to presently.  
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So, How Exactly Does This Work? 

 

This is a question of logistics, 

however, we’ll take the opportunity 

to explain what those logistics mean 

and what they point to as we unpack 

it.  

Depending upon your 

denomination/tradition and the 

facilities in your local church, how 

baptism is performed will vary. Some 

denominations baptize by sprinkling, 

meaning the minister (servant or 

pastor) dips his hand in water set 

apart for this purpose and holds it 
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over the head of the baptized, 

dripping the water on them as they 

recite the appropriate scriptures, 

prayers and meditations. Other 

denominations will fill a vessel with 

water and pour it over the head of the 

baptized. Other traditions perform 

what is called “full immersion” 

baptism where the person being 

baptized steps into a pool of water 

and is completely submerged and 

then brought back up (right away… 

they don’t wait for the bubbles to 

stop). Since baptism is a symbolic 

sacrament, how it is performed is less 



31 
 

important that why it is performed. 

That said, by virtue of the meaning of 

the word, as well as the biblical 

context of the practice, full immersion 

baptism is the most biblically accurate 

method. 

There are occasions, however, 

when full immersion simply isn’t 

practical. A patient confined to a 

hospital bed, or someone who has 

serious physical limitations will not be 

able to follow in baptism this way and 

another method will need to be used. 

Other times, someone may be ready 

to follow Jesus in baptism and you 
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don’t have a pool of water big enough 

for the whole person. Again, it is less 

about how baptism is performed, and 

all about why. As we said before, 

baptism does not facilitate salvation. 

It is a testimony and a declaration. In 

Jesus’ day, those baptized declared 

their faith in God over reliance on a 

religious system and declared a desire 

for the righteousness imparted by 

God rather than that earned by a 

system of religious works. We still 

make that declaration. Baptism is a 

picture of the Gospel; the death, 

burial, and resurrection of Jesus by 
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which we are saved. If this is really the 

confession and expression of our 

heart; if this is really what we have 

experienced, then any method or 

mode of baptism is sufficient. 

With full immersion baptism, it is 

a picture of what Jesus has done on 

our behalf, and an image of what has 

already occurred in us spiritually. 

Jesus died for our sin and was buried. 

In going under the water (being 

immersed) we are symbolically being 

“buried with Christ” (Romans 6:4). It is 

a picture that our old, self-centered, 

sinful self has been crucified and killed 
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with Jesus and buried. That is God’s 

final word on your sin, “It is finished” 

(John 19:30). When we come up out 

of the water (only a moment later in 

case you were wondering), we are 

declaring that we have been raised 

with Christ as “a new creation; the old 

has gone and the new has come” (2 

Corinthians 5:17). This 

transformation, of course, has already 

taken place, at the moment of 

conviction, confession, and 

repentance. Baptism is a declaration 

of that transformation. 
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When you come to be baptized, 

you’ll want to bring a change of 

clothes. Wear something in that you 

don’t mind getting wet… and that isn’t 

see through when it does get wet. 

Many churches will provide a robe of 

some kind, otherwise a swimsuit and 

a t-shirt will suffice. The church should 

have towels for you to use, but you 

might want to bring one or two of 

your own, just in case.  

Some churches will give you an 

opportunity to “give your testimony,” 

which is a churchy way of saying “tell 

your story.” At this point, you simply 
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let people know how God’s conviction 

came and your response to it. The 

pastor/minister may ask you a 

scripted question, and then will 

usually say something along the lines 

of, “Upon your profession of faith in 

Jesus Christ as your Savior and Lord, I 

baptize you my brother/sister in the 

name of the Father, and of the Son, 

and of the Holy Spirit; buried with 

Christ in his death (at this point he’ll 

lead you under water and bring you 

right back up), and raised with Christ 

to walk in new life!” There will likely 
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be much clapping and hugging 

following this. 

When you’re led into the water, 

it can go several ways. Sometimes 

they have you lean forward and kneel 

until your head is totally under, but 

most often you will be leaned 

backward. I realize this can sound 

terrifying, and if you have a fear of 

water I’m sure your pastor will work 

with you. It works like this:  when 

cued, you will reach up with one hand 

and close your nose, and your other 

arm will come around at the elbow to 

hold that arm in place. Your pastor’s 
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arm will go behind your back to 

support you and his other hand will 

hold one of your arms in front for 

security. They will ask that you sit 

down, like in a chair, and lean back. 

Don’t worry! In the water, even a 

pastor who is slight of frame can lift 

you pretty easy. You’ll go back, under 

the water, and then back up. It’s 

simple, but can you see the symbolism 

of being dead, buried, and raised 

again? It’s pretty cool! 

As you come out of the pool, 

there should be people, or at least 

provision, for your towel and a place 
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to change into your dry clothes. Once 

you’re dried and changed, they’ll 

probably have you rejoin the service 

and hopefully celebrate afterward! 
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I’m Wet. So Now What? 

