
26 QUESTIONS YOU SHOULD BE ASKING! 
QUESTION #21: WHAT IS BAPTISM? 

‘Christian baptism … is a sign from God that signifies inward cleansing and remission of sins (Acts 22:16; 1 Cor 6:11; Eph 5:25–27), 

Spirit-wrought regeneration and new life (Titus 3:5), and the abiding presence of the Holy Spirit as God’s seal testifying and guaran-

teeing that one will be kept safe in Christ forever (1 Cor 12:13; Eph 1:13–14). Baptism carries these meanings because first and fun-

damentally it signifies union with Christ in his death, burial, and resurrection (Rom 6:3–7; Col 2:11–12); and this union with Christ is 

the source of every element in our salvation (1 John 5:11–12).’ – J.I. Packer, Concise Theology, 212. 

1. WHERE DO WE GET THE WORD? 

Baptizō – to put under water as an initiatory rite for the pur-

pose of renewing or establishing a relationship with God; to 

wash ceremonially; to plunge, dip.  

Gal 3 
 27 

For as many of you as were baptized into Christ 

have put on Christ. (cf. all references in Acts; Rom 6.3; 1 

Cor 1.13-16) 

Baptō – to dip something in a liquid. 

John 13 
 26 

Jesus answered, "It is he to whom I will give 

this morsel of bread when I have dipped it." So when he 

had dipped the morsel, he gave it to Judas, the son of 

Simon Iscariot. (See also Lk 16.24) 

Baptisma – ceremonious use of water for purpose of renew-

ing or establishing relationship with God; plunging; dipping.  

Eph 4 
 4 

There is one body and one Spirit—just as you 

were called to the one hope that belongs to your call—
5 

one Lord, one faith, one baptism,
 6 

one God and Father 

of all, who is over all and through all and in all. (See also 

Rom 6.4; 1 Pet 3.21) 

Baptismos – washing; cleansing; plunging experience. 

Col 2 
 12 

having been buried with him in baptism, in 

which you were also raised with him through faith in the 

powerful working of God, who raised him from the dead. 

All that complicated jargon to simply say this: the meaning of the words used for ‘baptise’ and ‘baptism’ in the New Testament mili-

tate against two false notions with regard to baptism: 

1. That baptism can function as a precursor to faith. Baptism is clearly an initiatory rite with regard to the beginning of one’s 

relationship to God. 

2. That baptism can be by sprinkling, pouring, or any means other than plunging. The words used by the New Testament au-

thors clearly indicate that a dipping or plunging is in view. 

2. THE OLD TESTAMENT BACKGROUND 

It has often been argued that baptism is the New Covenant version of circumcision. This is simply not the case.  

It must be noted that in the OT circumcision was a symbol of an inward cleansing and renewal of heart (Deut 10.16; Jer 4.4; Ezek 

44.7). This symbolic force is brought into the NT in places like Phil 3.3 where the Gentile Christians are called ‘the true circumcision’ 

since they worship in the Spirit. A key text here is Col 2.11-14. 

 11 
In him also you were circumcised with a circumcision made without hands, by putting off the body of the flesh, by 

the circumcision of Christ,
 12 

having been buried with him in baptism, in which you were also raised with him through 

faith in the powerful working of God, who raised him from the dead. 
13 

And you, who were dead in your trespasses 

and the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made alive together with him, having forgiven us all our trespasses,
 14 

by 

cancelling the record of debt that stood against us with its legal demands. This he set aside, nailing it to the cross. 

In baptism, Christians declare their ultimate union with Christ. Christians are those who are buried with Christ in baptism and also 

raised with him through faith. Thus regeneration—the inward circumcision which is made without hands—is the NT fulfilment of OT 

circumcision of the flesh. 



Gal 5 
 2 

Look: I, Paul, say to you that if you accept circumcision, Christ will be of no advantage to you. 

Again, if baptism were the new covenant fulfilment of circumcision, the letter to the Galatians would have been much shorter. When 

convinced that they needed to be circumcised to be in the covenant all Paul would have needed to say is this: ‘You don’t need to be 

circumcised anymore because we have been baptized.’ Instead, Paul insists with the strongest language that the true heirs of Abra-

ham do not inherit the promise through family connections or works at all. Rather, the promised blessing is received by those who 

receive the Spirit by faith. 