 

Baptism is not an end. There 

have been many people who have 

resisted being baptized because 

they’re under the impression that you 

come out of the baptismal waters 

new… and perfect. This is not true. 

There are two realities in which we 

live:  the temporal (or physical) and 

the eternal (or spiritual). In eternity, 

the work is done. God will now and 

forever see you through his Son, 

Jesus, and will see you as complete, 

perfect, whole and holy. This doesn’t 
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mean he is oblivious to any future sin 

(intentional or incidental), it means he 

knows that it’s been paid for through 

the sacrifice of Jesus who stands 

forever as our mediator, keeping us 

right with God. Because you are his 

child, and because he only sees you as 

his perfect child, God will walk with 

you and work in you through the 

things of your life:  the good, the bad, 

and the ugly. You are his, and nothing 

will ever change that. No one, not 

enemies, not friends, not in-laws, not 

even Satan himself can bring any 
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charge against you that will change 

God’s mind about you. It is finished! 

In time and space, our physical 

reality, there is a lot of work to do. 

God knows that where he found you 

and where you are is not where he 

wants you to be, and he is going to 

work through the people and 

circumstances in your life to forge you 

into the image of Jesus. This does not 

mean he wants to make you a clone, it 

does mean he wants to see the family 

resemblance… which is more about 

character than appearance. This 

means you will be tested, tried, and 
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stretched. You will know victory and 

success, and you will also know 

failure. Through it all, God has you 

and will continue to work to bring 

healing, wholeness, and holiness. The 

Bible calls this “working out our 

salvation with fear and trembling” 

(Philippians 2:12). 

Sometimes with baptism comes 

church membership, but not always. 

In either case, you will want to 

connect with a church fellowship if 

you haven’t already (however, it’s 

assumed that if you’re being baptized 

in a church, you have some kind of 
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relationship with that church). Church 

membership is an important part of 

realizing your new faith in Jesus. The 

Bible says that “no one has ever seen 

God, but if we love one another, God 

is revealed in us and the love of God is 

perfected (or made visible) in us” (1 

John 4:11). Our interaction with other 

Christians (the church) is essential to 

experiencing the presence, love, and 

power of God. We can only 

experience so much by ourselves. 

Through our relationship with other 

children of God and followers of Jesus, 

our experience is enriched and we 
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find ourselves inspired, encouraged, 

and empowered to live for God in 

Christ. If you are not already a 

member of a church fellowship, do so! 

The church is the people of God, and 

as we know people are imperfect. But 

what better place to learn about 

mercy, grace, forgiveness, healing, 

restoration, and growth than in a 

community who all stand on the 

common ground of Jesus Christ? It can 

get ugly sometimes, we still get in our 

own way, but God will always work to 

bring ultimate good out of temporary 

hardship.  
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We need to be a part of a 

community that genuinely cares about 

us, not because of what they can get 

from us, but for our own sake and for 

the glory of God. We need people 

who will tell us the unpopular truth 

for our good. We need people who 

will love us sacrificially. We need 

people who will encourage us when 

we are at our best and forgive us 

when we’re at our worst. This is how 

we grow, and this is how we become 

more like Jesus. We need to learn 

about commitment, perseverance, 
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and true, biblical love… which can 

change the world around us. 

In addition to being a part of a 

church fellowship/community, you’ll 

want to get used to telling your story 

(your testimony). This is the account 

of what God has done in your life, and 

it will always be growing. There’s your 

salvation story:  how God called you, 

convicted you, and brought you to 

repentance, and then there are other 

testimonies as God continues his 

great work in your life. Get used to 

telling people about God, what he is 

doing in your life and in the lives 
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around you. Learn to see the Gospel 

living in you and living in others. Look 

for that redemption story in your 

favorite books, movies, TV shows, 

even video games (some of them can 

be quite story-driven). Write stuff 

down as you see it and tell anyone 

who will listen. You can never brag 

too much on God! 

Lastly, get into the habit of 

making time to read the Bible. The 

entire Bible is written to reveal God 

and to help us see Him at work in the 

world. The more you read the Bible, 

the more acquainted with God you 
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will become. Sometimes the Old 

Testament can be tough, especially at 

first, so feel free to start in the gospels 

(Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John). You 

can also get resources like the You 

Version Bible App for your phone 

and/or tablet. This will give you access 

to literally hundreds of Bible 

translations in dozens of languages as 

well as various reading plans to help 

you get into reading the Bible. Along 

with reading the Bible, develop a 

habit of talking to God. We call this 

praying. It isn’t hard, but talking to 

someone you can’t see can take some 
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getting used to. Eventually, you will 

learn to hear him, even if he doesn’t 

speak with an audible voice. Prayer is 

a conversation, not a monologue, so 

never be hesitant to just sit silently in 

the presence of God and listen. 

Baptism is the beginning of a 

beautiful relationship—with God and 

with the people of God. It is among 

the very first steps in your walk with 

Jesus. It is a spiritual marker that you 

will always have to look back on and 

remember the goodness, mercy, 

grace, and power of God. 
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