3. IN THE NEW TESTAMENT STORY 

From the beginning of the apostles’ preaching, baptism is associated with repentance and conversion. 

A. BELIEVERS WERE BAPTIZED 

Acts 2 
 38 

And Peter said to them, "Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the for-

giveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit…. 
 41 

So those who received his word were bap-

tized, and there were added that day about three thousand souls.  

Acts 8 
 12 

But when they believed Philip as he preached good news about the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus 

Christ, they were baptized, both men and women.  

Acts 10 
 47 

"Can anyone withhold water for baptizing these people, who have received the Holy Spirit just as we 

have?" 

B. ONLY BELIEVERS WERE BAPTIZED 

Even the ‘household baptisms’ testify to this reality when we read the text closely. 

Acts 16 
29 

And the jailer called for lights and rushed in, and trembling with fear he fell down before Paul and Silas.
 30 

Then he brought them out and said, "Sirs, what must I do to be saved?"
 31 

And they said, "Believe in the Lord Jesus, 

and you will be saved, you and your household."
 32 

And they spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all who were 

in his house.
 33 

And he took them the same hour of the night and washed their wounds; and he was baptized at once, 

he and all his family.
 34 

Then he brought them up into his house and set food before them. And he rejoiced along with 

his entire household that he had believed in God. 

Acts 18 
 8 

Crispus, the ruler of the synagogue, believed in the Lord, together with his entire household. And many of 

the Corinthians hearing Paul believed and were baptized. 

4. WHAT DOES BAPTISM SYMBOLIZE? 

A. THE WASHING AWAY OF SINS 

Acts 22 
 16 

And now why do you wait? Rise and be baptized and wash away your sins, calling on his name. 

B. UNION WITH CHRIST IN HIS DEATH AND RESURRECTION 

Rom 6 
 3 

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. 



C. PASSING THROUGH (THE WATERS OF) JUDGEMENT SAFEULY 

1Pet 3 
20 

because they formerly did not obey, when God's patience waited in the days of Noah, while the ark was be-

ing prepared, in which a few, that is, eight persons, were brought safely through water.
 21 

Baptism, which corre-

sponds to this, now saves you, not as a removal of dirt from the body but as an appeal to God for a good conscience, 

through the resurrection of Jesus Christ… 

5. WHAT DOES IT HAVE TO DO WITH OUR CORE VALUES? 

A. TRUTH 

Baptism, ultimately, is a celebration of truth. It gloriously pictures the truth of the gospel: by faith I must be unified with 

Christ so that his death to sin is my death to sin and his life to God becomes my life to God. It is a picture of the cleansing, 

renewal, forgiveness, and newness of life that we all so desperately need. Baptism is always tied up with the teaching of 

truth and the making of disciples (Matt 28.19-20). 

B. HUMILITY 

Being baptized requires humility. It means giving public testimony. It means acknowledging you hopelessness, your sinful-

ness and your need of a Saviour before all people. Sometimes it means leaving behind cultural and family traditions and al-

legiances. These all require humility, but the Lord gives grace to the humble. 

C. DELIGHT 

Baptism itself is a means of grace. In baptism, ‘there is the blessing of God’s favor that comes with all obedience, as well as 

the joy that comes through the public profession of one’s faith, and the reassurance of having a clear physical picture of dy-

ing and rising with Christ and of washing away sins. Certainly the Lord gave us baptism to strengthen and encourage our 

faith—and it should do so for everyone who is baptized and for every believer who witnesses a baptism’ (Grudem, System-

atic Theology, 980-981). So baptism gives the baptized one and all the witnesses reason to delight in God. 

For further study: 

- Thomas Schreiner and Shawn Wright, eds., Believer's Baptism: Sign of the New Covenant in Christ (NAC Studies in Bible & 

Theology).  

- Everett Ferguson, Baptism in the Early Church: History, Theology, and Liturgy in the First Five Centuries. 

- F.M. Buhler, Baptism: Three Aspects—Archaeological, Historical, Biblical. 


